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The methodology for this research was hermeneutic phenomenology. Interviewees shared their 
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analyzed to deduce themes. Themes included the importance of the North Carolina Research 

Education Network (NC REN) for teaching German online, an asynchronous versus synchronous 

debate, how professors taught in synchronous courses, the importance of learning 

management systems (LMS) systems, the resilient characteristics of UNC German Consortium 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

Learning a foreign language is one of the few subjects that is globally ubiquitous. With 

the evolution of the Internet and mobile devices, technology has changed the way foreign 

language is taught in higher education. “Over the last three decades second or foreign language 

(L2) instruction has been one of the major subject areas of education in which technology has 

played a key role” (Oz, 2015, p. 22). Today’s foreign language classrooms have evolved to meet 

the needs of current students. “Contemporary language teaching methods aim to expose 

learners to examples of situations in which they may find themselves, and the tasks they will 

need to carry out using a foreign language” (Demouy & Kukulska-Hulme, 2010, p. 217). Learning 

technologies that have altered the way students learn and professors teach are now available. 

Learning technologies within the University of North Carolina (UNC) German Consortium 

were examined in this study. The UNC German Consortium, which has a sixteen-year history of 

educating students in German online from 2000 to 2016, is considered a model for examining 

an evolution of learning technologies for distance education. The UNC German Consortium is a 

collaborative effort between sixteen different public, four-year institutions—a unique scenario 

within a single state. The ways in which professors taught undergraduate German courses 

online to students at the sixteen different public universities are included in this dissertation.  

This research is unique because it examines learning technologies for distance language 

learning over a sixteen-year span within the single state of North Carolina. 



2 
 

 Students from any of the sixteen different public universities can take classes within the 

UNC German Consortium during their undergraduate career. Because of the existence of the 

Consortium within these public universities, interest in German as a foreign language across the 

state of North Carolina may increase. According to the Modern Language Association report 

(2015), the fourth most popular foreign language in higher education is German; in the United 

States, 86,700 students study German in higher education (MLA, 2015). Foreign language 

teaching has expanded during this time because of distance education. 

 Examining the UNC German Consortium provided a snapshot in time of learning 

technology usage within North Carolina. The Consortium stood as a one-of-a-kind model and 

analysis of learning technologies created a big picture view of how students are learning 

German through these mediums. Although the history of teaching students online through the 

UNC German Consortium was not perfect, the group of faculty who taught are a microcosm of 

information for future distance language faculty and administrators. This research, though 

limited to a localized setting, highlighted lessons learned over time through distance education 

within a language learning environment. 

 Distance education is a unique way of reaching students who do not have instructors 

available at their place of study (ACTFL, n.d.). In a globalized economy, knowing a foreign 

language or languages is critical to being a contributing member of society (Eurostat, 2016). The 

National Center for Education Statistics (2014) identified over 20 million students who took at 

least one distance education course during fall 2012 and fall 2013. Four-year public universities 

that offered distance education courses are the most popular institutions and the UNC German 

Consortium gives students the opportunity to take German courses at a distance at sixteen of 
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the seventeen public universities in North Carolina. This study investigates how distance 

education technology has changed over time for language learning. No previous research about 

language learning technology evolution has been conducted on the UNC German Consortium. 

 Previous studies acknowledged the importance of researching language learning. For 

example, EUROCALL’s Research Policy Statement (2010) recognized the importance of studying 

language learning as “digital technology has moved to the centre of modern life…the need for 

research into the relationship between the digital media and education in general has never 

been more acute” (para. 1). With the smorgasbord of technologies available in educational 

environments, determining consistent successful learning technologies has proved difficult. 

McKeeman and Oveido (2014) suggested that the 21st century world makes it more difficult 

than ever to determine which technologies are best for a language learning classroom.  

 “It is rare to find a language class that does not use some form of technology” (ACTFL, 

n.d. para. 1). Technology used includes learning management systems, discussion boards, 

online phone calls, and digital reading material (Lancashire, 2009). In previous language 

learning research, one specific technology or several technologies were analyzed in a certain 

context. For example, Wu (2015) created a mobile application that had the potential to increase 

vocabulary learning for Chinese students learning English as a second language. The application 

created for this experiment was not readily available to others, so the experiment was merely a 

suggestion, that educators could use more mobile technology, not a solution for the everyday 

instructor. 

 Each research experiment pinpointed the advantages or disadvantages of a particular 

technology; however, the findings of these experiments were limited to that particular context 
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for learning and had limited application on a bigger scale. To broaden the applicability of 

research into distance learning technology, this dissertation examined the change in 

technologies over time within a single foreign language program. Little research from the past 

examined the evolution of learning technologies within a single foreign language program. 

“Technology has therefore affected not only the lifestyle of individuals and communities but 

also their language, thoughts, and codes of behaviors” including the way they learn (Kartal & 

Uzun, 2010, p. 91). By examining the past, educators and administrators can establish patterns 

for future success in foreign language classrooms.  

Purpose of the Study 

 This study analyzed more than just one professor or one classroom’s experience with 

technologies for language learning. The goal of this study was to examine the UNC German 

Consortium from 2000 to 2016, and to compare the evolution of learning technologies for 

distance education with national and international historical trends. The purpose of this 

qualitative study was to identify technological changes and the adoption of learning technology 

over time within one academic program. 

 This study was a non-positivist, qualitative, narrative research study, which examined 

trends in learning technologies. Previous research examined learning technologies within 

language learning classrooms, but the research was case study specific. This research study 

focused on a larger systemic approach to trends in one particular language program over time. 

The study chronicled the evolution of learning technologies over time for the UNC German 

Consortium. 
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Research Questions 

 With a sixteen-year history, the UNC German Consortium offers several opportunities 

for learning German via distance education. The research questions below were designed to 

find out more about the changes in learning technologies over time.  

 What changes in learning technologies use occurred in the German Consortium from 

2000-2016 to instruct students via distance education? 

 What patterns emerge from professor interviews concerning the evolution of learning 

technologies in the UNC German Consortium from 2000-2016? 

 To what degree do learning technologies utilized in the German Consortium from 2000-

2016 align with larger national/international trends in distance education? 

These questions assumed that faculty members who taught in the UNC German Consortium 

from 2000 through 2016 (or consistently since 2000) were willing to provide information and 

artifacts about learning technologies used for their courses.  

Overview of Dissertation 

The literature review (chapter 2) includes a globalized look at evolving technologies for 

language learning since 2000. It is divided into various types of language learning technologies 

such as computer assisted language learning (CALL), and mobile assisted language learning 

(MALL). A brief historical description of each of these terms is included in the literature review 

to provide context for how they are adapted to modern classrooms. 

The methodology for the study (chapter 3) describes how the data was gathered and 

how it was analyzed. The results of the interviews (chapter 4) show specific interpretive schema 

identified from the interviews. Trends in the UNC German Consortium are discussed in chapter 
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5 and the dissertation concludes with suggestions for the future for teaching languages and 

distance education.  

Operational Definitions 

CALL or computer assisted language learning is defined by Levy (1997) as “the search for 

and study of applications of the computer in language teaching and learning (p. 1). Egbert 

(2005) expanded the definition to include “learners learning language in any context with 

through, and around computer technologies” (p. 4). 

 Distance education “is teaching and planned learning in which teaching normally occurs 

in a different place from learning, requiring communication through technologies as well as 

special institutional organization (Moore & Kearsley, 2012, p. 2). 

 LMS means learning management system. “’LMS’ are convenient virtual common rooms 

for class schedules, reading lists, students grades, and links to recommended sites on the Web” 

(Lancashire, 2009, p. 1). Common examples of LMS in the UNC German Consortium are 

Blackboard and Moodle. 

 L2 represents the teaching of a second language. For example: L2 teachers are those 

who teach a second language. L2 describes any language being taught including English as a 

second language. 

 Mobile learning is defined as “learning mediated via handheld devices and available, 

anytime, anywhere. Such learning may be formal or informal” (Kukluska-Hulme & Shield, 2008, 

p. 273). Devices include but are not limited to: iPods, PDAs, MP3 players, and any other mobile 

devices used to access the Internet (Kondo, Ishikawa, Smith, Sakamoto, Shimomura, Wada, 

2012).  
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 MALL or mobile assisted language learning is described as “the set of wireless means 

and methods of their [students] use in teaching English and, at the same time, these devices are 

considered as specific means, “tools” in a teacher hands, following him to organize the teaching 

process” (Krivoruchko, Raissova, Makarikhina, Yergazinova, & Kazhmuratova, 2015, p. 159). This 

definition also applies to language learning other than English, including secondary languages. 

 MCNC is the acronym for Microelectronics Center of North Carolina. This is a 

“technology non-profit that builds, owns, and operates a leading-edge broadband 

infrastructure for North Carolina’s research, education, non-profit healthcare, and other 

community institutions” (MCNC, 2017b). 

 NC REN is the acronym for North Carolina Research Education Network. Owned by 

MCNC, NC REN is “the fiber-optic infrastructure provides Internet, video, audio, data and 

computing network services to all 16 of North Carolina’s public institutions that grant 

baccalaureate degrees” (MCNC 2017a). This is the main way classes are connected 

synchronously on the UNC German Consortium. 

 Online course is “defined as one in which at least 80% of the course content is delivered 

online. Face-to-face instruction includes courses in which zero to 29% of the content is 

delivered online” (Allen, Seaman, Poulin, & Straut, 2016, p. 7). 

 UNCW refers to the University of North Carolina Wilmington, one of the seventeen 

public universities in the University of North Carolina public university system. 

Limitations 

 The qualitative data for this study was gathered and interpreted by one individual with 

the purpose of creating an understanding of learning technologies. Interpretation of the data 
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was a limitation because any researcher could be influenced by his or her own bias, and 

previous, or current, experiences with technology for the classroom. The process of 

interpretation and creating a shared meaning included assembling meaning through the 

comprehensive understanding of how students learn with technology (Kerdeman, 2015). By 

analyzing faculty members’ experiences, the interviewer examined a created shared meaning 

among those individuals who taught German within the Consortium. Walsham (2006) 

suggested “shared meanings are a form of inter-subjectivity, rather than objectivity” (p. 320). 

The author’s interpretation of the interviews could limit the potential for the author to 

generalize the experiment’s findings, but could still lend insights into trends of changing 

technology within the foreign language classroom. 

 Each faculty member determined different learning technologies as being most 

successful. The purpose of the research was to study the artifacts and technologies utilized over 

the defined time period, to establish patterns. However, other limitations existed with this 

study. For example, the study did not address which technology offered the best learning or if 

the Internet helped teach students a foreign language. This offered possible areas for future 

research, especially since the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages claimed 

that no research existed where students learn foreign languages from technology alone without 

a language instructor (n.d.).  

 Though the UNC German Consortium stands out as an online collaboration among 

universities, it does not mean optimal learning takes place through online courses. Despite 

some individuals claiming, “The Internet especially can be fruitful for autonomous learning” this 

does not mean that it applies to all instances (Saqlain, 2012, para. 14). Learning technologies 
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used for the UNC German Consortium may or may not be aligned with national or international 

trends so they may or may not be applicable to other foreign language applications. 

 Another limitation of this study was that the UNC German Consortium represented 

learning technologies used solely for North Carolina public universities. This narrowed the 

scope of the research since the system or institution, rather than the professor, determined 

some of the technologies that would be available for classroom teaching. For example, 

professors may have wished to utilize a certain learning management system (LMS), but were 

limited to using their institution’s preferred LMS. Despite the restriction of institutional 

expectations, this study provided a realistic look at learning technologies. 

Significance of the Study 

 This study contributes to the larger research field of foreign language learning and the 

technologies used within the classroom environment. “The field of second language acquisition 

is generally considered a young discipline: only in the past forty years have theories been 

developed” (Whyte, 2011, p. 215). By analyzing one particular language learning program’s 

learning technologies, certain patterns emerged. Since there was little to no research 

concerning the evolution of learning technologies over time, this study should encourage other 

consortiums or language learning programs to analyze their past. Lessons from the past could 

be valuable for determining future directions, past mistakes, and technological trends. This 

analysis of learning technologies over time has created a pattern for technology adoption 

within a single language consortium among the public universities of North Carolina.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This chapter explores a history of distance education and language learning literature in 

higher education. Following the historical perspective, there is an exploration of groupings of 

learning technologies utilized within distance language learning classrooms, specifically 

computer assisted language learning (CALL) and mobile assisted language learning (MALL) tools. 

The literature review portrays an advancement of technologies over time. According to White 

(2006), there were four decades of research into distance language education, which yielded 

many studies. However, this also explains the newness of the field of distance language 

education. 

History of Distance Education 

 Distance education is relatively new in the historical spectrum of education. Throughout 

time, distance education evolved (Kraemer, 2008a). The history of distance education offers 

many different communication mediums and ways of teaching, beginning with correspondence 

study. Before analyzing correspondence study, it is important to learn about the categorization 

of distance education. 

Generations of Distance Education 

Attempts have been made to categorize the technology and pedagogies for teaching 

with technology by defining generations of distance education. “The development of 

generations of distance education represents, in systems terminology, a hierarchal structure 

with an increasing differentiation of technological capacity for integrating unique delivery 
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systems” (Garrison, 1985, p. 235). Most researchers agree that correspondence study was the 

first generation of distance education; however, this is where the similarities stop and the 

differences in opinion about generations of distance education emerged among researchers. 

Table 1 demonstrates the differences among researchers’ generational theories.  

Table 1 

Generational Theories of Distance Education 

Generations/ 
Researchers 

1st Gen. 2nd Gen. 3rd Gen. 4th Gen. 5th Gen. 

Boyle (1995) Printed Material Telecomm. 
and 
Broadcasting 

Information 
Technology 

  

Garrison 
(1985) 

Correspondence 
Generation 

Telecomm. 
Generation 

Computer 
Generation 

  

Moore & 
Kearsley 
(2012) 

Correspondence 
Study 

Broadcast, 
Radio, and TV 

Open 
Universities 

Teleconfer
encing 

Internet/ 
Web 

Rumble 
(2001) 

Correspondence 
Education 

Broadcasting Multi-Media 
Systems 

Online or 
Virtual 
Education 
Systems 

 

Taylor (2001) Correspondence Multimedia Tele-
learning 

Flexible 
Learning 

Intelligent 
Flexible 
Learning 

Wang & Sun 
(2001) 

Printed Media Broadcasting, 
TV, Radio, 
Telecomm. 

Word 
Processor 

Internet-
Based 
Technology 

 

White (2003) Correspondence 
Systems 

Multimedia 
Systems 

Online 
Systems 

  

 

With so many theories and technologies, researchers diverged towards the type of 

technology as opposed to the generation. All generations listed in Table 1 were analyzed, but 

not in the particular order of one theory. Saba (2013) found some researchers began the history 
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of distance education with their preferred period, because they lacked a broader sense of 

understanding behind distance education. The focus of the following review was to “strive to 

understand technology and technological approaches that make the experiences of distant and 

local learners positive and equivalent” (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & Zvacek, 2012, p. 28). 

This particular review of distance education started with correspondence study, and followed 

with broadcast technologies, telecommunications, computers, the Internet, and Open 

Universities. 

Correspondence Study 

The first type of advertised distance education occurred as early as 1728. In the Boston 

Gazette, a pioneer in distance education offered shorthand lessons via postal service on a 

weekly occurrence for a fee (Holmberg, 1995). As time progressed, more newspaper 

advertisements were created. In Sweden in 1833, courses were offered in composition. These 

were followed by courses offered in England and Germany. Sir Isaac Pitman taught shorthand 

lessons via correspondence education in the United Kingdom in 1840 (Rumble, 2001). Schlosser 

and Simonson (2006) and others identified the first evidence of distance education as 

correspondence study via print materials. In other words, individuals would receive instruction 

and take courses thanks to postal mail services (Wang & Sun, 2001). Moore and Kearsley (2012) 

and White (2003) also referred to correspondence education through printed material as the 

first generation of distance education and this was an agreed upon idea among researchers 

(see Table 1).  

Correspondence study offered freedom for the student and was made available to a 

large population of students via advertisements (Garrison, 1985). This type of distance 
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education was a one-way communication streak from instructor to pupil, due to a lengthy 

postal service (Holmberg, 1995). It is suggested that the lengthy amount of time needed for 

correspondence forced the student to truly want to complete the coursework (Garrison, 1985). 

To improve upon this, changes had to occur. 

 Correspondence study expanded to more formalized education through the 

establishment of the International Correspondence Schools in Pennsylvania which offered a 

variety of subjects to study. Schlosser and Simonson (2006) explained how Thomas Foster’s 

International Correspondence Schools skyrocketed from 225,000 students in 1900 to more than 

2 million students twenty years later. Courses were offered in England in subjects such as 

accounting (Keegan, 1990). Correspondence study influenced current colleges and universities. 

Some modern American universities such as University of Nebraska, University of Wisconsin, 

University of Chicago, and Illinois Wesleyan University experimented with this type of distance 

education as early as 1870 (Harting & Erthal, 2005, Schlosser & Simonson, 2006). The tradition 

of correspondence distance education continues today with University of Minnesota and 

University of Kansas offering credits through correspondence distance education programs 

(Stokes, 2012). Moore and Kearsley (2012) found the study guide to be the most used example 

of modern printed material for distance education—a remnant of the printed or 

correspondence study generation. 

Broadcast Radio, Television, and Film 

Newer technologies created exciting opportunities for distance learning via audio 

starting in 1928. Institutions began offering credit-bearing courses for learners via radio 

(Harting & Erthal, 2005). During the 1920s, universities and colleges created 176 radio stations 
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across the United States for educational purposes, only to see their demise before 1930 

(Schlosser & Simonson, 2006). Garfinkel (1972) lauded the radio as an invention that could 

provide language education to populations around the globe. Audio paved the way for distance 

education by giving a voice to the professor and bringing the printed material to life (Boyle, 

1995). Audio technologies included not only the radio, but also phonograph records, which 

Clarke (1918) believed would increase learning through repetition. Recorded instruction for 

distance education continued to be relevant through the 1960s with the invention of the 

audiocassette (White, 2003). Recorded audio was a factor within distance education with more 

current technologies such as MP3s and podcasting (Levy, 2009).  

Moving back to the 1930s, “the University of Iowa began experimenting with 

transmitting instructional television courses in 1932, seven years before television was 

introduced at the New York World’s Fair” (Harting & Erthal, 2005, p. 37). Advances in television 

paved the way for this new type of instruction. 

The 1930s were significant for the creation of television programs for learning, but it 

took until the 1950s to offer these types of courses for credit (Schlosser & Simonson, 2006). 

However, television education was restrictive due to viewing the program according to a 

schedule and one-way communication led to some frustrating learning situations for students 

with differing skill levels (Bates, 1984). An example of this type of televised broadcast was 

Sunrise Semester, a televised series of college courses, broadcast from 1957 through 1982 on 

CBS (Schlosser & Simonson, 2006). Television continued to be an educational option for 

distance education through the 1980s with the Adult Learning Service (ALS) and establishment 

of the Mind Extension University® for gaining college credit (Harting & Erthal, 2005). 
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Technological advancements brought films to college classrooms; films provided more control 

and flexibility of scheduling for classrooms. 

 By 1910, higher education institutions were able to create film catalogs to offer to 

students for educational purposes (Reiser, 1987). As early as 1922, Thomas Edison bragged “the 

education of the future, as I see it, will be conducted through the medium of the motion 

picture…where it should be possible to obtain one hundred percent efficiency” (as quoted by 

Cuban, 1986, p. 9). This trend of utilizing film progressed as different sizes of films were 

available. For example, the 1950s saw popularity of 16mm film for education, while the 1970s 

and 1980s celebrated the use of videotapes for VCRs (White, 2003). Film was appreciated 

because of its low cost and ability to engage students though some researchers questioned 

their effectiveness for learning (Salaberry, 2001). As with previous generations of distance 

education, these technologies were thought to be superior to former teaching methods (Cuban, 

1986). However, learning from film was similar to learning from a lecture; it was a one-way 

communication. 

Garrison (1985) contended that broadcast media did not make an impact on distance 

education due to the lack of two-way communication. “Sadly, the result is that these media are 

badly overused, quite often being limited to the verbatim recording of a lecture, which is a very 

poor use of such potentially rich resources” (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). The one-way 

communication aspect of radio, television, and film was reminiscent of printed information 

from correspondence education.  

Clark (1983) identified technology such as videotapes as “vehicles” for education, not 

increased learning. Garrison (1985) pointed to the lack of feedback available from 
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audiocassettes, videotapes, or even laser discs for learning. Alexander Graham Bell’s invention 

changed the way communication worked for distance education from one-way to two-way 

communication. Instead of radio or film delivering instruction, a live professor could 

communicate instantaneously with students.  

Telecommunications and Teleconferencing 

Telecommunications offered a way for both teacher and student to be in the same 

digital space at the same time. Distance education changed forever thanks to 

telecommunications and teleconferencing (Garrison, 1985). Garrison (1985) believed the 

telephone was one of the best devices for communication between two individuals in the 

history of distance education. Telecommunications included telephones, faxes, and computers 

to distribute information from one place or device to another (Schlosser & Simonson, 2006). 

These early technologies were able to build upon printed material by creating a feedback loop 

(White, 2003). Early technologies such as phones were a cheap way of communicating, that 

most individuals were accustomed to using, outside of learning. (Wang & Sun, 2001) 

Teleconferencing built upon the idea of communicating in real time by adding more options for 

live interaction. 

“Teleconferencing (i.e., conferences among people who are remote from each other via 

telecommunication devices) bridged the gap to a certain extent by enabling synchronous two-

way communication” (Kraemer, 2008a, p. 18). Live feedback was available and the learner 

interacted synchronously with the professor (Wang & Sun, 2001). Teleconferencing and 

telecommunications spanned a long time period within distance education history. 

Teleconferencing was the more recent invention, being utilized as early as 1970 through the 
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1980s (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). Types of technologies classified as teleconferencing tools were 

audio-based, video-based, computer-based, or interactive types of communication that 

included audio or visual aids (Schlosser & Simonson, 2006). Modern teleconferencing was 

typically conducted via a computer and computers themselves played a large part in the history 

of distance education. 

Computers 

 Computers were a modern technology for distance education. Wang and Sun (2001) 

argued Garrison and others’ descriptions of computers as a generation was too general and not 

specific enough in the ways the computer could be used. Computers fit within multiple 

categories because of their multiple uses and software (Kraemer, 2008a). As machines, 

computers could be used for organizing data, typing, mathematics, and interaction plus many 

more features (Chacon, 1992). Alfred North Whitehead believed that “the best education is to 

be found in gaining the utmost information from the simplest apparatus” (Gordon, 1965, p. 1). 

This could have been true of computers since they offered possibilities for education and 

collaboration with others through a computer screen; however, computers were not always a 

first choice for distance education. 

 As early as the 1970s, computer software was a hindrance for distance learning due to 

inhibiting software (Minoli, 1996). Computer cost also played a large role toward not adopting 

distance education at first (Schlosser & Simonson, 2006). During the 1970s, researchers started 

asking if the technology was actually able to teach or if it was simply a tool for teaching 

(Warschauer & Meskill, 2000). For example, students could create printed material by typing 

information into a computer or speaking to the computer (Hanson-Smith, 1999). Kraemer 
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(2008a) suggested that adding computers to the learning environment involved a larger time 

commitment from not only professors, but students as well. From a different perspective, 

student learning through computers allowed students to learn independently through software 

programs on CD-ROMs (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). This was an example of utilizing the 

computer as a tool for learning, but not for collaboration. 

Advances in telecommunications through computers increased the opportunities for 

collaboration (Harting & Erthal, 2005). Distance education classrooms improved thanks to 

possibilities for socializing and gaining feedback from others (Odera & Ogott, 2014). “The 

advent of computer conferencing capabilities has had an impact on the traditional approach to 

the design of distance education instruction” (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & Zvacek, 2012). 

This type of teleconferencing and communicating with others via computers changed with the 

evolution of the Internet. 

Internet  

In the 1980s and 1990s, advancements in low cost fiber optic technology facilitated 

better connections and improved synchronous communication for distance education 

(Schlosser & Simonson, 2006). The modern Internet was not always meant for learning. It was 

initially created in the 1950s as a project for “communication purposes by the army and 

academicians in American universities,” but introduced complex possibilities for commerce, 

learning, and more (Kartal & Uzun, 2010, p. 92). 

The first online courses for distance education were offered via command line in the 

1990s (Mason, 1998). “The web is increasingly becoming a key medium for many distance 

educational domains, including language learning and teaching” (Rogerson-Revell, 2007, p. 57). 



19 
 

Distance education via the web changed the dynamic of communication for learning and 

allowed feedback nearly instantly compared to correspondence study in the past (Boyle, 1995). 

“In the late 1990s…web-based instruction has become very popular in general education” 

because of opportunities for communicating via synchronous or asynchronous learning (Moore 

& Kearsley, 2012, p. 81). “Learning may be synchronous, referring to a predetermined point in 

time, or asynchronous, where students can access their learning at any time” (Durán-Cerda, 

2010, p. 109). The Internet changed the way distance language education was delivered to 

students as well. 

For colleges and universities, the Internet provided a platform for distance learning 

courses through learning management systems that hosted multiple digital tools for teaching 

(Blake, 2009). Beyond just hosting classes, distance education departments in universities were 

able to reach large numbers of students such as Liberty University teaching over forty thousand 

students (Stokes, 2012). There were entirely online universities such as Western Governor’s 

University; originally founded in 2000 in the United States with a population of 68,402 online 

students that graduated nearly 10,000 students per year (WGU, 2016). From an international 

perspective, distance education expanded like never before with The Open University of China 

supporting 3.59 million students in 2009 including 1.05 million undergraduate students (OUC, 

2009). “Online learning is both big business and a serious academic endeavor…we now have far 

more compelling ways of helping students to learn at a distance, whether the distance be near 

or far” (Stokes, 2012). This tradition of teaching students at a distance began much earlier than 

the Internet. 
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Open University 

The Open University of the United Kingdom began in 1971 as a degree-granting 

institution exclusively offering courses via distance education through media (Holmberg, 1986). 

In their first year, the Open University admitted over 24,000 students (Harting & Erthal, 2005). 

Moore (2009) identified the founding of the Open University of the United Kingdom as one of 

the most defining moments for international higher education. Still open today, the Open 

University was identified as the largest higher education institution in the United Kingdom with 

173,889 students (Open University, 2015).  

Similar Open institutions sprouted around the world as a result of the Open University 

of the United Kingdom. In Spain, the Universidad Nacional de Educacion a Distancia had over 

220,000 students, over 50,000 more students than the Open University of the United Kingdom 

(UNED, 2016). Examples of other Open Universities included “the Open University of China 

(formerly China Central Radio and TV University), Andalou University in Turkey, Indira Ghandi 

Open University, and the Hong Kong Open University” (Hanna, 2013). Other countries opened 

institutions designed exclusively for distance education such as Japan, Canada, Sri Lanka, and 

Pakistan (Schlosser & Simonson, 2006). Utilizing the Internet, modern open universities were 

able to attract students from other countries and worldwide (Hanna, 2013). These schools 

existed thanks to developments in distance education over time and were able to meet the 

needs of students from varying backgrounds as well as different levels of educational 

experience (Holmberg, 1986). These types of open universities were examples of a modern 

setting for distance language education, but were echoes of past generations of distance 

education. 
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Relevance to Modern Distance Education 

While discussing modern distance education, it was necessary to comprehend the 

beginnings of distance education; however, research often neglects this area. For example, 

“institutional histories of major American universities rarely mention correspondence or 

independent study” (Pittman, 2013, p. 23). Although, speaking about adoption of technologies 

within primary schools, Cuban (1986) suggested “time, then, is crucial in identifying the 

enduring devices that organizations have constructed for responding to external demands for 

swift change” (p. 106). Some researchers were ignoring the past and claiming that distance 

education truly began with the World Wide Web as opposed to correspondence study (Saba, 

2013). The influences of previous generations of distance education were evident within the 

field of distance language education. 

History of Distance Language Education  

 Modern distance language education was influenced by the first generation of distance 

education. Some of the original correspondence courses were designed to teach French or 

English (Kraemer, 2008a). The progression of technologies within the distance language 

classroom “has broadened the spectrum of interaction while empowering the students’ 

learning process by providing better opportunities for language usage” (Cetto, 2010, p. 121). 

Teaching distance education progressed because of advancements in technology; however, it 

was important to begin with the Internet because of the impact of information technology on 

communication in the last sixteen years (Simonson, et al., 2012).  
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Internet and Language Learning 

Although recognized as one of the last developments within distance education, the 

Internet widened the capabilities of distance education courses for teaching languages. 

Warschauer and Meskill (2000) touted the opportunities of teaching distance foreign language 

with the World Wide Web. Distance language education advanced due to the benefits of 

communication via technological opportunities for learning and teaching through the Internet 

(White, 2006). The Internet could also be described as “giving learners access to all the 

information they require and by enabling them to communicate rapidly, through a variety of 

media, with teachers and with fellow learners” (Boyle, 1995, p. 291). With the growth of the 

Internet, communication via computer became the norm (Altun, 2015).  

 Thanks to the Internet, information such as courses, suggestions, and even business 

transactions was automated toward an “e-world” for today’s language learners (Taylor, 2001, p. 

4). Modern students learned via synchronous videoconferencing, while asynchronous tools, 

such as wikis, became a natural part of distance language education (Blake, 2009). Students 

communicated with peers in other countries via not only videoconferencing, but audio 

conferencing as well. Kötter (2001) identified a pilot study of learners from the Open University 

of the United Kingdom who collaborated with others through audio conferencing. White (2006) 

highlighted the idea of modern distance language education focusing on interactions rather 

than delivery. As the Internet continued to deliver new possibilities for communication, 

students collaborated with their peers online on a global scale.  

 In addition to using internet technologies, students combined multiple technological 

areas from the past for today’s distance language classrooms. “In practice, all three generations 
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[correspondence, multimedia, and online systems] are often combined, even within courses 

which are delivered predominantly online” (White, 2006, p. 16). Instead of focusing on all three 

areas, the remainder of this literature review analyzes two specific fields of technology assisted 

language learning: computer assisted language learning (CALL) and mobile assisted language 

learning (MALL). These different technologies could be used for distance language learning. 

Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) 

Originally, in the 1960s, “we [language educators] assumed the computer’s primary 

contribution to second language acquisition were programs based on traditional language 

learning” (Jarvis & Krashen, 2014, p. 1). Levy (1997) defined CALL as “the search for and study 

of applications of the computer in language teaching and learning” (p. 1). Further definitions 

expanded the definition to include language learning. CALL was defined by Beatty (2003) as 

“any process in which a learner uses a computer and as a result, improves his or her language” 

(p. 7). Egbert expanded the definition in 2005 to “learners learning language in any context 

with, through, and around computer technologies” (p. 4). This evolution of definitions 

broadened the idea of a computer from being a single piece of hardware to multiple different 

types of technologies that utilized computing. Within the last ten years, computing grew to be 

part of the mainstream as well as part of language learning (Başöz and Çubukçu, 2014). CALL 

altered the way instructors taught and students learned a foreign language (Chang, 2007). 

Expanding the definition to include other computing devices led to new acronyms such as 

MALL, which is discussed later in this literature review.  

In the beginning, CALL focused on the behaviorist aspects of learning languages, but 

evolved as time passed (Jarvis & Krashen, 2014). From the behaviorist model, the computer or 
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technology always taught as a never-ending lecturer (Meihami, & Varmaghani, 2013). Blake 

(2009) referred to this time period as “drill-and-kill” since students were supposed to learn 

from constant repetition (p. 829). With changes in teaching theories and better technology, 

CALL adapted to meet the needs of learners through more communication methods with audio, 

video and eventually interactivity (Naba’h, Hussain, Al-Omari, & Shdeifat, 2009). These changes 

occurred during the 1970s and 1980s and was referred to as Communicative CALL (Meihami & 

Varmaghani, 2013). Communicative CALL brought with it a plethora of technologies to improve 

speaking skills (Levy, 2009). “Such technologies enable the acquisition of language skills through 

synchronous and asynchronous communications, which at their best, can facilitate real-time 

interaction, authentic dialogue and intelligent, customized feedback” (Rogerson-Revell, 2007, p. 

60). The interactivity piece of Communicative CALL transformed CALL once again.  

As computers improved, CALL changed. Initially, CALL sought to reach individuals by 

personalizing learning. CALL altered to meet individual user’s needs through a variety of online 

software (Mertzani, 2011). Today’s method of CALL is “integrative CALL, which is based on 

multimedia computers and the Internet” with users exploring language learning through 

contextual environments or web based software (Meihami & Varmaghani, 2013 p. 51). Blake 

(2009) referred to this style of CALL as iCALL. With an emphasis on interactivity, the learner 

gained support for communicating via computer, which was a more natural setting (Mahmoudi, 

Samad, & Razak, 2012). Jarvis and Achilleos (2013) noted that with the most current phase of 

CALL, technology was more of a tool than a tutor reflecting current trends in instructional 

technology theory. By adding a “Natural Language Processor that is capable of analyzing 

students’ responses, comparing them to an analysis of the target grammar rules and identifying 
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problematic areas in the response” (Salaberry, 2001, p. 47), intelligent CALL leaned toward 

utilizing artificial intelligence. In this environment, students were able to immerse themselves 

by recording audio or responding via text to gain a more holistic understanding of foreign 

languages. 

Students were able to use CALL at any point of the day or night and independently 

strove to become better at a foreign language (Nachuoa, 2012). This newest type of CALL was 

especially of interest due to the variety of technologies utilized in current classrooms. Current 

higher education institutions found CALL to be a normal part of language learning classrooms 

(Afshari, Ghavifekr, Siraj, & Jing, 2013). “There is a consensus in CALL research that it is not the 

technology per se that affects the learning of language and culture but the particular uses of 

the technology” (Kern, 2006, p. 200). This literature review examined specific uses of these 

technologies to gain a broader understanding of how CALL changed language learning. 

Review of Current CALL Research 

 For the purposes of this article, eighteen research articles were reviewed and were 

categorized below. These articles highlighted various aspects of CALL and its uses. Each article 

specifically identified CALL as the main driving force in the research and identified CALL as the 

area of experimentation for working with students in higher education at colleges or 

universities for language learning. All literature reviewed was published between 2007 and 

2015. Table 2 highlights the various aims of the examined research studies.  

Several research studies (eight of eighteen) focused on student attitudes or perceptions 

of CALL technologies within the context of a classroom. Researching the attitudes of students 

helped researchers determine if the technology itself was enjoyable for students and if they 
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were spending adequate time engaging in class related activities. Başöz and Çubukçu (2014) 

believed analyzing attitudes of students provided critiques of CALL, which led to bettering the 

technology and highlighting areas of pride for using CALL. Asking about student perceptions 

also helped researchers identify best practices for a particular population of students in the 

classroom. For example, Bozdoğan (2012) focused on students learning English, which he 

claimed could be transitioned to different populations of students of a variety of ages. 

Table 2 

CALL Literature Themes 

Topic Author 

Holistic Language Learning Chang (2007) 

Learning Grammar Naba'h, Hussain, Al-Omari, & 
Shdeifat (2009), Pirasteh (2014) 

Motivation Kraemer, (2008b), Mahmood, 
Waheed, Ikram, & Majeed (2013), 
Nachuoa (2012) 

Pronunciation/Dialogue Nadeem, Mohsin, & Hussain 
(2012) 

Reading Comprehension Meihami & Varmaghani (2013) 

Student Attitudes/Perceptions Afshari, Ghavifekr, Siraj, & Jing 
(2013), Arishi (2012), Başöz & 
Çubukçu (2014), Bozdoğan 
(2012), Jarvis & Achilleos (2013), 
Mahmoudi, Samad, & Razak 
(2012), Mertzani, (2011), Samani, 
Baki, & Razali (2014),  

Training for TOEFL Castillo (2015) 

Writing Skills Zaini & Mazdayasna (2014) 
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Student attitudes predicted if a particular technology would be more acceptable than 

other technologies (Afshari, et al., 2013). Mertzani’s (2011) qualitative research study asked 

both students and teaching assistants about their perceptions of CALL technologies for learning 

British sign language. The attitudes of the teaching assistants presented a new perspective 

toward CALL that examined power dynamics among students with the technology as well as 

perceptions of collaboration from a different angle. Surprisingly, none of the research studies 

that analyzed attitudes asked faculty members about their attitudes regarding CALL.  

The research is divided because certain studies examined definitive aspects of learning 

(i.e. grammar, pronunciation); whereas, others wanted to know if students found the 

technology effective. From the research above, student attitudes were more commonly 

studied, but more research was needed to determine the effectiveness of CALL technologies for 

various aspects of language learning such as communication. Mahmoudi, Salad, and Razak 

(2012) acknowledged, “one of the best ways to evaluate a new teaching and learning medium is 

students’ opinion on the use of technology” (p. 490). Other researchers such as Chang (2007) 

and Zaini and Mazdayasna (2014) suggested analyzing specific aspects of learning languages, to 

discover more information about learning as opposed to attitudes. 

Segmentation occurred within the research on CALL because many the studies 

examined were studying English as a foreign language. Fifteen of the eighteen studies studied 

English as a foreign language with the remaining three studying sign language, Chinese, and 

German. 
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Table 3 

CALL Study Locations 

Author Country 

Afshari, et al. (2013) Malaysia 

Arishi (2012) 
Saudi 
Arabia 

Başöz & Çubukçu (2014) Turkey 

Bozdoğan (2012) Turkey 

Castillo (2015) Philippines 

Chang (2007) USA 

Jarvis & Achilleos (2013) UK 

Kraemer (2008b) USA 

Mahmood, Waheed, Ikram, & 
Majeed (2013) Pakistan 

Mahmoudi, Samad, & Razak (2012) Malaysia 

Meihami & Varmaghani (2013) Iran 

Mertzani (2011) UK 

Naba'h, Hussain, Al-Omari, & 
Shdeifat (2009) Jordan 

Nachuoa (2012) Algeria 

Nadeem, Mohsin, & Hussain (2012) Pakistan 

Pirasteh (2014) Iran 

Samani, Baki, & Razali (2014) Malaysia 

Zaini & Mazdayasna (2014) Iran 

 

Table 3 demonstrates the global nature of CALL research by displaying the countries 

where each of the eighteen studies took place. Arishi (2012) pointed out “westerners were the 
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first to adopt this practice [CALL], and now it is being accepted by practitioners in the rest of the 

world, including those in the Middle East” (p. 38). With the latest acceptance of CALL 

technologies globally, this could explain the reason why much of the research for this literature 

review was focused on English as a foreign language. CALL was a global area of research with 

ten different research countries represented through this area of the literature review.  

Advantages and Disadvantages of Current Examples of CALL  

Technologies referred to as CALL presented instructors and students with new ways of 

learning languages. “Today, almost every aspect of our lives involves the use of computers” 

(Başöz & Çubukçu, 2014, p. 531). CALL provided a way for students to learn using multimedia, 

and web-centered learning, which included interactive lessons and communication (Mahmoudi, 

Samad, & Razak, 2012). CALL’s greatest advantage was the ability for students to communicate 

between learners (Mertzani, 2011). CALL technologies could “help improve learning speed, 

individualized instruction, authenticity, efficiency, and administration,” not to mention 

students’ attitudes toward technology use in the classroom (Meihami & Varmaghani, 2013, p. 

50). Attitudes were a starting point to explore the advantages of current CALL technologies. 

Several research studies (six out of eighteen) discovered moderate to optimistic 

attitudes of students towards CALL technologies. Mahmoudi, Samad, and Razak (2012) “found 

that the respondents possessed intermediately high attitude toward the use of computers as an 

instructional tool to learn a language” (p. 497). This research study was a quantitative study of 

30 Iranian students from a Malaysian university in which the researchers gathered perceptions 

of learning English vocabulary using CALL technology. Students gave answers to questionnaires 

before and after utilizing a website called Go4English.com. Results yielded enthusiasm for using 



30 
 

CALL for learning; the results of student attitudes and their performance on learning vocabulary 

were statistically significant. 

Pre-service teachers in Turkey displayed positive attitudes to CALL technologies (Başöz 

& Çubukçu, 2014). Chang’s (2007) research indicated Chinese learners who utilized a CALL 

technology “fostered positive learning attitudes and a self-efficacy in students’ Chinese fluency” 

(p. 345). Bozdoğan (2012) also pointed out how students experienced a positive attitude 

through metaphors regarding CALL technologies, but encouraged instructors to strive to learn 

more about CALL for ultimate success.  

Training about CALL for instructors and students is one area where CALL was lacking. 

Afshari, et al. (2013) recognized training as a key factor for CALL to be more effective and they 

believed proper training would lead to more optimistic students. Samani, Baki, and Razali 

(2014) echoed this finding by suggesting students studying to be pre-service teachers needed 

more exposure to training for CALL activities. 

Nadeem, Mohsin, Mohsin, and Hussain (2012) explained that CALL was helpful for 

future teachers, but instructors still needed to “steer the boat of pronunciation of perspective 

teachers” (p. 586). Three other studies pinpointed the teacher’s role as requiring change to 

accommodate for CALL technologies in the classroom. Arishi (2012) believes “the teacher’s role 

should go beyond motivating students to use CALL outside classes and make sure that students 

understand that CALL is considered to be one of the main components of the English classes” 

(p. 48). Meihami and Varmaghani (2013) suggested instructors look to CALL technologies first 

when planning courses about reading comprehension for a foreign language. Mertzani (2011) 

identified how teaching assistants were able to create a more one-on-one relationship with 
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students by using a specific CALL technology for learning sign language. Hashmi (2016) 

examined the continual growth of CALL in Saudi Arabia where “it is now the main objective of 

all the institutions of higher learning as well as other public and private universities and also the 

goal of educational authorities” (p. 204).  

 Even with these optimistic areas of CALL, there were still some weaknesses. Jarvis and 

Achilleos (2013) believed we are in a post-CALL world due to the acronym no longer being 

applicable to today’s technologies. Their research study used mixed methods, starting with a 

questionnaire and ending in semi-structured interviews regarding which devices individuals 

used to learn a language. The purpose of the study was to determine the relevancy of CALL in 

today’s language-learning field. Students from a university in the United Kingdom returned 

questionnaires and seven students were selected for interviews. The seven students were from 

various native countries and answered questions in a unique fashion. Results pointed towards 

the importance of electronic devices and the Internet over computer and desktop usage for 

language learning (Jarvis and Achilleo, 2013). Though not definitive, this research pointed to the 

decline of CALL as a whole due to the rise of hardware such as smart phones, tablets, and other 

mobile devices that constantly connect with the Internet. 

 Other studies found CALL’s influence to be vague or without definitive results. Castillo’s 

(2015) study surrounding increasing TOEFL scores of college students in the Philippines yielded 

no significant relationship between CALL and increased scores. Naba’h, Hussain, Al-Omari, and 

Shdeifat’s (2009) study included three different reasons (feedback, freedom of choice, and 

learning through multiple mediums) why one piece of software could be successful, but cannot 

pinpoint which reason led to success. Others, such as Chapelle (2010), pointed to the many 
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choices involved with implementing CALL in the classroom, choices greater than simply 

choosing a textbook or supplemental reading material. CALL materials for language learning 

may include high costs, creation time, and unique assessments (Chapelle, 2010). 

 CALL may not have been the best definition for the educational world today since 

computers were only one of many technological devices being used for learning. Jarvis and 

Achilleos (2013) suggested a more mobile directed acronym is appropriate for today’s 

classrooms, but admitted different acronyms led to disagreements among researchers. Jarvis 

and Krashen (2014) found the term CALL to be obsolete due to the technological focus on 

mobility. The next section of the literature review examines one of the newer acronyms that 

could arguably replace or be associated with CALL, named MALL. 

What is MALL? 

 “There is however, no doubt that mobile technologies will be adopted in education as 

they have become so ingrained in people’s lifestyles and everyday activities” (Viberg & 

Grönlund, 2013, p. 169). Even though these technologies were engrained in people’s lives, they 

were identified as tools not teachers. “They [mobile technologies] are instructional tools which 

work as adjuncts in the process of teaching and learning” (Derakshan & Khodabakhshzadeh, 

2011, p. 1800). With this in mind, it was imperative to define mobile assisted language learning 

(MALL) as a whole. 

 MALL was defined by Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2008) as mobile learning “mediated 

via handheld devices and available, anytime, anywhere. Such learning may be formal or 

informal” (p. 273). These devices included, but were not limited to phones, tablets, computers, 

gaming devices, PDAs, iPods, MP3 players, and any other devices with access to the Internet 
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(Kondo, et al., 2012). The first mention of MALL was by researchers at Duke University where 

freshmen students were all given iPods in 2004 (Belanger, 2005). Though initially identified as 

research with iPods, other technologies were included under the MALL acronym. 

A more recent definition of MALL was identified by Krivoruchko, et al. (2015) as “the set 

of wireless means and methods of their use in teaching English and, at the same time, these 

devices are considered as specific means, ‘tools’ in a teacher hands, following him to organize 

the teaching process at the technological level” (p. 159). This definition applied to English as a 

foreign language, but the word English could easily be replaced with any foreign language. 

MALL research remained in an infancy stage since it was less than fifteen years old. 

MALL was sometimes referred to as mobile learning and could be identified as the “next 

generation of e-learning” (Krivoruchko, et al., 2015, p. 158). However, similar to CALL, MALL 

could occur via distance or face-to-face instruction (Baleghizadeh, & Oladrostam, 2010). 

Alavinia and Qoitassi (2013) identified mobile learning as “a field which combines mobile 

computing and e-learning” (p. 412). Hsu, He, and Chang (2009) noted, “Mobile technologies can 

promote collaboration and integration of learning experience and real life world” (p. 899). 

Mobile technologies provided a way for students to learn through the technology they carry in 

their pocket (AbuSa’aleek, 2014). This type of technology and collaborative capability sounded 

similar to CALL. 

Acronyms such as MALL were a direct result of attempts to expand CALL to include 

devices that used computer software, but they were all simply branches of CALL (Jarvis & 

Achilleos, 2013). From another perspective, MALL proved to be different from CALL because 

technologies were mobile-based and were a part of everyday life outside of learning, and used 
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for things such as text messaging (Kukluska-Hulme & Shield, 2008). In modern times, 

technologies associated with MALL “have the potential to facilitate almost any educational 

experience, allowing learners to organize virtual video meetings with peers all over the world, 

use specialized software and tools, and collaborate on shared documents” (NMC, 2016, p. 12). 

The following literature review explores MALL technologies for language learning. 

Review of Current MALL Research  

Nineteen research articles about MALL were reviewed and displayed in Table 4. These 

articles investigated different aspects of MALL ranging from screen design to student 

perceptions. Each paper was selected for this literature review because the authors 

acknowledged MALL as the area of experimentation they focused on for students in higher 

education. Other articles where researchers discussed MALL technologies but did not identify 

MALL as their area of experimentation were not included in this literature review. All literature 

reviewed was published between 2008 and 2016. Table 4 outlines the various topics of the 

research studies examined.  

When compared with CALL technologies, MALL topics were more segmented. The three 

most popular topics of MALL research were listening and speaking skills, student 

attitudes/perceptions, and vocabulary learning. It’s worth noting that speaking skills and 

vocabulary learning were measurable items through exams or comprehensive exams. However, 

the student perceptions’ studies described how a MALL technology was utilized or if students 

were satisfied with the technology. 

Starting with listening comprehension, in Table 4, Qasim and Fadda’s (2013) research 

pointed out optimistic opinions regarding use of technology to aurally learn English. The 
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experiment examined female Saudi Arabian college students studying English with a focus on 

collaboration through podcasts. Participants in Qasim and Fadda’s (2013) research took pre-

tests and post-tests in listening comprehension; students who participated in creating podcasts 

excelled in the post-test. Results of the experiment suggested that podcasts could make a 

difference in listening comprehension for English learning. 

Table 4 

MALL Literature Themes 

Topic Author 

Foreign Language Competence Krivoruchko, et al. (2015),  

Grammar Accuracy Baleghizadeh & Oladrostam (2010) 

Listening & Speaking Skills Demouy & Kukulska-Hulme (2010), 
Nah, White & Sussex (2008), Qasim 
& Fadda (2013) 

Reading Comprehension Hsu, He, & Chang (2009) 

Screen Design Cortez & Roy (2012) 

Self-Regulated Learning Kondo, et al. (2012) 

Student Attitudes, Perceptions Abdous, Camarena, & Facer (2009), 
Ducate & Lomicka (2013), Ma 
(2016), Oz (2015), Soleimani, 
Ismail, & Mustaffa (2014), Viberg & 
Grönlund (2013) 

Vocabulary Learning Alavinia & Quoitassi (2013), Alemi, 
Sarab, & Lari (2012), Sato, Murase, 
& Burden (2015), Song & Fox 
(2008), Wu (2015) 

 

Demouy and Kukulska-Hulme (2010) surveyed 100 students to examine the types of 

digital resources used for learning French. The technologies were specifically geared toward 
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listening exercises and the authors found that students used MP3 and iPod activities 

consistently to learn French. Although the majority of their research was overly positive, 

Demouy and Kukluska-Hulme (2010) identified a few students who had trouble with the 

technology.  

Similar to Qasim and Fadda (2013) Nah, White and Sussex (2008) focused on mobile 

phone usage for learning English as a second language. “Mobile phones can provide language 

learners with comprehensible input through pre-programmed software, via Internet searching, 

and through dialogue with their teacher or peers” (Nah, White, & Sussex, 2008, p. 334). 

Findings were similar to Qasim and Fadda’s (2013) research because listening comprehension 

encouraged collaboration. Nah, White and Sussex (2008) studied thirty Korean students 

learning English as a foreign language and asked them about their perceptions of using mobile 

phones for listening tasks for English lessons in a thirty-question survey. Students answered the 

survey after utilizing a mobile website designed to teach English through listening exercises. 

Results were analyzed and semi-structured interviews confirmed that students found listening 

exercises on the website to be a positive experience.  

Higher education students in each culture perceived mobile technologies differently 

(Viberg & Grönlund, 2013). More research was needed to determine reasons students would or 

would not use mobile technologies such as iPods or mobile phones for learning a language (Oz, 

2015). Ducate and Lomicka’s (2013) research started analyzing this area. They analyzed learners 

in a United States institution (University of South Carolina) who were studying French and 

German. A total of thirty-nine participants were given an iPod Touch for a semester and asked 

to utilize the technology for course assignments. Students were given a pre-survey that asked 
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about perceived use of an iPod for learning and a post-survey that analyzed how students used 

the technology. Final results of the surveys showed the advantages of learning on the go, 

learning when they chose to learn, and using authentic language materials through iPod 

applications (Ducate & Lomicka, 2013). The limitation of relying on students’ self-reported data 

was noted and researchers suggested the iPod would become less important with the rise of 

mobile phones (Ducate & Lomicka, 2013). 

Quantitative analysis of data from research in Turkey showed female English learners, 

more so than male learners, perceived mobile technologies to be advantageous for learning 

(Oz, 2015). Through a self-report survey and open-ended interview questions, Oz (2015) 

analyzed 220 learners from a major state university in Turkey. His findings suggested future 

research should put more emphasis on perceptions of technical features such as individual 

applications on smart phones. Perceptions of mobile technologies also varied across cultures. 

For example, Oz’s (2015) participants believed mobile technologies should only be used as a 

supplemental device, whereas other studies such as research by Abdous, Camarena, and Facer 

(2009) suggested a mobile device should be adopted as part of the curriculum. 

One of the more popular research interests for MALL in this literature review centered 

on vocabulary learning. Language learners gained an understanding of vocabulary in different 

ways including socially, and through communication via technology (Alemi, Sarab, & Lari, 2012). 

Wu (2015) studied over 100 students in an experiment to test English vocabulary retention for 

Chinese college students. A control group of 100 control students was not given a mobile 

application and an experimental group of students were given a mobile application on their 

smart phones for learning vocabulary instead of paper. A standardized vocabulary test was 
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given to students on their first and last days of class and tests were compared. Nearly 9% more 

questions were answered correctly by students in the experimental group than students in the 

control group (Wu, 2015). The researcher emphasized the convenience of mobile assisted 

language learning (MALL) as one of the reasons scores increased for smart phone users. 

To examine how technology changed a student’s learning or ability to access vocabulary, 

Song and Fox (2008), interviewed three students who were learning English at a Hong Kong 

university who were native Chinese speakers. Song and Fox (2008) also asked for screenshot 

artifacts from using a specific mobile device for language learning between 2006 and 2007 

(Song & Fox, 2008). Students claimed to learn best from the device when they were not 

intentionally sitting down to learn, but just happened upon a term that they wanted to look up 

using the mobile device’s dictionary application.  

Sato, Murase, and Burden (2015) measured vocabulary learning of ninety-seven 

undergraduate Japanese students. A control group of students were asked to learn new English 

terms using paper; whereas, the experimental group reviewed the terms using a mobile app 

called Quizlet. Students who used Quizlet were better at recalling the information on a 

vocabulary test than the control group. Students were also asked about their levels of learner 

autonomy and students using MALL reported higher motivation for learning (Sato, Murase, & 

Burden, 2015). Alavania and Qoitassi’s (2013) research with forty Iranian college students 

studying Elementary English agreed with Sato, Murase, and Burden (2015). A majority of the 

students believed they could learn vocabulary best through MALL-based lessons. These two 

research studies indicated how learners from different countries displayed similar attitudes 

about MALL. 
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Table 5 

MALL Study Locations 

Author Country 

Abdous, Camarena, & Facer (2009) USA 

Alavinia & Quoitassi (2013) Iran 

Alemi, Sarab, & Lari (2012) Iran 

Baleghizadeh & Oladrostam (2010) Iran 

Cortez & Roy (2012) Japan 

Demouy & Kukulska-Hulme (2010) United Kingdom 

Ducate & Lomicka (2013) USA 

Hsu, He, & Chang (2009) Unknown 

Kondo, et al. (2012) Japan 

Krivoruchko, et al. (2015) Kazakhstan 

Nah, White & Sussex (2008) Korea 

Ma (2016) Hong Kong 

Oz (2015) Turkey 

Qasim & Fadda (2013) Saudi Arabia 

Sato, Mursase, & Burden (2015) Japan 

Soleimani, Ismail, & Mustaffa (2014) Malaysia 

Song & Fox (2008) Hong Kong 

Viberg & Grönlund (2013) Sweden and China 

Wu (2015) China 

 

In the same way CALL has received global interest, Table 5 demonstrates the global 

diversity in MALL. Among the nineteen studies analyzed, was research from twelve different 

countries. Since foreign languages are studied around the globe, it was only natural that mobile 
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technologies and MALL occurred throughout the world. MALL specifically expanded to a global 

arena in 2009 with mobile apps for learning being developed by the British Council (Hockly, 

2013). Global language learning means research from mobile technologies in Turkey could be 

applicable to classrooms in Japan. 

Advantages and Disadvantages of Current Examples of MALL 

There was little doubt that mobile assisted learning allowed students to have more 

contact with coursework or language materials (Ducate & Lomicka, 2013). The ubiquitous 

nature of MALL gave students the freedom to learn wherever an Internet connection was 

available. Students could learn anywhere, anytime, and modern classrooms were transformed 

into mobile assisted classrooms (Soleimani, Ismail, & Mustaffa, 2014). One of the biggest 

advantages of MALL was the flexibility for students to be able to learn inside classrooms, 

outside classrooms, and on the go. Ma (2016) pointed to the flexibility of students being mobile 

to access online media for the language being studied at any time of day or night. Students had 

the advantage of learning on their own time at their own pace (Chinnery, 2006).  

MALL gave students the advantage of interacting with a technology as well as other 

learners to comprehend a new language (Abdous, Camarena, & Facer, 2009). The technology 

provided instant feedback from peers and their professor through connected devices 

(Krivoruchko, et al., 2015). According to Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2008), MALL allowed the 

learner to learn autonomously without a need for a teacher, which meant learning could take 

place any time of the day or week. This assisted students across the world since time in a 

classroom was restricted to just a couple of days a week (Derakhshan & Khodabakhshzadeh, 
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2011). Studies such as Kondo, et al., (2012) examined how students increased their self-

regulated learning skills through having access to MALL exercises or lessons.  

As with CALL, there was a need for “developing an efficacious type of methodology 

because these devices are not instructors but rather instructional tools” (Baleghizadeh & 

Oladrostam, 2010, p. 4). This was both an advantage and a disadvantage because instructors 

had to develop a methodology surrounding the technology. Instead of simply deploying the 

technology, instructors needed to analyze how the technology would help their students to 

learn. Mobile technologies could be a pivotal part of the language classroom. “They are not in 

and of themselves instructors; rather they are instructional tools” (Chinnery, 2006, p. 10). 

Concerning this point, instructors could use MALL research to improve their own experiences 

with the technology. 

More research was needed to give educators successful models for particular languages 

and to find which technology students preferred best. “There is a rapidly growing literature on 

attitudes and perceptions about m-learning in education” (Oz, 2015, p. 23). Current students 

were expected to learn inside and outside the classroom, which made mobile learning even 

more important (Soleimani, Ismail, & Mustaffa, 2014). “The use of electronic means is a process 

aimed at improving the quality of learning process” (Krivoruchko, et al., 2015, p. 160). One of 

MALL’s challenges was “to create activities based on clearly stated pedagogical approaches that 

suit and take advantage of the full technical possibilities of 3G and learning needs” or utilizing 

the technology for learning in the best way possible (Cortez & Roy, 2012).  

Despite the many advantages of MALL, there were disadvantages as well. “Pedagogies 

may differ in different cultural contexts, depending on various learning practices” (Viberg & 
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Grönlund, 2013, p. 177). This difference of attitudes among students could even be dissected in 

depth by looking at acceptance attitudes by different genders. As demonstrated through Oz’s 

study in 2015, female Turkish English as foreign language learners found mobile technologies 

more satisfactory than their male counterparts. Teaching strategies that worked for certain 

learners in Iran, were not perfect for learners in China. Researchers still needed to identify 

which instructional lessons provided the greatest opportunities for learning and sadly, this was 

independent per type of foreign language learner as well as of the classroom environment 

(Abdous, Camarena, & Facer, 2009).  

On top of this difficulty, a single definition of MALL was not consistent (Oz, 2015). 

Sa’aleek (2014) identified four definitions of MALL alone since 2003. Beyond defining the 

acronym, educators were still battling with practical struggles such as lack of mobile devices 

available for classrooms, issues with the hardware, or confidence that the device would work 

(Krivoruchko, et al., 2015). The technology itself could be the issue, for example, a “mobile 

phone as a learning tool can be one of the manifold innovative and exciting ways of grappling 

with learners’ needs”, however this could be a nightmare for planning a course as an instructor. 

(Alavinia & Qoitassi, 2013, p. 412). Chinnery (2006) complained that smaller screens, 

technological limitations in graphics and sound, lack of full-size keyboards, and the requirement 

of learners to own a mobile device were hindrances. Without proper planning and curricular 

development, technological limitations could hinder learning rather than enhance it.  

 A natural inclination for mobile devices encouraged independent learning, but there 

was still a need for collaboration that required more research. Kondo, et al. (2012) described 

the need for more research into collaboration among learners using mobile devices. Scaling 



43 
 

technologies within MALL for the perfect solution stood out as a major dilemma for educators 

(Zhang, 2008). A few of the researchers such as Qasim and Fadda (2013) focused on 

collaboration, but with specific software and devices; there was not a one size fits all approach 

to MALL.  

Summary 

 Adapting technologies for the distance language classroom continued to be a dilemma. 

Holmberg (1989) agreed and found that distance language education included a hodgepodge of 

methods similar to teaching foreign languages face to face. “The whole context for distance 

language learning is in transition, and the ultimate destination is not entirely clear” (White, 

2003, p. 228). One of the best advantages of CALL and MALL technologies was the great 

number of researchers devoted to studying how language learning evolved thanks to 

computers and technologies (Levy, 2009). White (2006) agreed that publications were on the 

rise regarding distance language learning detailing the plethora of technologies within CALL or 

MALL used by a greater number of professors. Regardless of the technologies, instructors were 

able to reach populations of students to offer a flexible learning environment for learning a 

language via distance (Boyle, 1995). 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGIES 

 This research study examines historical technologies used within the UNC German 

Online Consortium. Technologies are described via a qualitative narrative. The narrative was 

determined through a hermeneutic phenomenology methodology. A qualitative narrative was 

utilized because it “eschews methodological orthodoxy in favor of doing what is necessary to 

capture the lived experience of people in terms of their own meaning making” (Josselson, 2011, 

p. 225). Narrative allows the researcher to capture complexities in a constructive fashion. 

This chapter begins with a non-positivist ontology, and then proceeds with a look at 

constructivism’s role as the epistemology for the research. Hermeneutic phenomenology is 

then explored as the methodology for data research. The chapter concludes with the 

researcher’s role, bias, research design, questions, population sample, data collection, data 

analysis, and limitations of the research.  

Non-Positivist Ontology 

The ontological foundation of the research project was non-positivist. With non-

positivist research, “transferability of research findings is achieved…via theoretical abstraction 

and generalization (that is creating plausible and theoretically justifiable explanations, often 

based on the detailed study of the particular and specific)” (Greenhalgh & Swinglehurst, 2011, 

p. 4). Researchers from non-positivist ontology “value immersion in uncontrolled real-world 

settings over conducting objective experiments” (Greenhalgh & Swinglehurst, 2011, p. 4). 

Exploratory research was deemed best for examining a phenomenon in detail, in this case, the 

UNC German Consortium’s history of learning technologies (Creswell & Clark, 2007). Non-
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positivist researchers aimed to explain how a phenomenon existed as well as what parts of the 

phenomenon made it successful or exist (McGrath, 2005). This allowed the researcher to 

examine the many complexities of the phenomenon of learning technologies within the UNC 

German Consortium since 2000.  

Constructivism Epistemology 

In this capacity, the researcher participated in a constructive epistemology. Corbin and 

Strauss (2008) saw constructivism theory as a “viewpoint that concepts and theories are 

constructed by researchers out of stories that are constructed by research participants who are 

trying to explain and make sense out of their experiences and/or lives” (p. 10). A constructionist 

framework “prioritizes interaction over meaning and therefore, prefers to look at what people 

do”, in other words, their interaction with a particular phenomenon (Silverman, 2005, p. 10). 

This was also defined as the experience of the person involved with the phenomenon.  

Constructivism began with Piaget and his ideas that knowledge occurred through 

interactions with other people, environments and objects (Ackermann, 2001). Harel and Papert 

(1991) defined constructivism as “‘building knowledge structures irrespective of the 

circumstances of learning” (p. 1). One definition of constructivism was by von Glasersfeld 

(1990) in which he wrote, “knowledge is not passively received…knowledge is actively built up 

by the cognizing subject” (p. 23). Other philosophers also defined constructivism, for example, 

“from Vygotsky’s perspective, learners construct meaning from reality but not passively receive 

what are taught in their learning environment” but rather through the shared meanings of 

others (Liu & Chen, 2010, p. 65). “The goal of constructivism is to cultivate the learners’ thinking 

and knowledge construction skills” (Warren, Lee, & Najmi, 2014, p. 98). From a research 
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standpoint, interpretation and interaction with people, learning environments, and artifacts 

created a new interpretation of the world or in this instance the subject being studied 

(McMahon, 1997). 

Through the constructivist lens, the researcher was not expecting a particular outcome. 

Constructivism was based on the idea that a variety of viewpoints or ways of seeing a situation 

existed; there was not a correct or incorrect outcome (Duffy & Jonassen, 1992). “Constructivists 

investigate individuals’ interpretations of social reality” (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007, p. 29). 

Knowledge was “individually constructed by observation and experimentation” and was 

variable per person depending on their environments and interactions with others (Lowyck, 

2014). “Learners must construct their own meaning for it [knowledge] or the material will not 

be understood, learned or retained” (Musser & Yoder, 2013, p. 181). Truth was a shared 

perspective or a socially accepted understanding created by the members of a community 

(Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Individuals within the UNC German Consortium gathered as a whole 

create a shared socially accepted understanding of the learning technologies they used to teach 

students. 

From a constructivist epistemology, each professor in the German Consortium 

assembled their own meaning of teaching with technology and the professors were part of a 

collaborative group of individuals who educated students. “Collaborative groups are important 

because we [researchers] can test our own understanding and examine the understanding of 

others as a mechanism for enriching, interweaving, and expanding our understanding of 

particular issues or phenomenon” (Savery & Duffy, 1995, p. 2). The professors interacted with 
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the learning technology to assist students in learning a foreign language and establish 

knowledge of the foreign language. 

Constructivism within educational research also “stressed the setting or context (e.g., a 

classroom) in which the participants expressed the views” (Creswell, 2005, p. 43). Similarly, the 

technology utilized for teaching acted as an artifact. Artifacts played a part toward learning. 

“They [artifacts] are culturally and historically-situated…there is no tool adequate to all tasks 

and no universal proper form of cultural mediation” (Liu & Chen, 2010, p. 65). The research 

gathered for this dissertation included artifacts and interviews, which required further analysis 

using the hermeneutic phenomenology methodology. 

Background on Hermeneutic Phenomenology  

 Phenomenology was described by Kafle (2011) as “an umbrella term encompassing both 

a philosophical movement and a range of research approaches. The phenomenological 

movement was initiated by Husserl” (p. 181). Others attempted to define phenomenology as a 

way of gathering “people’s perceptions of the world in which they live in and what it means to 

them; a focus on people’s lived experience” (Langdridge, 2007, p. 4). Gadamer pointed to 

phenomenology as a way of explaining human existence (Grondin, 2002).  

 With regard to hermeneutic phenomenology, hermeneutics focused on comprehending; 

together, hermeneutic phenomenology analyzed why people exist from their experiences 

(Geanellos, 1998). Researchers in hermeneutic phenomenology had a “desire to explore and 

become more familiar with the human lifeworld…our way of being in the world and the 

structure of meaningful relationships that we create in the world” (Holroyd, 2007, p. 2). From 

an educational viewpoint, hermeneutic phenomenology explored what was occurring in real 
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life. “The only way of deciding what education should be, at least, the only way which does not 

lead us to into the clouds, is discovery of what actually takes place when education really 

occurs” (Dewey, 1964, p. 3). To explore hermeneutic phenomenology more holistically, it was 

important to examine three philosophers’ contributions to the evolution of the term. The three 

philosophers were Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricouer. 

 Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) of Germany coined the term interpretive 

phenomenology and was influenced by his co-worker Husserl, who was known as the one of 

the founders of phenomenology (Laverty, 2003). Husserl found context to be secondary within 

interpretation of a phenomenon, Heidegger found it to be a primary piece of interpretation 

leading to the term interpretive phenomenology (Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). According to 

Langdridge (2007) interpretive phenomenology was another term for hermeneutic 

phenomenology. “Interpretation is seen as critical to this process of understanding,” which 

meant a researcher used previous knowledge when interpreting new experiences (Laverty, 

2003). Heidegger (1962) pointed out that human beings individually experienced the world, saw 

possibilities within the world, and were influenced by these experiences. “Unlike Husserl, 

Heidegger is no longer concerned simply with the foundations of knowledge, but with the 

ultimate foundation of Being, which makes possible the meaning of all Being, including human 

being” (Warren, 1984, p. 98-99). Within hermeneutic phenomenology, there were multiple 

interpretations of reality (Kafle, 2011). This interpretive way of seeing the world was both 

empowering and limiting. 

Critics of Heidegger’s theories pointed to the difficulty in translating German to English 

or other languages, as well as his consistent use of unique expressions for his theories 
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(McConnell-Henry, Chapman, & Francis, 2009). Philosophies from Heidegger focused heavily on 

the ontological viewpoint, especially on the human existence as opposed to human sciences 

(Grondin, 2002). Heidegger’s philosophies set the initial framework for hermeneutic 

phenomenology in books such as Being and Time, but other philosophers expanded upon his 

initial work to create modern hermeneutic phenomenology (Kafle, 2011).  

 Hans Georg Gadamer (1900-2002) expanded the definition of understanding through 

phenomenology (Dobrosavljev, 2002). “For Gadamer, as for Heidegger, all understanding is 

ultimately self-understanding: it is the individual’s mode of being” (Holroyd, 2007, p. 4). Taking 

influences from Aristotle, Gadamer believed understanding grew from concern about 

interpreting meaning within an experience; in other words, the learner accepted the worldly 

experience as truth (Grondin, 2002). Language was important for understanding because it is a 

part of the world and a way of communicating within the world (Sloan & Bowe, 2013). In this 

context, language was exclusively communicated via speech within discussions (Gadamer, 

1982). Gadamer believed discussion led to knowledge through shared experiences. 

Each person’s horizons grew larger as they experienced the world and gained new 

understanding (Wilcke, 2002). Gadamer expanded on Husserl’s idea of horizons as “a possibility 

to adequately comprehend and compare close and distant things” (Dobrosavljev, 2002, p. 611). 

Individual horizons for researchers included “a range of vision that includes everything that can 

be seen from a particular vantage point” (Gadamer, 1982 p. 269). “To be open to experience in 

this way is what Gadamer means by hermeneutic consciousness...our experiences serve to 

revise the way in which we understand our past and anticipate the future” (Holroyd, 2007, p. 

9). The role of the interviewer was to stay open to experiences to comprehend a phenomenon. 
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For research, it was the role of the interviewee to explain the phenomenon and the 

interviewer to interpret the experience of the individual (Koch, 1995; McConnell-Henry, 

Chapman, & Francis, 2009). Therein lay the difficulty of Gadamer’s hermeneutic 

phenomenology because the interviewer was required to be able to accept new understandings 

of the interviewee’s world, to be able to see things anew to create new knowledge (Holroyd, 

2007). Finlay (2012) pointed out that interpretation was subjective pending each person’s 

unique viewpoint and not common over time. If researchers were open to this new experience, 

it was assumed that “the writer is capable of capturing and weaving together the truth of ‘out 

there’ while the reader becomes the voyeur of some private experience” (Sammel, 2003, p. 

164). Interpreting the experiences and phenomena of the world to create meaning could be 

difficult for researchers, which is what made hermeneutic phenomenology challenging. 

Paul Ricouer (1913-2005) expanded on the definition of hermeneutic phenomenology. 

“On the one hand, hermeneutics is erected on the basis of phenomenology and thus preserves 

something of the philosophy from which it nevertheless differs: phenomenology remains the 

unsurpassable presupposition of hermeneutics” (Ricouer, 1991, p. 26). Experience played a 

large part in Ricouer’s views on hermeneutic phenomenology. The basis of meaning was 

experience and language; language allowed humans to demonstrate experience through more 

than just descriptions (Henrikkson & Friesen, 2012). Ricouer stood out among his fellow 

hermeneutic philosophers for his view on language and text. 

From Ricouer’s (1981) theory of interpretation, it was evident that he acknowledged the 

role of printed text, as essential toward interpretation. Previous philosophers such as Gadamer 

(1997) examined text as being independent of in-person conversations. According to Ricouer 
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(1981), external information such as documents or even written discourse were just as valuable 

as conversations in new interpretations or understandings. 

Ricouer was not the first to emphasize the importance of documents for hermeneutic 

phenomenology. “Dilthey recognized the interpretation of historical documents needs to be 

done in the context of history” (Tan, Wilson, & Olver, 2009, p. 3). Ricouer (1991) pushed for an 

explanatory understanding of text beyond Dilthey’s initial definition of interpretation. In this 

way, “by reading we can prolong and reinforce the suspense that affects the text’s reference to 

a surrounding world and to the audience of speaking subjects: that is the explanatory attitude” 

(Ricouer, 1991, p. 118). From this perspective, suspense was one indication of interpretation 

gathered from analyzing text.  

Ricouer took a stand for written discourse. “Writing is discourse as intention-to-say and 

that writing is a direct inscription of intention…writing preserves discourse and makes it archive 

available for individual and collective memory” (Ricouer, 1991, p. 107). Ricouer saw written text 

as an essential piece of research (Henrikkson & Friesen, 2012). Interpreting text, along with 

discourse from conversations, created a new interpretation of the world for the interpreter 

(Tan, Wilson, & Olver, 2009). Using hermeneutic phenomenology as a background, it was 

necessary to create a summary of the current research methodology.  

Methodology Summary 

For this research study, the methodology was hermeneutic phenomenology. Beginning 

with the root meaning of Heidegger’s interpretive (hermeneutic) phenomenology, and the need 

for gaining experience in the world, the researcher examined the UNC German Consortium’s 

learning technology from 2000-2016. To reach this understanding, the researcher needed to 
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utilize his hermeneutic consciousness as described by Gadamer. This included analyzing the role 

of the researcher prior to the research to examine current bias, as well as being open to new 

experiences. “The overt naming of assumptions and influences as key contributors to the 

research process in hermeneutic phenomenology is one striking difference from the naming 

and then bracketing of bias or assumptions in phenomenology” (Laverty, 2003). This also meant 

accepting previous interpretation as part of the research process for creating knowledge 

(Heidegger, 1962). 

Similar to Heidegger’s views, the researcher was required to be in the world of those he 

studied to be part of the hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic circle included the researcher 

and those subjects the researcher was investigating for a given phenomenon (Heidegger, 1962). 

Gadamer agreed with the hermeneutic circle as a consistent push towards evolving truth 

(Grondin, 2002). Hermeneutic phenomenological research was a combination of the 

phenomenon as interpreted through the eyes of the researcher, participant accounts, and 

other information relating to the phenomenon (Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). “The search is 

toward understanding of experience from particular philosophical perspectives…as well as the 

horizons of participants and researchers” (Laverty, 2003). Put simply, knowledge was sought 

through interpretation of discourse and experiences. 

Along with Heidegger and Gadamer’s influences, Ricouer’s philosophies about varying 

types of discourse played a part in the methodology. Ricouer’s stance on written text as a type 

of discourse expanded the analysis of the UNC German Consortium’s learning technology 

beyond solely conversations between the participants. Texts and other artifacts represented 

different interpretations of the learning technology over time. In the end, the intention of 
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hermeneutic phenomenology was to interpret the experiences of the professors who taught 

with technology within the UNC German Consortium to bring to light the phenomenon being 

explored. 

Researcher’s Role 

 Previous knowledge and interpretations were required for gaining new knowledge and 

researcher assumptions should be acknowledged as part of the process (Laverty, 2003). “The 

researchers’ interpretations cannot be separated from their own background, history, context, 

and prior understandings” (Creswell, 2007, p. 39). Gadamer (1975) stressed how “openness 

always includes our situating the other meaning in relation to the whole of our own meanings 

or ourselves in relation to it” (p. 268). Within the methodology section, the researcher’s bias 

was acknowledged. 

Similarly, when examining artifacts such as CD-ROMs, researchers were cautioned to 

think critically about the ways in which the digital artifacts impacted aspects of the research 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). “The researcher is working with the participants to search for 

meanings around the phenomena…the researcher takes on the role of co-learner and seeks to 

be educated by the people involved in the study” (Sammel, 2003, p. 161). In this capacity, the 

researcher became aware of prior interpretations of the world and incorporated those 

presumptions into his new experiences with the phenomenon. 

Researcher’s Bias and Previous Assumptions 

 The researcher worked at University of North Carolina Wilmington as an academic 

advisor. He was not only an academic advisor, but also an instructor and a doctoral student. As 

an instructor and doctoral student, as well as a former student within various universities, he 
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encountered various learning technologies. He acknowledged certain presumptions about 

these particular learning technologies as both positive and negative. These biases were the 

researcher’s own and played a part within the research for this experiment. He accepted the 

idea that “we do not, and cannot, understand anything from a purely objective position. We 

always understand from within the context of our disposition and involvement in the world” 

(Johnson, 2000, p. 23). Learning technologies mentioned within discourse of this research 

aligned with previous learning technologies and could coincide or stray from the opinions of the 

researcher. 

 For the purposes of this research, the researcher remained open to understanding 

learning technologies from a new viewpoint. The researcher never taught a foreign language 

course and his previous experience with foreign languages in college comprised a single, 

intermediate, face-to-face course in Spanish, which was positive. This previous knowledge 

formed a bias. However, hermeneutic phenomenology acknowledged, “the overt naming of 

assumptions and influences as key contributors to the research process in hermeneutic 

phenomenology” (Laverty, 2003). Fortunately, these previous experiences allowed the 

researcher to gain new horizons by combining past knowledge with new interpretations of 

learning technologies within the UNC German Consortium since 2000. 

Research Design 

 Qualitative research was defined as research that “involves an interpretive, naturalistic 

approach to the world…researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make 

sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005, p. 3). “Qualitative research methods …appear to serve the understanding of 
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language as a complex dynamic system well…by studying real people in their human contexts 

and interactions” (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008, p. 206). Creswell (2014) identified options 

for collecting qualitative data through open-ended interviews, investigation of print materials, 

and examination of digital artifacts such as audio/visual information.  

Hermeneutic phenomenology particularly highlights the lived experiences of others. Van 

Manen (1997) identified research utilizing hermeneutic phenomenology as focused on 

describing complexities of a phenomenon within a given environment. Complexities included 

the variety of learning technologies used over time by professors. Various complex aspects of 

the phenomenon were analyzed for this study: interviews, digital artifacts for teaching (i.e. 

digital files, websites), and printed materials. 

Research Questions 

These research questions were explored through a qualitative approach. 

 How did learning technologies in the German Consortium change from 2000-2016 to 

instruct students within the German Consortium via distance education? 

 What patterns emerge from professor interviews concerning the evolution of learning 

technologies in the UNC German Consortium from 2000-2016? 

 How do learning technologies utilized in the German Consortium from 2000-2016 align 

with larger national and/or international trends in distance education learning 

technologies? 
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Population Sample 

Participants in this study were university professors or administrators that were 

recognized as being part of the UNC German Consortium. Names of these individuals were 

acquired from initial conversations with the current head of the UNC German Consortium. 

Professors from the UNC German Consortium were either currently employed by a UNC public 

university or retired from a UNC public university. These professors currently worked at or 

formerly worked at one of sixteen different UNC institutions, which were part of the UNC 

German Consortium. Each professor was a current or former member of a Foreign Language 

Department at that institution. For the purposes of this study, a target number of eight to ten 

interviews was expected. 

Data Collection 

A qualitative research paradigm was chosen to examine “a complex detailed 

understanding of the issue. This detail can only be established by talking directly with people, 

going to their homes or places of work, and allowing them to tell the stories unencumbered” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 40). Professors were interviewed to ascertain more information about the 

phenomenon of the UNC German Consortium’s learning technologies. “The interview is a 

conversation—the art of asking questions and listening…the interview produces situated 

understandings grounded in specific interactional episodes” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 643). 

This type of research was also known as etic research provided an insider account of the 

German Consortium’s technologies over time (Hancock & Algozzine, 2011). The researcher 

remained open to questions that emerged from studying the phenomenon and allowed the text 
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to speak; “the answer is then to be found in the text” (Ajjawai & Higgs, 2007, p. 623). Each 

individual interview rendered different results and new clues to the phenomenon. 

Various professors were contacted via email or telephone to schedule an interview after 

indicating interest in participating. Upon follow-up, the interviewer traveled to the approving 

professor’s university or agreed upon a meeting place for the interview. Before beginning the 

interview, the interviewee was given an informed consent form to participate. If signed, then 

the interview proceeded. 

For transcription purposes, faculty member’s interviews were recorded on a digital 

recorder. Questions were open-ended to encourage explanation and descriptive accounts of 

technology use for language learning. Additional etic questions were asked concerning types of 

technologies or technological trends. Data collection occurred during the month of September 

2016. 

 Interviewees received a list of initial, semi-structured questions via email in advance to 

prepare for the interviews and to locate artifacts for the researcher. Professors were 

encouraged to locate actual artifacts such as CD-ROMs, software, or hardware used within the 

last sixteen years of teaching for the UNC German Consortium. Only professors who agreed to 

be interviewed were included in the study and no incentives were provided to professors.  

As part of the interview, the researcher asked each professor if he or she would allow 

his or her real name to be associated with the interviews. If requested, a professor’s interview 

could be given a pseudo-name. Pseudo-names were chosen from a list of 2016 Atlantic Tropical 

Cyclone Names available at http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/aboutnames.shtml. If requested, 

pseudo-names were used to protect the professor or administrator’s ability to give honest 

http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/aboutnames.shtml
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opinions about technologies that may or may not be in current usage at his or her university. 

Each interviewee was given a copy of the dissertation after the research study was complete. 

Data Analysis 

 The researcher transcribed each interview and these transcriptions were stored within 

the Dissertation Chair’s office as indicated by the Institutional Research Board. The analysis of 

the data included reading the transcripts, comparing the information, and reviewing artifacts 

and printed materials to create a narrative. To create a narrative, the researcher established 

certain codes or themes through a concise analysis. 

Langdridge (2007) suggested there is no one method or standardized way of analyzing 

data for hermeneutic phenomenology since each phenomenon’s context led the researcher to 

analytical methods. “Qualitative approaches to research such as phenomenology seek to 

include knowledge as co-constructed” (Sloan & Bowe, 2013, p. 1298). For this reason, the 

analysis method used for this current research was the constant comparative method. 

The constant comparative method is a qualitative method for analysis in which the 

researcher uses coding to eventually create larger concepts leading to theory (Lichtman, 2012). 

From a non-positivist viewpoint, “it is important to understand the contextual conditions under 

which the knowledge has been created. This recognizes the inherent contextualization of the 

knowledge itself” (Greenwood & Levin, 2005, p. 55). Looking at the entire process of 

understanding a phenomenon from an exploratory viewpoint, the best method for analysis was 

not known until the researcher began exploring the phenomenon. 

One option for approaching data analysis involved reducing data and coding concepts 

using data analysis methods from Lichtman (2012) and Gadamer (1982). Reducing the data was 
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defined as “reducing the information to significant statements and quotes and combines the 

statements into themes” (Creswell, 2014, p. 80). The researcher utilized Lichtman’s theory for 

coding. This analysis was relevant for this study because it was used previously for a 

hermeneutic phenomenology study from De Gagne and Walters (2010) for studying the 

experience of being an online educator. Using Lichtman’s (2012) six-step process for coding, the 

researcher analyzed each interview. Coding “involves taking text data or pictures gathered 

during data collection, segmenting sentences (or paragraphs) or images into categories, and 

labeling those categories with a term” (Creswell, 2014, 197-198). Lichtman’s (2012) six-step 

process organized coding for qualitative studies and she suggested using shorter words for 

initial coding. 

 Step 1 Started initial coding 

 Step 2 Reevaluated initial coding 

 Step 3 Created initial list of categories 

 Step 4 Adjusted list of categories after reading data again 

 Step 5 Reexamine categories as well as subcategories 

 Step 6 Create concepts from categories (Lichtman, 2012, p. 252). 

 
Even though coding with Lichtman was complex and natural interpretation occurred, 

there was still a need for emphasis of the researcher’s interpretations of concepts. “The 

researchers’ prejudices and presuppositions are acknowledged and considered as valuable in 

hermeneutic phenomenological research” (Chan, Walker, & Gleaves, 2015, p. 100). The 

hermeneutic circle initially created by Heidegger was redefined by Gadamer as a way of 
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correcting one’s understanding over time through interpretation (1982). Lichtman’s six-step 

process was expanded for the purposes of this study to include Gadamer’s hermeneutic circle 

as part of the last step (Gadamer, 1982). Figure 1 is an adaptation of Gadamer’s Circle for this 

research. 

 

Figure 1. Hermeneutic circle adapted from Kafle (2011) 

Thinking within a hermeneutic circle meant the researcher had to create a new 

projection of understanding for the concepts. “This constant process of new projection is the 

movement of understanding and interpretation” (Gadamer, 1982, p. 236). The hermeneutic 

circle (see Figure 1) provided an opportunity to revisit initial concepts, arriving at the final 

concepts that fully incorporated interpretation along with the data. Final concepts were 

incorporated into a narrative of the evolution of learning technologies within the UNC German 

Consortium since 2000. A narrative or “story is a whole, which gives meaning to particular 

events, which give meaning to the whole story” (Lindseth & Norberg, 2004, p. 149) provided a 
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representation of the phenomenon of learning technologies within the UNC German 

Consortium. 

Member Checking 

In this research, evidence from data sources such as websites, written correspondence, 

and interview transcripts were compared. This information was compared and contrasted by 

the researcher and the Dissertation Chair. As data themes emerged, member checking was 

utilized to gain further clarification or descriptive information about a part of the phenomenon. 

Creswell (2014) identified member checking as taking quotations or pieces of transcripts back 

to original interviewers for clarification as needed. Member checking allowed the researcher to 

explore different paths and offer various explanations of learning technology’s evolution. 

Limitations of Methodology 

Phenomenology was one person’s interpretation or constructed meaning of a given 

experience. In this instance, the study conducted was limited to the interpretations of this 

researcher. Themes, or in this case codes, did not appear from nothing; they were created by 

the researcher’s own interpretations (Packer, 2011). With the addition of interpretation for the 

study, there was a balance needed between the researcher’s own interpretations or past 

experiences and newly gained experiences through interviews or written discourse. Since the 

research was an interpretation, the researcher was required to be open to his own bias and 

assumptions. Previous assumptions and bias were admitted as part of the methodology section.  
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Ethical Considerations 

 Professors were encouraged to share their experiences with learning technology within 

their own classrooms. Though targeted, this topic was a sensitive one in which professors gave 

their opinions. Certain technologies were observed as positive, while others were possibly 

negative. In this context, professors could be mandated to use a certain technology by their 

university and their description of the technology may possibly shed a negative light on their 

teaching or the university. Each professor was given the choice of participating in the study and 

signed an informed consent form as approved by the Institutional Research Board to 

participate. In this regard, professors were given the option of a pseudo-name. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

 This chapter explores the findings from the analyzed interviews conducted with faculty 

and staff members associated with the UNC German Consortium who taught between the 

years, 2000 and 2016. The analysis includes a brief introduction of each faculty and staff 

member interviewed. Following descriptions of the interviewees, the chapter provides analysis 

outcomes stemming from the answers to each research question, including interpretive 

schemes developed from each question. 

Interviewee Descriptions 

In the University of North Carolina system, six universities offer German as a major; East 

Carolina University, University of North Carolina Asheville, University of North Carolina 

Charlotte, University of North Carolina Greensboro, University of North Carolina Wilmington, 

and Western Carolina University (CFNC, 2016). Professors interviewed for this research 

represent three of the six institutions offering German majors. The institutions represented are 

East Carolina University, University of North Carolina Wilmington, and Western Carolina 

University. Two professors represented Appalachian State University, which lacks a German 

major; however, their institution offers a German minor. All professors interviewed taught in 

German.  

The following descriptions are in alphabetical order by last name and there are eight 

interviewees in total. Each description indicates the name of the interviewee, his or her 

position and institution, and a brief description of his or her institution. In addition, it explains 

how each professor is associated with the UNC German Consortium, and provides information 
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about when he or she started teaching for the UNC German Consortium. Out of the sixteen 

North Carolina institutions, there were professors from at least four universities represented in 

this research project. With the changing nature of German curriculum across the state, no 

professor who teaches German in the UNC system has taught every year since 2000. Instead, 

most taught two or three times over the ten years. Drs. Burt and Kennedy taught the most, 

since they were involved with the UNC German Consortium since its inception. 

Colin is a staff member at a public four-year university in North Carolina. For the 

purposes of this dissertation, Colin chose a pseudo-name from a list of 2016 Atlantic Tropical 

Cyclone names to protect his real name. He has worked in the state of North Carolina for well 

over a decade. Colin supports technology and faculty at one of the UNC institutions, specifically 

for the UNC German Consortium. He has not taught for the UNC German Consortium, but was 

able to provide information about teaching in the consortium from an administrative level. He 

began supporting the UNC German Consortium in 2000 and continues to support faculty for the 

program in 2016.  

Dr. Raymond Burt is a German professor in the World Languages and Cultures 

Department at University of North Carolina Wilmington and serves as current Director of the 

UNC German Consortium. According to the Carnegie Classification (2016), University of North 

Carolina Wilmington is a Master’s College and University with an enrollment of over 14,000 

students. He initially taught in the UNC German Consortium in 2002 and continues to teach 

consistently.  

Dr. Alexandra Hellenbrand is a German professor in the Languages, Literatures, and 

Cultures Department at Appalachian State University. Appalachian State University is located in 
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Boone, North Carolina, and is classified as a Master’s College and University by the Carnegie 

Classification (2016). Dr. Hellenbrand taught in the UNC German Consortium in 2005, and again 

in 2009 with Olga Trihemenko, a professor of German at North Carolina State University.  

Dr. Kevin Kennedy is a German professor in the Languages, Literatures, and Cultures 

Department at Appalachian State University. This university is located in the western part of the 

state in the mountains of North Carolina and supports an enrollment of over 18,000 students 

(Carnegie, 2016). While he generated the idea for the UNC German Consortium at Appalachian 

State University in 1993, Dr. Kennedy has not taught in the last ten years for the Consortium.  

Dr. Will Lehman is a German professor and Department Head of the World Languages 

Department at Western Carolina University. Western Carolina University is located in the 

mountains of North Carolina and is a Master’s College and University according to the Carnegie 

Classification (2016). Just over 10,000 students attend Western Carolina University, making it 

the smallest university in the study by measure (Carnegie, 2016). Dr. Lehman taught in the UNC 

German Consortium for the first time in spring 2013 and again in spring of 2015.  

Dr. Derrick Miller is an Associate Professor of German in the World Languages and 

Cultures Department at University of North Carolina Wilmington. The university in which he 

teaches is a four-year public institution (Carnegie, 2016). Dr. Miller has taught at University of 

North Carolina Wilmington for the last eight years and taught for the Consortium in 2009. 

Dr. Barry Salwen is an Associate Professor of Music in the Music Department at 

University of North Carolina Wilmington. He is the only professor in this study other than Colin 

who does not teach full-time for a Foreign Language Department. Dr. Salwen is also fluent in 

German and taught courses for the UNC German Consortium. He taught in the UNC German 
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Consortium for the first time in 2007, and taught again in the Consortium in 2010 and 2013. The 

courses he taught for the UNC German Consortium were taught in German, but the subject of 

the courses was German music.  

Dr. Jill Twark is an Associate Professor of German in the Foreign Languages and 

Literatures Department at East Carolina University. East Carolina University is in Jacksonville, 

North Carolina and is classified as a doctoral university according to Carnegie (2016). The 

current enrollment is over 27,000 students, making it the largest enrolled institution in this 

study (Carnegie, 2016). Dr. Twark started teaching at East Carolina University in 2002, but her 

first experience teaching in the UNC German Consortium did not occur until 2007 and this was 

followed by classes in 2009 and 2015.  

Research Question 1 

What changes in learning technologies use occurred in the German Consortium from 2000-2016 

to instruct students via distance education? 

This question was asked directly to the instructors and staff member in the interviews. 

Table 6 identifies one or two changes per interviewee from their answers concerning how 

learning technologies changed. There were originally sixty codes identified by the researcher 

and the professor’s comments were sorted according to the codes. Common themes from 

these codes or changes are explored in this section.  
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Table 6 

Learning Technology Changes in the UNC German Consortium from 2000-2016 

Professors/Staff Changes Comments 

Dr. Burt -Types of Technology 
 
-Ways of Teaching 

You would have a TV screen that 
showed the other class. You see no 
detail on the students’ faces” “The 
systems now with the ability to run 
two things at once on screen, we 
did not have that at first. 
 
This is still true today. You had to 
learn a way to prompt students to 
respond so you know that they are 
there. 

Colin -Types of Technology 
 
-NC REN 

Some of the technology was ISTN 
which was really, really slow and 
very cost prohibitive, paid the 
phone company by the minute. 
 
We worked with the North Carolina 
Research Education Network and 
we found that it was stable, if not 
more stable. 

Dr. Hellenbrand -Unknown There are a lot of things that I could 
imagine using. I just do not know 
their names. 

Dr. Kennedy -Ways of Teaching He [UNCG Professor] started to 
sneak into the consortium, online 
classes without any kind of video 
conferencing. 

Dr. Lehman -Types of Technology 
 
-Blackboard 

The last technology that I use is the 
video streaming service…this 
technology has changed twice since 
I came to campus in 2008 
 
We used WebCT when I first got 
here which was purchased by 
Blackboard. 

Dr. Miller -No Change 
 
-NC REN 

It has been static for me” 
 
So long as we have the option of 
using the live video conferencing 
through NC REN. It works pretty 
well. 

Dr. Salwen -No Change I think the technology was 
essentially the same in three cases 
that I taught. 

Dr. Twark -Types of Technology  
 
-NC REN 
 

In spring 2015, I used Google Docs 
to type my class notes for all 
students to see. 
 
I always used the NC REN hook-up, 
because to me it is the most 
reliable. 
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Over half of the interviewees commented on the reliability or ever-changing nature of the 

learning technologies. The type of technology the three individuals point to as reliable is the 

same, NC REN. NC REN is an interpretive scheme for this particular question. The NC REN 

network stands as a vital, historical scheme within the UNC German Consortium’s learning 

technology progress. 

The NC REN Scheme 

Colin provided a unique perspective regarding the NC REN Network because he has 

worked with it since 2000. Colin highlighted the way communication hardware and software 

change the way classes are taught. According to Colin, before NC REN, there was an older 

system called the Integrated Services Digital Network (ISDN) to teach distance education 

courses. ISDN charged institutions by the minute, similar to calling long distance before the 

advent of widespread cellular phone adoption. This was a costly solution and required high 

dollar hardware to communicate from one classroom to another. “The NC-REN Video Network 

is a two-way Microwave network maintained and operated by the Microelectronics Center of 

North Carolina (MCNC) and its participating institutions” (UNC Office of the University Registrar, 

2005, para. 1). With the increased need for Internet at each of the UNC campuses, MCNC 

(Microelectronics Center of North Carolina) provided Internet service to all seventeen 

campuses in the North Carolina system. This organization is responsible for the technological 

system, called NC REN, which delivers distance education for the UNC German Consortium.  

Colin explained that NC REN “is a hardware based system. The way NC REN was 

originally deployed, its net worth stemmed from how they provided the requisite hardware at 

each location. Now everybody was talking apples. They all had the right hardware solution, they 
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were robust solutions […] Advanced collaboration tools such a video-based distance learning 

enables expert teachers to remotely deliver classes to students throughout the state” (MCNC, 

2017a, para. 3). These advanced tools provided an outlet for faculty members to teach classes 

to students within the UNC German Consortium. However, the NC REN Network was later 

improved to reach more students throughout the state of North Carolina. 

Challenges with NC REN and hardware delivery solutions 

NC REN is a hardware-based solution for teaching distance education classes; however, 

software solutions exist as well. Such hardware solutions require individuals to monitor, 

upgrade, and maintain a physical product and since hardware is a physical machine, it requires 

upkeep and maintenance. Each class offered through the UNC German Consortium has a 

technician that attends the class to maintain the hardware. Over time, the requirement of such 

additional human labor being present to support each class was a costly and timely pressure. 

Colin found that “it also became difficult for NC REN at network control center to continuously 

manage with a human being every single session that was going on.” As time progressed, 

individual institutions made decisions to extend their software for distance learning outside of 

NC REN. For example, University of North Carolina Wilmington subscribed to WebEx software in 

2010, while other institutions remained solely reliant on the NC REN hardware solution.  

Around 2012, NC REN decided to subscribe their entire network to WebEx as well, to 

extend the possibilities of students attending class at a distance. The advantage of using 

software solutions meant that students could attend class anywhere with a laptop and an 

internet connection. The hardware solution limited classes to online delivery using physical 

distance education classrooms on the UNC campuses. As a staff member, Colin noted the 



70 
 

excitement behind this change from solely hardware to software solutions. “We were super 

ecstatic that NC REN introduced the WebEx integration into their network. It was a great thing 

to have happen and now lots of students can simply dial into the WebEx server.” This allowed 

students to attend UNC German Consortium classes without having to physically sit in distance 

learning classrooms. It gave students the power to attend from around the world. 

Though all schools remained able to use NC REN, some participants were hesitant to use 

the system because of complications with connecting campuses using various learning 

technologies. In Figure 2, 3 and 4, Colin demonstrated the various hardware and software 

options still being offered across the state of North Carolina. While NC REN can use WebEx, it is 

not without issues. “If you are using Polycom [teleconferencing unit] up here and you join in at 

the MCU, then you get to the WebEx server. This is one extra step in the process. In the IT 

world, we call that a possible point of failure.” To avoid using the hardware, some schools 

connect via software alone, but this creates confusion for participants when connecting 

different classrooms across the state. For example, NC REN offers classes via WebEx software, 

but still requires students to connect to the NC REN hardware first and then the hardware 

connects the students to the software. Some campuses have software solutions where students 

connect to the software alone, without the need for a hardware connection with NC REN.  

If a school does not have the software solution of their own WebEx server subscription, 

then IT staff and administrators must make the hardware connection via NC REN. Colin 

explained the reason some institutions still work solely with the NC REN hardware system: 

“Back in the day, it was a Cadillac, but it is not possible in this day and age to continue that 

model, particularly when the technology has improved so dramatically.” Colin found hardware-
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based solutions do have their advantages, “they have got the processor speed dedicated 

specifically for coding and decoding video and audio traffic.” This means there is still room for 

improvement with the NC REN system. At first, all campuses had the same hardware, but that 

hardware is now aged and without proper technological infrastructure, certain campuses are 

locked into this hardware based solution, creating a rigid, instructional approach.  

The following figures show different options for delivering classes via the UNC German 

Consortium through a combination of hardware connections with NC REN as well as software 

solutions with WebEx servers from individual institutions. Administrators for the UNC German 

Consortium must understand which connection is available at each institution to choose the 

right configuration for delivering classes. These figures were adapted from a drawing by Colin 

during his interview. They explain how schools such as UNC Asheville can only connect via 

hardware as perceived by central staff and depict how the hardware limits professors and 

students at that institution to solely working in a distance learning classroom.

 

Figure 2. NC REN connection (hardware only connection) 

 

Class at 
UNCW

NC REN 
MCU

Students at 
UNC 

Asheville



72 
 

 

Figure 3. NC REN connection with WebEx server (hardware and software only connection) 

 

 

Figure 4. WebEx server connection (software only connection) 
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of these connections, but classes are offered within the UNC German Consortium beyond these 

three approaches. Professors in the study pointed to the idea of teaching in synchronous 

environments such as the three figures above, but also the option of teaching asynchronously. 

Asynchronous Versus Synchronous Scheme 

One professor noted a change that presented itself as a pedagogical change over time 
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interviewees. When asked about changes in learning technologies over time since 2000, Dr. 

Lehman referred to a deceased, unnamed faculty member who started sneaking asynchronous 

courses into the UNC German Consortium after they were initially outlawed by the Consortium. 

This manner of teaching indicated a need for grander arguments for and against synchronous 

and asynchronous learning with technology, especially in the context of foreign language 

learning. Asynchronous and synchronous teaching are therefore another interpretive scheme 

used to frame this research question. 

Other faculty and staff members commented about this same situation in later 

questions within interviews. The Director of the UNC German Consortium, Dr. Burt, noted the 

possible change in teaching online. “There is the whole movement towards languages taught 

online only asynchronous. That was encouraged greatly by GA [General Administration of North 

Carolina]…That has caused some tension.” Miller responded, “For example, some of us do not 

want asynchronous online Blackboard courses.” Salwen leaned toward the face-face traditional 

classroom idea. “I think the preponderance of classes are still in the classroom…A real 

interchange, there is no substitute for it.” Their opinions pointed to a potential change in the 

way classes could be taught in the UNC German Consortium. 

Currently, the majority of courses are taught synchronously, using distance learning 

classrooms on campuses. “Educators need to understand how the introduction of technology 

may influence the teaching of the subject content and how the associated learning outcomes 

will vary based on the technology” (Chua, Tan, & Liu, 2015, p. 132). With rotating faculty 

teaching in the UNC German Consortium, briefly analyzing advantages and drawbacks of each 

way of teaching was worthwhile to understand how the Consortium may change in the future.  
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Asynchronous Benefits and Drawbacks 

Asynchronous classes are the alternative to the current system of synchronous teaching 

within the UNC German Consortium. A majority of the professors interviewed admitted a 

general hesitancy to teaching in this way. Dr. Lehman commented that “there was a tendency 

in the whole consortium to frown upon strictly online courses because an online course is sort 

of seen as a threat to the job of the professor.” Only two of the seven professors interviewed 

for this study, Dr. Kennedy and Dr. Lehman, taught an asynchronous class for the UNC German 

Consortium. Dr. Kennedy preferred teaching asynchronously because of being able to teach 

anywhere in the world at any time; whereas, Dr. Lehman disliked the distance language 

classroom on his campus. 

According to the literature, asynchronous teaching has advantages for teaching foreign 

languages that synchronous teaching does not offer. For example, “asynchronous discussions in 

particular allow language learners more time to plan their writing, edit their spelling, grammar, 

and punctuation when paying attention to form and make longer contributions than students 

composing synchronously” (Sotillo, 2000, p. 107). This was confirmed by Dr. Lehman who 

explained how this is a lifelong skill with foreign languages. Future professions will require 

writing or reports in a foreign language, “but not on the spot. They will have a chance to look 

up things on Wikipedia or whatever they need in order to produce a decent document” 

(Lehman, 2016). Outside of asynchronous discussions, other advantages exist for teaching in 

this mode.  

Online environments and discussions can assist students with their independent 

thinking, as opposed to leaning on a professor to give the correct answer. For example, a study 
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by Vonderwell, Liang, and Alderman (2007) suggested an asynchronous environment 

“facilitated reflection, metacognitive processes, and articulation of students’ own learning” (p. 

323). Similar to traditional face-to-face classes, professors in the German Consortium continue 

to outline all assignments, but they may have a new role. “In online communication-based 

learning environments, teachers become learners and learners become teachers” (McShane, 

2006, p. 89). Vonderwell, Liang, and Alderman (2007) described the role of the professor as a 

facilitator to help students overcome any misunderstandings as well as to provide consistent 

feedback. This may be a welcome change for professors, compared with their traditional role.  

A mentoring professor, a leader, or a fellow learner could challenge students to develop 

skills in a particular subject or language. “In a traditional classroom setting, scaffolding is often 

achieved through one-on-one collaboration with the teacher, an expert or a more competent 

learner” (Dabbagh, 2005, p. 38). Vygotsky originally defined scaffolding and Pea (2004) 

summarized learning through scaffolding as an “activity in which a person can produce with 

assistance what they cannot produce alone (or can only produce with difficulty)” (p. 426). With 

the professor as a mentor or peer, a class is more than just a professor and learners; instead, 

everyone is a learner. Interviews with faculty demonstrated this: Dr. Burt admitted that he used 

some of the same software as students to learn a new language and thinks of himself as a 

“personal trainer for language.” Dr. Hellenbrand referred to her classroom as a community of 

learners, where both students and the professor are learners. 

Another advantage of asynchronous learning environments is that students have a 

shared experience of learning together online. Without a professor present in every moment of 

class, students solve their problems together. Online discussion forums provide a safe place for 
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students to work as a team (Bassett, 2011). “Through online coursework, students bring forth 

meaningful negotiation between peers and active seeking of opinions” (Chen, Tan, & Liu, 2015, 

p. 128). In this way, students are creating a shared meaning from class experiences.  

 A drawback of both asynchronous and synchronous online classes is that students are 

physically not in the same space. Therefore, learners are alone to mediate their learning (Wang, 

2004). With asynchronous technologies such as instructions solely from a website, students 

might not be motivated to learn when no immediate feedback is available. “The development 

of distance students’ speaking and interactional skills has largely been left to the students 

themselves with little academic support and no spontaneous feedback” (Wang, 2004, p. 90). 

Learning to speak a foreign language alone may not provide the most adequate means of 

acquiring the language. From interviews with faculty, Dr. Hellenbrand doubted the efficiency of 

an asynchronous environment because she believed foreign language students must have 

consistent face-to-face interaction. Dr. Miller stated, “I think there are also valid pedagogical 

concerns about asynchronous, fully asynchronous online courses in learning a foreign language 

and certainly anecdotally the results that we have seen do not reassure us that it is okay.” 

 Another drawback of asynchronous learning is a lack of motivation from the learner 

since feedback could be sparse. Bräuer (2001) gave the example of language professors needing 

to choose the correct time between assignments to provide feedback to encourage students, as 

well as keep them motivated, to continue the language discussion. Park and Bonk (2007b) 

envisioned students becoming unmotivated to learn due to lack of feedback, or perceived lack 

of care from a professor, due to little communication in online environments. It may take extra 

steps to make sure students feel like members of the classroom virtually. These extra steps 
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involve instructional design. “To motivate students, part of the solution can be designing 

instruction that takes the senses into consideration and uses strategies to provide students 

with a sense of satisfaction” (Lehman & Conceição, 2014, p. 56). Taking the time to design an 

online learning environment that meets the needs of the students may require extra training or 

an instructional designer to assist faculty members regardless of method used: synchronous or 

asynchronous teaching.  

Due to the inconsistencies of teaching within the UNC German Consortium, Dr. 

Hellenbrand mentioned she needed more time to get up to speed with technology. Dr. Kennedy 

spoke about how he regularly attends training to enhance his online classes for the Consortium. 

Technology could change often at different institutions and an instructional designer could 

provide training not only for professors, but also brief training for students who may encounter 

different technology systems at host schools. An instructional designer could provide this type 

of training to all UNC German Consortium professors to assist them in the process of building a 

class in this unique online environment. Sharing common themes and technological tips could 

help faculty and students learn German within the consortium. 

Synchronous Benefits and Drawbacks 

One benefit of synchronous language learning is the many ways in which information 

can be conveyed. “Synchronous communication seems to encourage communicative fluency, 

which is generally understood as a quality of oral communication that expresses itself in 

coherence, fluidity, and appropriate lexical choice” (Sotillo, 2000, p. 102). Wang (2004) also 

noted that “Computer-mediated human-human interaction is the most high-profile 

phenomenon at the start of the 21st century. This can happen in oral, visual, or written context, 



78 
 

or a combination of the three” (p. 92). With all of these options for communicating with 

students, the various methods of teaching with technology are another benefit. 

“As research in the realm of synchronous virtual classrooms improves, the potential 

reach and effectiveness of this technology increases and offers learners opportunities that are 

not always available face-to face” (Martin & Parker, 2014, p. 193). Synchronous environments 

give students the advantage of potentially seeing their instructor as well as hearing their 

instructions. Park and Bonk (2007b) pointed to listening and being able to communicate via 

audio as an effective means of communication because of “verbal cues and spontaneous 

chances for clarifying issues or ideas that helped participant mutual understanding during 

discussion” (p. 259). Beyond just speaking, students can type in real-time to their class. Dr. 

Twark discussed how she enhanced the traditional chalkboard in her 2005 online German 

course by allowing students to type with her in Google Docs during class. This gave her a chance 

to connect with students who may be hesitant to speak aloud, because students interacted 

with her through typing. 

“During an interactive synchronous lecture, students can type questions and comments 

without interrupting the professor. These questions benefit the students asking them as well as 

the entire class because every student can see the questions” (Martin & Parker, 2014, p. 194). 

Beyond speaking to the whole class, learners can see their professor, which gives them visual 

cues and understandings from facial expressions. This is a type of immediate feedback that is 

another advantage of synchronous environments.  

Feedback given immediately is another reason synchronous communication can be 

successful. When practicing speaking a foreign language, gaining immediate feedback from 
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peers or instructors can encourage further discussion or deeper understanding of the lessons to 

be learned (Bräuer, 2001). “Teacher immediacy and dynamic interaction are highlighted by 

researchers as elements benefiting students who work in different times and locations” (Park & 

Bonk, 2007a, p. 308). For professors teaching subjects such as foreign languages, students have 

an opportunity to practice their speaking skills in real time, synchronous environments (Martin 

& Parker, 2014). Thus, synchronous online and face-to-face class spaces provide an outlet for 

modeling. 

Expanding upon behaviorist theory, Bandura (2005) outlined social learning theory and 

modeling as “a model provides a social cue, the observer and its reinforcement strengthens the 

tendency to behave imitatively” (p.11). “Fully asynchronous distance education courses have 

limited modeling. However, through synchronous communication tools, peers can rehearse 

presentations, provide instant feedback, clarify misunderstandings, and share knowledge” 

(Belderrain, 2006, p. 148). Synchronous environments give the opportunity to correct mistakes 

immediately and to watch foreign language instructors pronounce difficult words or clarify 

pronunciations. Asynchronous environments require an instructor to provide the modeling 

through pre-recorded audio recordings, video recordings, or through text with feedback only 

available over time, not instantly (Meskill & Anthony, 2010). The advantage of modeling in 

synchronous environments is the ability for instructors and peers to provide examples with 

rapid corrections or feedback. “Learning by modeling or observing people's behaviors may be 

more effective than learning by trial-and-error because the former approach can avoid 

unnecessary mistakes and harm. Modeling an instructor's behaviors empowers students” 

(Chen, 2006, p. 90). “Once individuals learn the guiding principle, they can use it to generate 
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new versions of the behavior to go beyond what they have seen or heard” (Bandura, 2005, p. 

13). Synchronous learning provides an advantage of having both visual and aural cues to assist 

the foreign language student. CALL Researcher, Nachuoa (2012) concurs “learning occurs when 

information is received simultaneously in two perception modalities (vision and hearing) rather 

than a single one” (p. 1151). Blake (2009) emphasizes the idea of interactivity as a 

distinguishing feature of modern CALL technologies because students communicate via audio 

and visual means.  

As previously mentioned, with asynchronous learning, learners are at a distance from 

one another, but synchronous learning provides two main outlets for communication, video 

and audio. Dual Coding Theory identified advantages to connecting both audio and video or 

sight to cognition (Clark & Paivio, 1991). Students could connect the word for hammer in 

German to the picture of a hammer or associate previous assumptions cognitively to the 

hammer. In opposition to Clark and Paivio, Wang (2004) questioned the idea of both audio and 

video being the most effective means of communicating with students, suggesting that video 

be eliminated to offer a prime aural learning experience. If students were limited to only 

meeting via audio, classes could encounter bandwidth issues or have difficulty understanding 

audio due to dialects or accents (Park & Bonk, 2007b). Speech alone may not be the best 

solution, according to Dual Coding Theory (Clark & Paivio, 1991). Beyond the technological 

issues with audio and video, students have to accommodate for the meetings in their schedules 

and be present in real time. 

Other disadvantages of synchronous learning environments for language learning 

include adjusting for time zones, meeting times, and flexibility of schedules (Park & Bonk, 
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2007b). Communication is often one-sided and difficult to understand because students may 

speak at the same time or potentially via text only as opposed to audio (Park & Bonk, 2007a). 

Learning in a non-native tongue could be difficult enough, but on top of comprehending the 

technology, students must also interpret what is being said in real-time in a different language, 

which could be a hurdle. This could be especially difficult in introductory courses for foreign 

language; however, this difficulty would diminish in latter courses as students become better 

versed in the language. 

As professors speak in a foreign language with visuals or speech-only, students must 

interpret the meaning in their native language. Students must acquire a meaning behind words, 

actions, or facial expressions, and then translate these into another language in the case of 

secondary language acquisition (Hampel, 2006). “L2 [Second Language] classrooms often 

remain bounded contexts providing limited opportunities for committed, consequential, and 

longer term communicative engagement afforded by new technologies” (Thorne, Black, & 

Sykes, 2009, p. 804). Bräuner (2001) gave an example of the many grammatical errors that 

occur in speech practice that must be overcome by both the professors and students to 

maintain a constant discussion. In a synchronous foreign language classroom, professors and 

peers have the opportunity to make these corrections in the present moment via audio or 

video. 

Research Question 2 

What patterns emerged from professor interviews concerning the evolution of learning 

technologies in the UNC German Consortium from 2000-2016? 
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After transcribing interviews, each individual statement was coded as to its content. 

From an initial sixty codes, the researcher narrowed these into four themes regarding the 

evolution of learning technologies used for language learning over the last sixteen years. These 

themes include the consistent usage of learning technologies to simulate traditional classrooms, 

a motivation to learn an LMS (learning management system) for teaching in the Consortium, a 

resilience with overcoming learning technology obstacles, and confidence due to consistently 

using NC REN. Table 7 shows how identified codes contributed to each theme.  

Table 7 

Patterns of Learning Technology 

Overarching Pattern Contributing Codes 

Online Learning Technologies Simulate 
Traditional Classrooms 

-Classroom Planning 
-Comparison to Face to Face Class 
-Extra Effort 
-Students at a Distance 
-Ways of Teaching 

Professors Motivated to Learn LMS -History 
-Learning Management System (LMS) 
-Types of Technology 

Resilience to Overcome Technological 
Obstacles 

-Familiarity of Professor with Technology 
-Hesitancy Towards Technology 
-Loss of Class due to Technology 
-Obstruction due to Technology  
-Technology Solution to Problem 

Consistency with Tool (NC REN) Gives 
Instructor’s Confidence 

-Classroom Planning 
-Familiarity of Professor with Technology 
-Human Helps with Technology 
-NC REN 
-Technology Solution to Problem 

 

There were two caveats concerning changes in the learning-technologies-enabled 

language learning program over time. As mentioned previously, there were only two professors 
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who have taught consistently from 2000-2016, Dr. Burt and Dr. Kennedy; however, even their 

teaching schedules have fluctuated within the last sixteen years with the UNC German 

Consortium. The other professors taught only two or three times within the last ten years. 

Professors rotated teaching within the Consortium and teaching schedules varied each year 

because of student demand or professor availability. 

In addition to inconsistency with teaching loads, there was a minor overlap with codes 

and patterns. For example, a code dealing with professor familiarity overlapped with others 

related to their resilience and confidence. One professor’s story concerning a technology not 

working properly or causing class to be delayed touched upon how teachers had to become 

more familiar with a technology, as well as how there was resilience to overcoming this 

obstacle. Each pattern was analyzed to further clarify how learning technologies have evolved 

and this section explores interpretive schemes under each pattern. 

Pattern 1 

Online Learning Technologies Simulate Traditional Classrooms 

The first pattern or theme identified in the interviews was the consistent use of learning 

technologies in an online environment to simulate traditional face-to-face classrooms. This 

seemed like a natural idea since all the professors interviewed taught in-person prior to 

teaching in the UNC German Consortium. Dr. Hellenbrand explained how she preferred to 

teach, “I like to stand in front of my students or my students stand in front of me, have them sit 

next to one another and have them be co-present.” Teaching in a virtual environment is not the 

same as teaching in-person, however, and Dr. Hellenbrand did not shift her teaching methods. 

“I taught in the consortium in a style that was most closely aligned with and resembled how I 
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teach in a regular classroom.” Teaching in this way meant that instructors worked with learning 

technologies to connect to students similar to the face-to-face environment.  

For Dr. Twark, this meant taking an extra step to reach her students. “In order to 

compensate for that, I put forth extra efforts, simply have a warm personality and to contact 

the students prior to the start of the semester.” She explained how students and professors 

have different connections in-person versus online, but she works to bridge that gap. Dr. Twark 

said she insists on making sure students know she is just as much present online as she is for 

her in-person students.  

Although classes were exclusively offered to students online, the professors saw their 

classes as nearly the same type of teaching. Dr. Miller believed UNC German Consortium classes 

“facilitates a virtual face-to-face classroom.” Dr. Salwen pointed out the way it made him 

compare the importance of communication at a fast-pace with having students in a classroom. 

“If you are teaching at a distance, you learn a certain immediacy from having the people in the 

same room.” Teaching online is similar to teaching in person for him, because students can 

demand instant feedback. Dr. Kennedy noted that he honed his ability to communicate with 

students by emailing learning outcomes and syllabi. “This had to be very, very specific for the 

students so that when they never get to see my face…they know exactly how the course is 

going to be run from my perspective.” He also mentioned the importance of beginning students 

having face-to-face experiences with German. “I mean you can progress to a certain point, but 

it gets to face-to-face interaction that you constantly need.” Each professor said they combined 

methods of teaching face-to-face to reach their online students in similar ways. 
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Synchronous Teaching Aligned with Face-To-Face Teaching 

From this pattern, an interpretive scheme that emerged was that, in general, professors 

taught synchronous classes similar to their face-to-face experiences. Hampel (2006) suggested 

that professors in foreign languages or second language teaching usually converted face-to-face 

lessons to online lessons without planning for the technology. Dr. Hellenbrand mentioned this 

regarding discussion forums for her class. She admitted to having had poor discussion forums, 

although discussions in person would normally have been a part of her classroom. While she 

aligned the discussions in a similar way to her face-to-face classes, additional instructional 

design remained a need, which was fortunately provided by her co-teacher, Olga Treheminko. 

Hellenbrand explained how she felt uncomfortable with Blackboard, whereas, Olga Treheminko 

set up everything in the system for class.  

 Taking direct assignments from face-to-face environments and applying them to 

synchronous environments can be risky. “An easy (and cheap) transposition of face-to-face 

tasks to a virtual environment is not possible; instead, we have to ensure that tasks are 

appropriate to the medium used” (Hampel, 2006, p. 111). This included considering variations 

in discussions, group assignment communication, information dissemination, and deadlines due 

to time zones. Sugar, Martindale, and Crawley (2007) conducted a study chronicling one 

instructor’s struggles and hardships with converting face-to-face classes to online formats for 

specifically synchronous environments. They concluded “it would be quite difficult to directly 

translate some observed class activities…but this conversion would lose the essence of the 

intended face-to-face activity” (Sugar, Martindale, & Crawley, 2007, p. 382). Moving activities 

for classes from one format to another without further planning could be disastrous, unless the 
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faculty member has help in the form of an instructional design specialist or instructional 

designer. 

Chen and Wang (2008) stated that the technology tools existed to replicate a face-to-

face teaching environment for second-language acquisition. However, it remained the 

responsibility of the instructor to make accommodations for the technology in the curriculum 

and become familiar with the many facets of the hardware or software. Tschundi, Hiple, and 

Chun (2009) envisioned new online instructors not changing the way they teach, but 

“integrating best practices from classroom-based pedagogy in our instruction online” (p. 122). 

Assistance for planning for the conversion to an online environment should be available 

through instructional design offices or instructional designers. Sugar, Martindale, and Crawley 

(2007) suggested having an instructional designer assist with this conversion, but from the 

interviews, it was apparent that instructional design or instructional designers are not currently 

part of the UNC German Consortium. 

Pattern 2 

Motivation to Learn LMS 

 The second pattern or theme that emerged was the motivation to learn a learning 

management system (LMS) resulting from experiences teaching in the UNC German 

Consortium. This motivation to learn a LMS, such as Blackboard, was noted by five of the 

professors, because they learned the advantages of the software on their own. Most professors 

were not externally pressured to learn the LMS, but had the internal desire to do so. One 

professor, Dr. Lehman, was externally motivated to change from WebCT to Blackboard because 

his institution updated their LMS. Dr. Miller decided to abandon his LMS technology after 
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working with it, because it seemed antiquated to him. Dr. Kennedy, like most professors, noted 

that he still had room to improve his LMS work with Moodle, but was personally motivated to 

do so. Each professor’s direct quotes regarding LMS use are shown in Table 8. 

Table 8 

Quotations Regarding Motivation to Learn Blackboard 

Professor Evolution of Learning Technology 

Dr. Burt We did not have Blackboard when we 
started, so it was all email. 

Dr. Hellenbrand I am a pretty miserable forum discussion 
organizer…we had great discussions on 
Blackboard because Olga organized them and 
she is very good at that. 

Dr. Kennedy The main problem is our forum discussions…  
I am hoping to incorporate that [new forum 
discussions] using a program, it starts with a 
P. 

Dr. Lehman We used WebCT when I first got here which 
was purchased by Blackboard. So those two 
services combined into Blackboard 9.0. 

Dr. Miller I circumvent Blackboard almost completely. 

Dr. Salwen I had not actually learned Blackboard at that 
time…I felt forced because I felt that it was 
something I should do. 

Dr. Twark Once I got over that hurdle of fearing that my 
grades would get lost, then I just adopted it, 
and I discovered it is not that hard to figure 
out how to use Blackboard. I went to a 
couple of training sessions on it. 

 

Dr. Burt was grateful to have had Blackboard to gather assignments and disseminate 

information instead of having to use email. Dr. Salwen forced himself to learn Blackboard as a 

way of practically reaching students at a distance. He mentioned previous difficulties he had 

gaining access to papers via physical mail and faxes to collect student assignments from across 
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the state. Dr. Twark commented that she was concerned about the reliability of her LMS 

software, but the courses in the Consortium and regular use of these tools helped her 

overcome this concern. Dr. Lehman explained how he used Blackboard for all courses that he 

taught, regardless of whether they were synchronous, asynchronous, or in-person, because it 

gave him a consistent foundation to communicate with students. 

Unlike the other five professors, Dr. Miller understood the Blackboard LMS, but decided 

to abandon the technology. He talked about the many features of Blackboard, but found the 

practical application of the software limiting for educational settings. He found the technology 

was “not intuitive, it is clunky, it is inelegant, it feels like it is 90’s days, Atari technology.” 

Instead of using Blackboard, he learned Google Docs and the possibilities of sharing documents. 

The scheme associated with this pattern, has the advantages of utilizing a consistent LMS 

platform such as Blackboard.  

Advantages of Learning an LMS Scheme 

By learning Blackboard, Moodle or a LMS and using it consistently, instructors shortened 

the amount of training and technology needed to teach their course. One advantage of LMS 

software is that it centralizes classroom instruction and creates class consistency. “Consistency 

provided flow for the instructors’ courses and made it easier for students to create a mental 

image of what to expect from the courses” (Lehman & Conceição, 2014, p. 21). Dr. Lehman took 

the initiative to use Blackboard for not only his UNC German Consortium courses, but all face-

to-face courses as well. By using consistent technologies such as a LMS, students could easily 

find instructions and the design of the course could keep students going in the right direction 

academically, which would be beneficial because “Instructional strategies planned for a course 
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could have an influence on student motivation” (Lehman & Conceição, 2014, p. 22). McBrien, 

Jones, and Cheng (2009) found that in distance classrooms “students revealed the need for 

clear and consistent structure, expectations, and roles in virtual classroom sessions to reduce 

their experience of distance” (p. 14). Software detailing course assignments could keep 

students informed and on-time for specific assignments. 

Beyond motivation, another advantage of a consistent platform, especially a LMS similar 

to Blackboard and Moodle, is the ability to control an entire course from one platform. Systems 

such as Blackboard “employ a range of information and communication technologies to offer 

an online platform over the internet, where a whole course can be planned, facilitated and 

managed by both the teacher and the learner” (Wang & Chen, 2009, p. 2). Wang and Chen 

(2009) took this further, explaining that LMS systems for today’s distance language student 

needed to provide opportunities for asynchronous and synchronous communication. 

Fortunately, Blackboard and Moodle offer opportunities for discussion forums (asynchronous) 

and turning in assignments (asynchronous), and have links to synchronous environments such 

as Blackboard Collaborate. With such options and ways of teaching with a LMS, another 

advantage is the ability for faculty to only need training on one system. 

Young (2004) pointed out that some faculty acknowledged they had little to no time to 

learn the latest technology for teaching. Dr. Kennedy talked about his enthusiasm for learning a 

new technology, but could not remember the name of it. Undoubtedly, this was because of the 

number of technologies needed on a daily basis for teaching. The advantage of Blackboard or 

Moodle is that they are consistent on campuses. “The Blackboard Learning System has emerged 

as the dominant course management system” and nearly all the professors, including six of 
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eight, mentioned Blackboard as the LMS they used for the UNC German Consortium (Bradford, 

Porciello, Balkon, & Backus, 2006, p. 312).  

With the widespread usage of learning management systems, faculty may not be 

required to train to learn the software. Most professors in this study talked about learning on 

their own as opposed to going to formal trainings. Teaching in the UNC German Consortium, 

provided professors with more practice and allowed them to experiment with different 

features of the LMS. Dr. Twark commented that she was able to test out the grading system in 

Blackboard with one class in the UNC German Consortium to gain confidence with this feature. 

Pattern 3: 

Resilience to Overcome Technological Hurdles 

 With changing technologies, professors admitted to failure and obstacles. The third 

theme was a resilience to overcome the hurdles involved with learning technologies. Dr. 

Hellenbrand remembered how “[teaching online] was clunky…I think that there were ways in 

which my students would have said that sitting in the distance classroom with the inroads with 

the microphones that was just awkward.” A specific example of the difficulties included one of 

Dr. Twark’s German Consortium courses where she experienced trouble. “We were in a small 

classroom and the radio waves would bounce around and so sometimes one group would be 

connected just fine and the other group would have trouble.” She overcame this obstacle with 

learning technologies by always having a backup system available to help students 

communicate. For example, if NC REN did not work, Google Hangouts or cell phones were used 

for instruction. Twark admitted to hesitancies at first with Google Hangouts due to it being a 
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new technology that she had to learn, but found that learning this technology was a small 

hurdle. Even with the most consistent technologies, some interruptions were always possible. 

 In these interviews, technological hiccups seemed a natural part of teaching in the UNC 

German Consortium. For example, Dr. Kennedy experienced some obstacles during classes. 

“Right in the middle of class, all of a sudden, the whole thing would crash, go down, come back 

up, be very fuzzy.” However, Dr. Kennedy found this to be a stepping stone toward 

technological progress. As time progressed, he had fewer problems with connectivity.  

Dr. Lehman told of a number of instances “when we (the classroom) could not 

understand what a student was saying…although they were apparently able to hear us.” He also 

experienced problems working with a variety of technicians who each had difficulty focusing 

the camera on the proper student at the proper time with the NC REN system. Although it was 

a hindrance for the professor, he commented on how well the initial technician worked with 

the system and his class.  

Dr. Miller admitted there was a time when he could not stream video to students at 

other campuses simultaneously for a class concerning German film. This was a problem, but he 

adjusted the way he taught by giving students the option to watch the clips individually then 

return to class. He referred to this as “jerry rigging” the class experience. This may have wasted 

some class time, but it allowed students to have a common experience watching the clips in 

real time. 

 Issues with technology also caused in-person problems for Dr. Salwen. He recalled when 

he was playing Wagner for students in a music-based German course in a distance classroom on 

campus. “The distance learning classrooms are not outfitted as such for music, the fidelity is not 
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as high as you would like.” To play Wagner, he had to play the music loud to give the students a 

realistic understanding of the music. Unfortunately, the audio in the distance classroom was 

extremely loud and he received a complaint from a professor physically teaching in the next 

room. His solution was to simply move to another distance classroom later. 

Sometimes, the hurdles were a pedagogical challenge, especially for Dr. Hellenbrand. 

“Then there is the added aspect of unfamiliarity and maybe a little bit of discomfort teaching 

with technology and feeling a little bit dissociated or removed from your familiar environment.” 

To accommodate these changes with learning technologies, the professor accepted the idea 

that she had to teach in the most comfortable method, which was synchronous and similar to 

face-to-face teaching. After overcoming these obstacles, the professor’s confidence increased, 

especially with the continuous usage of a consistent technology through NC REN. 

Professor Resiliency in Online Environments Scheme 

 Resiliency that aids in instructor classroom success is an interpretive scheme for this 

pattern. Teaching with technology includes teaching through problems of technology. The 

faculty in this study overcame obstacles ranging from failing audio to poor Internet 

connections. This is a shared problem among the UNC German Consortium. In the same light, 

“constructivist theory also points out that learning is an activity that is enhanced by shared 

inquiry” (Chittaro & Ranon, 2007, p. 7). In the UNC German Consortium, it was found that every 

student and professor must have the drive to continue distance education even through 

technical failures.  

Early on in the UNC German Consortium, in 2000, Dr. Burt’s first experience with 

Consortium technology included nearly eight class interruptions in one class due to technology 
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glitches; however, he remained optimistic about the technology. Pushing through the 

technological failures may only be part of the experience. Chittaro and Ranon (2007) suggested 

that “each individual creates her own interpretation of knowledge-building experiences, but it 

is necessary to develop a shared meaning to obtain reliable communication” (p. 7). The shared 

meaning emergent here could be that education is more important; therefore, it is worth 

overcoming these obstacles to communicate and learn. 

 With the UNC German Consortium, technological failure impacts students, faculty, and 

potentially technicians. For faculty members with even the most organized lesson plans, 

technological problems can ruin the classroom setting (Valentine, 2002). Other researchers 

suggested “Faculty should learn how to use technology, but not completely rely on the 

technologies,” (Yang & Cornelious, 2005, para. 13). But, in an online environment, there are 

limitations to communication. This means a faculty member may require multiple lesson plans 

to accommodate for technology losses or problems with learning technology, which increases 

the preparation time needed for classes. “Instructors also need a lot of patience to deal with 

glitches in technology on a daily basis” (Wolf, 2006, p. 58). To troubleshoot software, faculty 

may require more training or a broader understanding of different software. This would require 

additional training workshops and continual practice with hardware or software for teaching. 

 For the student, technological hurdles are a detriment to learning and confidence in 

material. In a foreign language online environment, the loss of audio or video means the 

learner may not be able to infer meanings or correctly understand vocabulary. Technology 

issues could keep students from comprehending a particular lesson and interrupt the general 

organization of the classroom (Valentine, 2002). A problem that arises from technology “forces 
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a change in instructors’ plans, but also influences students’ attitudes, perceptions, and 

outcomes” (Barrette, 2008, p. 136). Similar to any subject, missing fundamental lessons could 

result in an inability to proceed, especially in a foreign language.  

With the UNC German Consortium being available to students who are primarily taught 

in a face-to-face environment, overcoming technological obstacles was probably more difficult 

than in purely online settings supported by other tools (e.g. LMS). “Those students used to the 

traditional face-to-face instruction and who do not have a tolerance for ambiguity will have a 

difficult time” (Valentine, 2002, para. 13). Professors in this study believed that students must 

have the drive and resiliency to learn in a new online environment to take classes with the UNC 

German Consortium. Fortunately, technicians in the UNC German Consortium can assist with 

overcoming technological obstacles. 

 Technicians within the UNC German Consortium are available in physical classrooms to 

assist individuals with technological problems. Communication with technicians has been 

generally found to “minimize the negative experiences of technical failure” (Barrette, 2008, p. 

137). For the UNC German Consortium, technicians control cameras, fix technical issues, and 

other hardware to make the class run smoothly. If there are problems, even a technician can 

get frustrated. “For the technician, the frustration and inability to keep the class running 

smoothly may affect the instructor’s view of their competency, causing friction” (Valentine, 

2002, para. 13). Dr. Lehman commented on his preference for one particular technician who 

was able to keep up with his instructional methods. Frustration from technicians could make 

students and professors question the environment or efficiency of the method of teaching, 
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potentially further decreasing the desire for students or professors to participate in the UNC 

German Consortium. 

Pattern 4 

Single Tool Consistency Leads to Confidence 

Over time, professors established more reliance on technology and gained confidence 

with it. The final pattern that emerged was consistency with a single tool leads to professor 

confidence. As noted earlier, the main instructional delivery tool used by the UNC German 

Consortium is NC REN. Dr. Twark stated, “I always chose just to go with the NC REN 

connection…I felt most confident with it.” As other professors used the same technology, they 

commented that they felt more confident about teaching in an online environment.  

Dr. Hellenbrand expressed her excitement about teaching with synchronous technology 

because it gave her the freedom to teach as she was accustomed to teaching in face-to-face 

classrooms. Confidence came for her in the form of using the same technology as well as having 

support available to help in emergencies. Dr. Twark found confidence not only from the 

technology, but also from the individuals who supported it. “I am used to NC REN, and one nice 

thing about it, is that you have a technician on the other side…to me the NC REN connection 

was just a more stable connection.” NC REN technicians assist professors and are a critical part 

of the classroom experience for teaching with NC REN. Professors look to technicians as 

experts. As Dr. Miller explained, “We have a technician actually in the back room in each 

classroom and they are linking up via whatever that NC REN system is.”  

Dr. Lehman told a story about how impressive one particular technician was at focusing 

on students as they spoke and about comprehending the course material in general. Overall, 
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Dr. Hellenbrand summed up the relationship with NC REN and the general confidence faculty 

had in the system in the following quote: “We just kept stumbling over the things that make us 

separate because there were no technological solutions to pull them together except for NC 

REN.” NC REN gave German professors a consistency and confidence over time to teach well. 

 Beyond technicians, the technology itself can give faculty confidence as participants 

noted. Although he struggled with some learning technology, Dr. Salwen (2016) admitted that 

“technology is a wonderful tool…technology should be understood as part of the constellation 

of possibilities.” Dr. Miller suggested “I would say the technology is, after a short learning curve, 

essentially invisible.” This related back to the idea that professors were easily able to transition 

to teaching a Consortium class because it was similar to a face-to-face teaching experience. 

Consistent technologies provided confidence for Dr. Kennedy as well.  

Dr. Kennedy was pleased with how well the technology for videoconferencing improved 

for him and the Consortium as a whole. As one of the pioneers of the UNC German Consortium, 

he gained insight by seeing the technology change over the last twenty-three years. He first 

experimented with teaching students German in the early 1990s. “That technology in 1993 was 

like out of the first Star Wars kind of thing…all those problems of course have been more or less 

eradicated and erased over the years.” He was very confident about the way the technology 

had improved to provide more fluid conversations for classes in the UNC German Consortium. 

Growth of Confidence with Consistent Learning Technologies 

The interpretive scheme with this theme is the growth of confidence over time with a 

given learning technology. Confidence stemmed in this instance from a consistent usage of a 

technology. Lehman and Conceição (2014) believed “communicating and interacting with 
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students in a consistent manner lets students know what to expect” (p. 32). Being consistent 

often starts with training, with the philosophy that “technology is merely a tool for course 

delivery, and as with any tool, faculty members must have confidence in their skills for using it 

and confidence that the tool promotes student learning” (Barker, 2003, p. 277). Utilizing one 

piece of software or minimizing the number required should reduce professor training time and 

increase time available for planning their online course. 

Providing training is one way of incorporating confidence for professors. “Training helps 

maintain the focus on learning by making the tools more automatic for users” (Barrette, 2008, 

p. 134). Without training, instructors could easily be upset by technology and not be as 

confident with teaching (Sánchez-Serrano, 2008, p. 153). Surprisingly, there is no training for 

using NC REN; instead, this comes from the technician setting up the classroom.  

The UNC German Consortium professors are impressive because they learn 

technological skills from motivation, not from institutional mandates. Confidence for a majority 

of the professors interviewed came from an inner drive to connect with students through 

learning technologies. One identified advantage of teaching more than once in the UNC 

German Consortium was the ability to tweak initial decisions and gain more confidence in the 

technology in general. This also shifted the idea of the instructor being solely an instructor to 

also being a learner. “Teacher learning is… constructing new knowledge and theory through 

participating in specific social contexts and engaging in particular types of activities and 

processes” (Richards, 2008, p. 164-165). In the UNC German Consortium, instructors can gain 

insight and confidence in their planning from both themselves and from their students through 
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successful completion of assignments in person through NC REN. Online teaching also 

transformed professors into more confident learners. 

This theme related to gaining confidence align with research from Marek (2009) who 

concluded that faculty push onwards thanks to an inner drive to succeed. “Faculty forge 

ahead…people who teach online manage to gain the needed skills to do so…it is also possible 

that by gaining experience in online teaching the faculty members also gains the needed skills 

to feel confident” (Marek, 2009, p. 286). With the mandate to teach online given from their 

institution, professors must quickly gain confidence teaching in an online environment. 

“[Faculty] must become proficient users of distance learning technology” (Wolf, 2006, p. 61). To 

do this, instructors take learning into their own hands to gain the experience and confidence 

needed to teach within the UNC German Consortium.  

Research Question 3 

To what degree do learning technologies utilized in the German Consortium from 2000-2016 

align with larger national/international trends in distance education? 

This question remained largely unanswered because seven out of eight of the 

interviewees answered that they were unsure of current trends. Colin was the only person who 

commented about international trends saying, “A lot of the institutions that I worked with 

internationally do not have the same resources that some of the institutions in the UNC 

German Consortium.” It was hoped that professors and staff would be able to comment on 

their unique methods using learning technologies compared with their peers, but there was 

little known about other programs or learning technologies at other institutions. Dr. Kennedy 

said that he was unaware of any other programs quite like the Consortium. “I do not even know 
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if there is another German consortium anywhere in the States.” Information about the UNC 

German Consortium could prove vital to larger organizations such as UNC Online, or to 

potential other foreign language university consortiums. 

In the future, this question should be reshaped to ask about ways in which faculty or 

staff members have heard other faculty teaching methods in the UNC German Consortium. This 

would include follow-up questions about synchronous and asynchronous learning or opinions 

on the subject within the UNC German Consortium. A different question could provide insight 

into the way the Consortium might be evolving through different learning technologies. 

Unfortunately, this research has yet to be conducted. 

Lack of Information Scheme 

The lack of information available about the UNC German Consortium became the 

interpretive scheme for this research question. Despite a rich history of teaching students and 

consistent leadership, little to no research inquiries exist about this topic. Not knowing suggests 

there are several gaps in research for the Consortium. There are questions regarding how the 

UNC German Consortium is currently driven and how, with such a complex past, it is planning 

to improve in the future. As faculty members move, retire, or stop teaching in the Consortium, 

this rich history is lost. Stories from interviews for this research had gaps or name lapses 

because this type of institutional or systemic history is not readily available. “Key to the 

teacher-learning processes are the roles of participants, the discourses they create and 

participate in, the activities that take place and the artifacts and resources that are employed” 

(Richards, 2008, p. 164). “Learning is seen to emerge through social interaction within a 

community of practice” (Richards, 2008, p. 165). As a single community, the UNC German 
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Consortium has many participants including students and professors. Unfortunately, 

information is not a priority for collection by the group, nor is it being pursued by researchers. 

Gathering data and initiating research is a complex issue. “Language educators must 

also grapple with some unique concerns due to the nature of language learning as an extended 

developmental process that must be evaluated in terms of not only achievement but also 

growth” (Lyddon & Sydorenko, 2008, p. 109). Teaching online in either a synchronous or 

asynchronous environment can include many variables such as locations of students, types of 

connections, expectations of students, experience of professors, and the level of foreign 

language being taught. For the UNC German Consortium, the majority of courses are upper 

level courses, taught in a variety of ways. Lyddon and Sydorenko (2008) suggested assessing 

students on areas of reading, listening, writing, and speaking in a foreign language. This could 

be a starting point for future research. 

 While it would be an enormous task, gathering any data from professors or students 

would provide a greater understanding of the learning as well as the rich history of the UNC 

German Consortium. Blake (2009) listed several reasons why gathering data from distance 

language learners is nearly impossible including the fact that students are not physically at a 

campus, they might have differing schedules than traditional students because of their age, and 

they are potentially a smaller student population because of an online program or language 

being taught. Similar issues could potentially apply to professors. For example, they might not 

be physically located on a campus to teach their courses, they may have alternative schedules 

because of the profession, and may only teach intermittently online. This is the case for the 

professors in the UNC German Consortium who only teach once every couple of years on a 
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rotating basis as needed. Data is available on student registration for the Consortium, but with 

small numbers of students enrolling in classes, gaining consistent insight into learning a 

language through a particular learning technology might be difficult. Though the outlook for 

data collection seems bleak, the UNC German Consortium does have commonality in LMS 

systems. Data tied to the way students learn and the way professors use the technology should 

drive decisions for the future of the Consortium and UNC Online. 

Comparative research about other consortiums in the United States does not currently 

exist. The UNC German Consortium is potentially one of the first foreign language consortiums 

in the southeast and possibly in the United States. More research on the Consortium would 

highlight this evolving educational environment. “Rich data collection is not only imperative for 

developing effective learning tools…real-world data drawn from e-communication facilitates 

socially realistic language learning” (Bhatia & Ritchie, 2009, p. 547). This means there are many 

opportunities for future research about the UNC German Consortium and how the UNC 

German Consortium is moving forward with UNC Online compared with other national or 

international consortiums. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

This chapter is broken up into several parts: 1.) discussion of the power of invisibility for 

synchronous technology, 2.) the future of NC REN, 3.) the relevancy of data driven decision-

making, 4.) brief statistics regarding the UNC German Consortium, and 5.) current dilemmas of 

the UNC German Consortium. The latter part of the chapter is for planning purposes, including 

6.) possible future directions of the UNC German Consortium and 7.) proposed best practices. 

The chapter concludes with 8.) limitations of the study and general conclusions. 

Invisibility of Synchronous Technology 

One major theme that emerged from this study was the invisible nature of synchronous 

technology. Even with opportunities for asynchronous classes, the UNC German Consortium 

consistently chose synchronous technologies, specifically NC REN and WebEx. Five out of seven 

professors preferred synchronous technology for delivering foreign language instruction at a 

distance. The current system may have some complications due to the complexity of 

connections (as noted by Colin) but the professors have and continue to use synchronous 

connections in their classes. There were a few changes in the types of connections for 

synchronous classrooms, but administrators, not faculty, handled all these. 

What was impressive was that the faculty had little to no idea of the different ways in 

which campuses connected via software and hardware. As Colin explained, there were differing 

hardware and software connections needed per campus. Dr. Hellenbrand wished she could 

recall the technology names, but could not remember. Administrators who worked with NC 

REN hardware directly such as Colin were the only individuals aware of the changes. The 
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Director of the UNC German Consortium, Dr. Burt, said he leaned on administrators and 

technicians such as Colin to connect classrooms properly and find hardware and software 

solutions. For faculty, this reduced the amount of stress and worry about transitioning from 

teaching in-person to teaching online.  

Administrators like Colin deserve more credit for maintaining this invisible connection 

between multiple campuses that makes teaching easier; such invisibility is not an easy task. 

Bender (2012) pointed to “the ultimate goal, however, is to make whichever technology is used 

invisible, so that the focus is on the flow of ideas and knowledge” (p. 211). Transitioning to 

teaching online for the faculty involved in this study was seamless because there was less 

concern about the technology and more concern about the course development. This was in 

large part due to a consistent system, NC REN. 

Past and Future of NC REN 

 The NC REN network is an asset to the UNC System as a whole. Through providing each 

campus with consistent hardware, it connects the universities from the mountains to the sea in 

the state of North Carolina. For teaching online, German professors in the Consortium have 

become accustomed to meeting via a single system, thereby reducing the concern over 

technology. With technicians readily available to assist with the NC REN connections, faculty 

have someone to lean on when problems do occur. “It is only with continued use and positive 

feedback…that familiarity with the technology can ensue, implying that both the skill and 

competence needed to obtain desired ends have moved into long-term memory” (Bender, 

2012, p. 27). Having individual distance learning classrooms provides professors with consistent 

places to teach and consistent hardware to use for teaching. 
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 Unfortunately, the physical nature of a distance learning classroom and the hardware is 

becoming antiquated and is therefore a frustration for faculty. Dr. Lehman noted how the 

distance learning classroom at his institution had remained unchanged in the last ten years and 

his dislike for how far away the distance classroom was from his own office. Colin explained 

how the rooms themselves were aging and how certain campuses in the UNC system were 

making changes. This included purchasing individual campus subscriptions to WebEx Servers to 

avoid the need for a distance learning classroom. As Colin noted, NC REN subscribes to a WebEx 

Server but adds an additional hardware component to the equation, adding another possibility 

of failure when subjected to a failure modes and effects analysis (FMEA) (Chrysostom & 

Dwivedi, 2013). The connection speed to NC REN is incredibly fast compared with the software 

solution, but in today’s global economy, freedom to teach anywhere in the world is relevant to 

most professors.  

A need for improved technology to bring the program into the present 

The only change in learning technology software over time in the Consortium since 2000 

was the addition of the WebEx Servers for individual institutions. This was thanks largely to Dr. 

Burt at University of North Carolina Wilmington. Colin described how Dr. Burt was instrumental 

in getting this new technology for one campus, but it was only one campus among sixteen. He 

further noted that the University of North Carolina Wilmington consolidated its hardware in a 

majority of their distance learning classrooms in 2011. Instead of several different hardware 

connections to control cameras, run software, and control the classroom communication, there 

is now only one connection needed. All hardware in a majority of the distance language 

classrooms channels into a single USB connection, so faculty can literally plug in a laptop and 
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teach. Colin explained, “Now you can take that USB signal, and plug it into any PC. Once it is on 

that PC, those signals, you can Skype, Google Plus, you can WebEx, Adobe Connect, whatever.” 

Unfortunately, this is only available at the few institutions within the UNC system that were 

willing to pay for the hardware improvements. Change is slow within the UNC campuses, like 

many other university systems. It will take time and progress to bring each of the sixteen 

institutions to the same level as University of North Carolina Wilmington which could be a 

model for improving other campus distance learning classrooms. 

 With today’s mobile-based world, tangible hardware and physical classrooms may not 

be the best future scenario for the UNC German Consortium. “Mobility is reshaping the way 

people work” (Pacany-Brock & Ko, 2013, p. 135). NC REN distance education rooms are limiting 

because professors must literally move physically to one location or another on campus. Dr. 

Lehman suggested he avoids his distance learning classrooms because they are unchanged, 

desks are not moveable, and it is physically located too far from his own office. In a world 

where faculty could reach students from a computer’s webcam, having a physical piece of 

hardware required to teach is a learning technology of the past. Modern professors, especially 

global ones, have many possibilities for reaching students in the classroom that remain to be 

explored. They can “teach it ‘live’ (virtually), teach it asynchronously via a recorded lecture, ask 

a colleague from anywhere in the world to provide a virtual lecture, or provide the lecture in 

any of numerous other ways” (McHaney, 2011, p. 200). A physical distance classroom might not 

be the best solution going forward for the German Consortium’s online course delivery. 

 In a perfect world, the strength of the wired NC REN network could be given to faculty 

members who teach for the UNC German Consortium via their offices, but this would require 
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major changes in hardware design and infrastructure. To determine a future direction for these 

rooms, it would be best to let the data drive the decision and to possibly conduct experiments 

to examine how teaching on a strictly WebEx connection compares with teaching students 

strictly on a NC REN physical location connection.  

Using research to improve online learning delivery in the future 

Documenting the processes or ways in which professors teach online would be a 

starting point. “Technological processes are involved in generating and analyzing data” (Branch, 

& Deissler, 2008, p. 203). This would require an administrative decision shared with faculty to 

conduct experiments and determine future directions for the NC REN network. This type of 

research could be investigated by an instructional designer or instructional designers working 

for the UNC German Consortium or UNC Online. According to these interviews, the UNC 

German Consortium professors assumed the learning technologies in place were effective and 

efficient. An analysis of learning technology utilization for teaching German and other 

languages should provide a systemic look at the UNC German Consortium. Administrators such 

as learning technologists or instructional designers would be ideal to conduct these types of 

experiments. Faculty opinions, student perceptions, and cost analysis would be valuable 

additions to these studies. 

Data Drives Decision, and Design 

There is a demand for data driven decisions in higher education today. “Institutions are 

demanding evidence that our teaching approaches are paying off” (Miller, 2014, p. 10). Lehman 

and Conceição (2014) noted that the best way to improve teaching is to create an on-going 

assessment of teaching methods to increase learning and growth. Unfortunately, institutions 
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are looking for specific proficiencies through learning as opposed to simply growth, which 

demands data and assessment. “This ‘performance funding’ concept, which is becoming more 

widespread throughout the country, naturally puts pressure on administrations” (Miller, 2014, 

p. 10). This means more research is needed to examine how teaching a distance education 

course could drive funding or provide an exemplary experience for foreign language students. 

To measure this difference in teaching and experiences, assessment is the first step. “There is 

an increasing impetus to create distance learning courses both at the university and secondary 

school levels, and it is critical for teachers to evaluate the ways in which they deliver online 

classes” (McBrien, Jones, & Cheng, 2009, p. 15). Teaching languages via online technologies 

makes assessment more readily available, since the platform of the classroom, a LMS, is able to 

assess students.  

 With universities’ drive toward gathering more data, analytics from the LMS could be a 

starting point. “As considerable student data have become available in the education field, the 

attention to utilizing student data to improve academic success has increased” (You, 2016, p. 

24). Though different universities use different learning management systems, such as 

Blackboard and Moodle, administrators or instructional designers could gather this information 

if given the chance. “Utilizing LMS data allows the identification of, for example, how students' 

behaviors change over a course, how students interact with peers, and how they perform on 

their quizzes and exams” (You, 2016, p. 25). Without current numbers or analytics, it is difficult 

to assess the effectiveness of each platform for learning foreign languages to determine ways 

for improving teaching and instruction.  
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One recommendation for the Consortium is to hire an instructional designer who would 

focus on the effectiveness of teaching by gathering data about courses offered. The 

instructional designer would be similar to a researcher, acting as a helping hand for converting 

information from a face-to-face environment to an online environment. Data from an LMS 

would provide shared experiences of students. Instructional designers could find common 

technological success stories to share with other faculty and determine areas that might be 

improved. 

 Gathering data from each system would be difficult. For example, when a student 

enrolls in a course at a different institution, they must use the LMS of that institution, not their 

own institution. UNC Online creates a student account at the host school, so the student has 

log-on capabilities for the LMS at both schools and this has been a hurdle in the past for both 

students and professors. For students, immediate participation in different institutions’ LMS is a 

recent and welcome addition to the UNC German Consortium. In the past, this automatically 

put students who had never used a particular LMS at a disadvantage, for example, if they had 

to move from Blackboard to Moodle or vice versa. There is some continuity among LMS 

throughout the UNC system with a majority of schools using Blackboard, but others using Sakai 

or Moodle. Gathering data from each different LMS would require permissions from 

instructors, which may require a direct mandate from the Consortium as a whole. 

Brief Statistics Regarding the UNC German Consortium 

The UNC German Consortium is an odd phenomenon, because it has existed for so long 

with so little research. With roots dating back to the mid-1990s, two professors, Dr. Burt and 

Dr. Kennedy, have continually led the Consortium and are dedicated to educating German 
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students across the state. Language learning programs such as this are pioneers in the area of 

online instruction. “Language learning has been at the forefront of online education and has 

been taking advantage of all technologies available that could enhance oral participation, such 

as videos, webcams, and audio tools” (Abras & Sunshine, 2008, p. 188). However, the UNC 

German Consortium is not data driven, which limits what we can learn from past work. 

The most interesting part of the German Consortium is the small number of students 

involved. Since the inception of the German Consortium, the universities involved did not 

officially track the number of students who attended Consortium classes until 2013. Therefore, 

for thirteen years, students were educated thanks to unofficial agreements among up to 

sixteen different institutions. Dr. Burt explained the complexity of course management at one 

institution:  

We always had to convince our administrators that this makes sense because all 
they could see was a course that only has four people… Over a three-year 
period, those numbers would add up to a full class and that is when I teach 
it…You had to go and explain to them and the Dean and the Provost you had to 
go and say here is what the situation is. You will see these low numbers, but then 
finally I had the Associate Dean over there. I just told her it is a consortium class 
you just take it off the books…Then you add in eight other universities and it gets 
very difficult. 

The Registrar at the University of North Carolina Wilmington provided a report of all 

UNC students taking a UNC German Consortium Class at University of North Carolina 

Wilmington since fall 2013. Student names and identification numbers were removed by the 

Registrar to maintain anonymity. As shown in Table 9, only four students took Consortium 

classes at University of North Carolina Wilmington from other UNC institutions since fall 2013. If 

this same trend of four students taking classes at University of North Carolina Wilmington over 

three years was repeated over the last sixteen years, then the school taught an estimated 
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twenty students from UNC schools over the last sixteen years. However, this number depends 

on the university and could vary depending on the courses being taught or available professors 

to teach courses for the UNC German Consortium.  

Table 9 

Students Registered for Consortium Courses at UNCW Fall 2013-Spring 2017 

Student  Student’s 
University 

Course Course 
Title 

Semester 
Taken 

Student 
1 

Western 
Carolina 
University 

GER 
307 

Text & 
Context 

Fall 2014 

Student 
2 

University 
of North 
Carolina 
Greensboro 

GER 
307 

Text & 
Context 

Fall 2014 

Student 
3 

Appalachian 
State 
University 

GER 
209 

Lit. in 
Translation 

Fall 2015 

Student 
4 

University 
of North 
Carolina 
Greensboro 

GER 
307 

German 
Mastery of 
the Past 

Fall 2016 

 

 The Registrar also provided a report detailing the number of University of North 

Carolina Wilmington students who have taken a UNC German Consortium course at another 

institution since 2013. Table 10 presents further information about University of North Carolina 

Wilmington students who took these courses. For both Tables 10 and 11, students could be 

counted multiple times. For example, a student taking a class in fall 2015 and fall 2016 counts 

as two students. The Registrar removed student names and identifying information to maintain 

anonymity.  
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Table 10 

UNCW Students Registered for Consortium Classes Fall 2013-Spring 2017 

Number of 
UNCW 
Students 
Registered 

University of Consortium Class Semester 

2 University of North Carolina Greensboro Fall 2014 

1 East Carolina University Spring 
2015 

2 University of North Carolina Asheville Spring 
2015 

11 Western Carolina University Spring 
2015 

2 University of North Carolina Asheville Spring 
2015 

2 University of North Carolina Greensboro Summer 
2015 

2 North Carolina State University Summer 
2015 

2 University of North Carolina Greensboro Fall 2015 

2  East Carolina University Fall 2015 

3 University of North Carolina Greensboro Spring 
2016 

2 University of North Carolina Asheville Spring 
2016 

10 University of North Carolina Greensboro Summer 
2016 

1 University of North Carolina Greensboro Fall 2016 

2 University of North Carolina Greensboro Spring 
2017 

2 North Carolina State University Spring 
2017 

 

From this perspective, University of North Carolina Wilmington’s students are taking advantage 

of the various other university’s course offerings for the UNC German Consortium. This means 

that instead of a requirement to offer forty-six total seats for students in person at University of 
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North Carolina Wilmington, students were able to take UNC German Consortium courses. 

Courses taken ranged from introductory courses to upper level courses.  

Table 11 summarizes all the classes taken since fall 2013 from Table 10. This table shows 

that since 2013, University of North Carolina Greensboro taught the most University of North 

Carolina Wilmington students in the UNC German Consortium. Table 11, when compared with 

Table 9, presents the idea that University of North Carolina Wilmington only teaches a handful 

of students over three or four years, but this information is not correct. Since course history is 

only available since 2013, University of North Carolina Wilmington’s accurate student count 

before that is unknown. Depending on the year or professor teaching, the number of students 

taught in one class could easily inflate. For example, Dr. Burt noted a professor who was 

unavailable for this study that taught a class for University of North Carolina Wilmington for the 

Consortium with forty total students at some point in the last ten years. The summation of all 

classes also demonstrates how numbers can be deceiving for some smaller programs. For 

example, at Western Carolina University, Dr. Lehman taught the class described above in spring 

2015 with eleven students. His upper administrators were confused about his success and this 

worried Dr. Lehman. “The last course that I taught…had twenty-five people. I think I had eight 

of my own students…My Dean told me he thought German looks like it is doing really well.” 

Table 11 identifies eleven of Dr. Lehman’s twenty-five students were students from University 

of North Carolina Wilmington.  
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Table 11 

Total Number of UNCW Students Taught by UNC Institution Fall 2013-Spring 2017 

UNC School Total University of North Carolina 

Wilmington Students Taught 

East Carolina University 3 

North Carolina State University 4 

University of North Carolina Asheville 6 

University of North Carolina Greensboro 22 

Western Carolina University 11 

Total Students Taught 46 

  

The Consortium class inflated the normal number of students who take German classes 

at Western Carolina University. Dr. Lehman emphasized that “it is not sustainable and it is 

certainly not sustaining my German minor. The only thing that matters with a minor…is how 

many people are graduating each semester…and mine is less than one per semester.” The data 

demonstrates how Western Carolina University taught the second most University of North 

Carolina Wilmington students, but in reality, the professor found little benefit at his home 

institution. This type of distress is a dilemma of teaching for the UNC German Consortium, but 

it is one of many dilemmas facing the UNC German Consortium. 
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Dilemmas of the UNC German Consortium 

Historical Report Challenge 

 The three previous figures are the earliest official records, available from institutional 

records, of students who have taken classes through the UNC German Consortium. Institutional 

records did not begin for the UNC German Consortium until 2013. Dr. Burt explained, “Up to 

that point in time, there were no financial connections, there was no transfer of courses; we 

had to create a course on campus, a fake course. There are courses of record with me listed as 

teaching upper level Russian.” This resulted in a makeshift agreement among professors. 

 Before 2013, students took classes at other institutions and were added to the LMS if it 

was available through some online delivery means. This process could take weeks or longer in 

order to give a student, considered to be an outsider, access to course materials. Fake courses 

were created, and agreements were reached between institutions to have courses count within 

their curriculum. The UNC German Consortium representatives at a particular institution acted 

as instructor of record for the fake course and the professor teaching the course at the other 

UNC School relayed the grade to the Consortium representative. “Now of course you have 

questions about [Southern Association of Colleges and Schools accreditation], but we ran this 

way for about 10 years or longer,” said Dr. Burt. Reporting for these informal agreements was 

only available at the larger systemic level from UNC General Administration, not individual 

institutions. Once the Consortium was adopted under UNC Online in 2012, reports were no 

longer available from UNC Online administration, which was still run by General Administration. 

 Previous agreements, such as faculty teaching false courses and passing grades to one 

another, could have been a logistical challenge; however, this was not the case. The Consortium 
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continued because of leadership by and special agreements among German professors. 

Unfortunately, the past grade history remains lost among the individual institutions, with solely 

reports from General Administration as evidence of student completion. Dr. Hellenbrand 

explained that “unless we remember to put the courses in our course offerings for any given 

semester, we do not know what students will go sign up for.” These fake courses were 

dependent on the faculty at each individual institution. In 2013, individual institutions could 

track these courses and the course numbers were transferable within transcripts and student 

scheduling systems. Universities in the UNC system determined which course (or courses) was 

more populated with online students from other schools than others. Tracking this type of 

information could lead to trends and establish best practices for teaching foreign languages 

with certain learning technologies. 

 This information could prove to be useful to institutions interested in offering an 

additional section of a lower level German course to attract students from another institution. 

If necessary enrollment reports could compare UNC campuses and specific institutions could 

know if there was a need or desire for a particular German course in order to poach students. 

Further reports could determine the number of students majoring in German in UNC schools at 

any given point to determine course planning for the Consortium. Reporting this way could also 

establish trends in learning technology usage, to determine the success of the distance 

language classrooms as effective learning spaces compared with face-to-face classrooms, or 

find out if software such as WebEx is more cost efficient than meeting in a distance learning 

classroom. 
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Advertisement Dilemma 

With many years of experience, the UNC German Consortium is one of the oldest online 

Consortium programs for German in the United States. However, faculty indicated that some 

institutions are afraid to advertise online courses out of fear that their own in-person courses 

would not have sufficient enrollments. This is partly because of the delicate nature of German 

academic programs at institutions in North Carolina. With only a handful of institutions offering 

the German major, those institutions naturally want to retain tuition dollars and students in 

their major. Conflicting with this idea is the UNC German Consortium, which offers courses that 

could easily work for a student majoring in German. Unfortunately, students may not be 

familiar with instructors from other institutions or comfortable taking classes in an online 

environment. 

Dr. Lehman experienced this issue first-hand. His institution, Western Carolina 

University, supports a German minor and ten students currently minor in German at Western 

Carolina University. Dr. Lehman needs all these students to be enrolled in his course for it to be 

offered. “If two of them decided to take a course on ITV [UNC German Consortium], I might 

only have three people sitting in a course and that looks very bad to the administration, that I 

have only three people.” Teachers from smaller programs such as Western Carolina University 

might fear sending students to UNC Online because they may want to continue to take these 

courses and take classes at other institutions. At one point, Dr. Lehman was encouraged by an 

upper level administrator not to send out advertisements for UNC German Consortium courses, 

because the highest priority for the unit was retaining current students within his department.  
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Kennedy commented that, with the addition of lower level classes, the politics of the 

UNC German Consortium broadened. In the past, the consortium could indicate which classes it 

wanted to offer and which it did not. The rules of the consortium changed: schools offered 

lower level classes that could attract students from other institutions, enhancing their own 

enrollments while harming the others and taking needed tuition dollars. For example, if 

University A historically fills a German 101: Introduction to German course, then University B 

could offer a German 101 course through the Consortium to attain FTEs (full-time equivalent) 

for students who were not able to register for German 101 at University A. This is a risk for 

faculty and institutions because they can offer classes that may or may not fill. By offering 

lower level classes, the UNC German Consortium effectively stopped functioning as the 

governing body for all online German courses offered in the state. 

Further complicating this situation, any UNC school can offer a German course through 

UNC Online without asking the Consortium for permission. For example, UNC Pembroke could 

offer an intro level German course online and the German Consortium faculty cannot stop 

them. This was not the case before the Consortium came under the umbrella of UNC Online 

and, since joining that group; the Consortium has lost power and control over their offerings. 

However, institutions could gain tuition dollars and German course “market share” by 

offering the best classes. A statewide policy means students are no longer charged additional 

tuition for UNC Online and UNC German Consortium classes if they are already taking at least 

twelve credit hours at their home institution, the minimum number of credits for full-time 

status. However, if students are part-time at a UNC institution, they pay tuition individually for 
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courses to their home institution. Consortium tuition dollars, in this instance, are routed to the 

institution hosting the course. 

 Dr. Burt explained this as a way of outreaching to institutions that do not generally offer 

lower level classes. This is an option for students at schools without German professors, but no 

research examines the need for such classes at other institutions. A needs assessment of the 

German language within the UNC system would help determine the number of classes and 

seats needed. Such an evaluation would assist with future planning for the Consortium classes, 

as well as examine how many universities require students to take a foreign language as part of 

their undergraduate experience. “Promotion of the availability of a distance course may entice 

new students to a program who otherwise would not enroll or attract continuing students” 

(Barrette, 2008, p. 135). A needs assessment could also determine how many schools actually 

advertise the UNC German Consortium offerings and potentially identify problems in 

cooperation at different institutions. 

 Once the introductory courses started being offered, faculty interviewed for this study 

spoke about how they were not advertising as much for UNC German Consortium classes. This 

was explained as stemming from institutions wanting to keep their own students and 

associated funds. Therefore, one solution may be for the UNC German Consortium to limit the 

number of introductory courses offered on a rotating basis from a different university each 

year. The current system is open to any institution who wants to offer a class, which can create 

confusion and unfair competition among schools that gain tuition dollars by stealing other UNC 

students. Employing course rotation, like how the UNC German Consortium was conducted 

early on, could maintain fairness and reliability in a currently unreliable state environment. 
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Management Dilemma 

Over the last sixteen years, both Directors of the UNC German Consortium have done a 

lot of work to keep the Consortium functioning. Dr. Hellenbrand said she was happy that it is 

continuing after all this time; unfortunately, the new leadership at UNC Online is overwhelmed 

with the complexities of other online courses, which threatens the Consortium’s continuation in 

the future. The UNC German Consortium does not appear to be a top priority for UNC Online 

and Dr. Burt explained the leadership for UNC Online is in transition; the support they offer for 

the Consortium’s Director is only report writing. This leaves Dr. Burt to maintain the Consortium 

with his fellow faculty members at other institutions, without a mandate for improvement. Dr. 

Burt described how some institutions are more open to providing UNC German Consortium 

classes than others and there is no top-down incentive for the program. Students continue to 

take classes through the Consortium out of necessity for their degree programs, but there is no 

incentive for professors to teach on the Consortium versus in-person. Within the Consortium, 

there is also no research or evaluation agenda. Innovation is possible, but there is no data 

gathered with which to make future decisions. This means the UNC German Consortium is 

simply floating rather than sailing ahead technologically. 

As time progresses, the UNC German Consortium is losing power and slowly 

disappearing, being replaced by the larger conglomerate of UNC Online. The first loss of power 

came when professors started introducing entry level courses into the Consortium, as described 

by Dr. Kennedy, though they were outlawed by the Consortium agreement. Since falling under 

UNC Online, the Consortium is slowly disappearing and lacks any power besides individual 

faculty choosing their own technological platform for teaching. On the UNC Online website, the 
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classes for the Consortium are marketed under a different name, the German Exchange. Bylaws 

and the history of the Consortium do not exist online because the general website advertising 

the Consortium no longer exists. The current website, Figure 1 offers a brief description of the 

German Exchange with little to no information about the rich history or further information 

about Consortium faculty across the state. 

 

Figure 5. Current UNC German Consortium website 

Dr. Burt discussed wished he could create a new website for the Consortium. 

Unfortunately, Dr. Burt does not have administrative support in the form of an educational 

technologist or instructional designer to build the website. UNC Online suggested he create a 

new website hosted from a single institution, but Dr. Burt wants a centralized website hosted 

by UNC Online. Without the rich history of the UNC German Consortium available to an average 
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student, the Consortium continues to fade. Unfortunately, UNC Online sees the Consortium as 

just one of many language exchanges.  

The only power that remains for the UNC German Consortium comes from the faculty 

who can elect to teach in whichever format they wish, synchronous or asynchronous. As 

demonstrated by the faculty in this study, a majority of faculty still value synchronous learning 

and related learning technologies. However, the UNC Online system is pushing toward 

asynchronous teaching. Dr. Burt described how the UNC Online system approached his German 

department within the last five years and outlined the advantages of asynchronous classes. He 

explained how there was hope from UNC Online administrators that more classes would be 

offered in this format.  

Dr. Lehman decided to move to asynchronous teaching due to a poor experience with 

synchronous classrooms. Dr. Kennedy is the only other instructor from this study who prefers 

asynchronous teaching, but this could also be because he has institutional pressure to offer 

asynchronous courses. He commented that at Appalachian State University there is a “big push 

here” to teach asynchronous courses. 

Even among faculty members that have taught for the consortium, there is a sense of 

neglect that is accruing. Faculty members that prefer teaching asynchronously within the 

Consortium admit that it may not be the best way of teaching undergraduates a foreign 

language, but they are not motivated to change to synchronous teaching. A majority of 

professors from the study believed the best way of teaching students is similar to a face-to-face 

environment where live interaction occurs. Asynchronous teaching goes against the idea of 

having students receive live, instantaneous feedback from their professor and peers, which is a 
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foundational piece of computer assisted language learning. Live synchronous interaction offers 

an open learning environment for unscripted experimentation where students can gain 

understanding of their language skills or deficiencies. Further inquiry and research would 

determine if students are learning as much in asynchronous UNC German Consortium 

environments as in synchronous environments.  

Research is lacking among the UNC German Consortium to determine the best method 

for teaching students at a variety of skill levels. The Consortium has offered both synchronous 

and asynchronous classes in the last sixteen years, but without a research and evaluation 

agenda, no particular learning environment can be identified as most effective. If the 

Consortium had an educational technologist, instructional designer, and/or multiple 

administrators, they could pursue a research agenda to determine if teaching a foreign 

language is best via synchronous or asynchronous technologies, as well as which level of 

student would benefit most from the various types of online environments. 

The UNC German Consortium needs administrators and faculty working together to 

manage the system and improve it; however, Dr. Burt has no incentive to create a research 

agenda and it would be difficult for him to gather the needed data without administrative 

support. The Consortium requires such support in the form of an educational technologist and 

an instructional designer to improve their product. Januszewski and Molenda (2008) suggested 

that educational technologists should devise, present, communicate, and produce information 

regarding their assigned area. In this case, an educational technologist or instructional designer 

could communicate with all professors in the Consortium, assisting the Director with course 
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design and communication, creating research agendas to produce data-driven decisions, and 

finding best practices. 

Best Practices for Learning Technologies within the Consortium 

This last element is important, because as the Consortium continues to offer courses to 

students, there is a need for a gathering of best practices. “Extensive planning is essential for 

the successful implementation of distance learning” (Barrette, 2008, p. 131). To plan ahead for 

improving the Consortium, the list below includes direct quotes from this research that were 

self-identified by the faculty as best practices for teaching in the UNC German Consortium. The 

list is alphabetized by each professor’s name. 

These best practices could be useful for planning foreign language consortiums in UNC 

Online and in other states. Best practices include lessons learned, suggestions for future 

planning, the need for new positions for the Consortium, and alignment of pedagogy with 

technology. 

Future Possibilities of the UNC German Consortium 

Future research opportunities are readily available with the UNC German Consortium, 

stemming from what White (2006) suggested in that “there is also a need for more studies 

focusing on technology not as a single tool but as a support for the total environment of 

learning” (p. 259). In this case, further studies by an administrator or a team of administrators 

and faculty could highlight the most efficient means of teaching students in the UNC system in 

foreign language online environments. This could include investigating if certain types of 

students would be more interested in taking an online asynchronous class in keeping with what 

Roach noted as “the potential for attracting students who would normally not contribute in a 
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classroom situation” for online classes (Roach, 2014, p. 15). Studies surrounding classes taught 

in a variety of methods since their inception in the Consortium would be worthwhile for 

German online course offerings and for other foreign languages offered through UNC Online as 

a means of identifying best practices.  

Table 12 

Best Practices of UNC German Consortium Professors 

Best Practice Professor Quote 

Online teaching requires 
communicating with students 
differently than in-person. 

Dr. Burt You had to learn a way to prompt 
students to respond so you know 
that they are there because it is 
very easy to forget that there are 
people there. 

Teach in the most familiar way, 
even while teaching on the 
Consortium. 

Dr. Hellenbrand You teach class and you teach in 
ways that you can most 
successfully communicate the 
content 
 

Learning does not occur fast, even 
in online environments. 

Dr. Kennedy Since I think that our generation 
has such a short attention span, in 
the end, everything has to be so 
fast. You cannot learn fast 

Create instructional designer 
positions specifically for UNC 
Online courses to assist professors.  

Dr. Lehman At least in my school strictly online 
courses are managed through a 
completely separate educational 
outreach department and they 
want to have control over online 
courses. 

Create a way for students to log 
into the LMS at the host institution. 

Dr. Lehman It is always very confusing to the 
students as to how exactly to get 
into the right Blackboard 
system…which is a huge pain in the 
butt. 

Professors must overcome using 
cameras for online education. 

Dr. Miller It is just like when you Skype you 
have to learn to look at the camera 
rather than yourself. 

Planning for physical locations of 
distance language classrooms are 
important. 

Dr. Salwen It is probably better to have it in 
the library or any location where 
there would not be an immediately 
conjoined teaching space that 
would disturb people. 

Allow students to register for 
courses at the various institutions 

Dr. Twark If a state wants to start a 
consortium like this…they need to 
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from their home institution’s 
registration system. 

set up an online platform whereby 
students can register directly from 
their distant campuses for the 
classes they are taking at the host 
campus. 

Online teaching requires an extra 
effort to connect with students. 

Dr. Twark Put forth the extra effort to 
connect with your students so that 
they feel integrated into your class. 

Similarly, student motivation for learning via the Consortium is another potential area of 

research. Future research might investigate why students would opt for online courses in the 

UNC system. Variables such as age of students, their majors, and relations to their home 

institution could be explored. Miller (2014) suggested “asking what students get out of fully 

online and technologically enhanced coursework” (p. 19). McHaney (2011) pointed to other 

questions of concern for online programs such as the UNC German Consortium, including 

students opting for only the best professors who teach online at varying institutions, assessing 

if students are taking online classes while abroad, and finding optimal times that online courses 

are available to students. This could include preferred learning technologies among students 

and an investigation into the technology’s influence on deciding to take a course from UNC 

Online. 

 With learning technologies research, the UNC German Consortium could serve as an 

opportunity for exploring a variety of teaching pedagogies or even particular LMS tools for 

foreign languages. “The challenge of research is to provide an understanding of the 

opportunities and limitations of pedagogical approaches within different learning 

environments…it would also clarify important issues for the wider field of language teaching” 

(White, 2006, p. 261). The lessons offered in the Best Practices section of this chapter could be 

a starting point for establishing best teaching practices for all foreign languages within the UNC 

Online environment. Individual departments at institutions reserve current best practices, 
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creating a need for the creation of system-wide best practices. Expanding the best practices for 

foreign language teaching may improve the way students learn foreign languages across the 

state of North Carolina, leading to some standardization.  

The difficulty with measuring and sharing this information is that UNC Online does not 

employ instructional designers to assist with creating classes in the Consortium. There is a need 

for UNC Online to create an initiative to measure the way the UNC German Consortium teaches 

students and examine the historical success of the NC REN system. A strategic plan and specific 

leadership is necessary to continue to grow the UNC German Consortium and other, similar 

efforts. “Leaders carefully assess past performance and look for trends and patterns that may 

inform the optimal future trajectory” (Donaldson, Smaldino, and Pearson, 2008, p. 180). 

Leadership at UNC Online can potentially gain new knowledge about ways to teach students 

foreign language that could have ramifications at all institutions within the UNC system. The 

UNC German Consortium is a recognized influence on the foundations of UNC Online, yet the 

history of the Consortium is fading. Future research could collect best practices and 

technological lessons learned. Therefore, in the coming years there is an opportunity for 

comprehending learning of foreign languages in today’s digital age not only from today’s 

practices, but also from past successes.  

Limitations of Study 

This study was not a holistic perspective from all faculty who have taught or currently 

teach in the UNC German Consortium. Several university faculty members were unavailable to 

participate in this research study; importantly, this loss included faculty members at University 
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of North Carolina Greensboro who have a full online minor in German, as well as faculty at 

North Carolina State University who have a rich history of participation in the Consortium.  

This study only examined the opinions of seven faculty members and one administrator 

associated with the UNC German Consortium. Their experiences were each unique; 

unfortunately, a complete historical perspective about the UNC German Consortium was 

impossible to gather because of many faculty members passing away or moving to other 

positions. All faculty interviewed were not currently teaching in the UNC German Consortium at 

the time of the study. Past experiences and prognostications guided interviewees’ answers. 

Exaggerations of success as well as negative perceptions of the past create a bias among 

interviews. Some faculty members had not taught in several years leading to a distortion of 

their experiences. All instructors continued to teach face-to-face more often than they taught in 

the Consortium. 

 Stories from faculty and administrators were one-sided; they only demonstrated the 

perspective of the instructor or single administrator in the UNC German Consortium. The 

researcher interpreted the stories of the interviewees, leading to an expected bias. An 

additional angle for future research includes student perspectives. The student’s perspective 

could provide a valuable addition to understanding effective learning technologies for 

comprehending a new language in the future. This research was not holistic. There are many 

complexities of teaching, compounded by multiple variables of teaching a foreign language in 

the UNC German Consortium. The researcher may have missed a number of factors or 

influences that were not included in this dissertation. 
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Conclusion 

 This study examined the stories and experiences of professors and an administrator who 

participated or managed the UNC German Consortium and focused on their experiences with 

teaching learning technologies at a distance. Similar stories exist from other professors, 

students, and administrators that should be captured in the future. More research is needed to 

determine the successes and failures of the UNC German Consortium since its inception. With 

the rich history of teaching, and opportunities for reaching students across North Carolina, a 

research agenda is needed for the UNC German Consortium as an exemplar of historic uses of 

learning technologies to teach language at a distance. If coupled with a performance 

improvement regime to update the technologies and methods for teaching online, this research 

agenda would require additional positions such as instructional designers or educational 

technologists to investigate the systemic approach to teaching within the UNC German 

Consortium. 

Historically, teaching for the Consortium employed synchronous technologies. In this 

current study, the Consortium faculty primarily taught with synchronous learning technologies 

such as NC REN and LMS software such as Blackboard Collaborate. Over time, the UNC German 

Consortium maintained synchronous technology as the primary means of teaching, but with 

new professors and new times come new ways of teaching with technology. This calls for 

evaluations, assessments, and further research to determine if teaching with asynchronous 

technology is the best or worst path for the UNC German Consortium. Further investigations 

could determine if asynchronous teaching would be better suited to introductory courses or 

upper-level foreign language courses. 
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The stories revealed by this study presented only a brief history of teaching in the 

Consortium and previous ways of teaching German online. Further research is needed to 

establish broader best practices for teaching within the UNC German Consortium that could 

influence the technologies and teaching for foreign languages across North Carolina via online 

mediums. As UNC Online pushes for asynchronous solutions for teaching, the UNC German 

Consortium has historical qualitative data and brief statistical evidence to show why 

synchronous teaching can be a powerful way of teaching foreign languages such as German. 

Professors are divided, but research and data can provide evidence for best ways to learn 

through the Consortium. More data is needed to influence technology decisions. 

The UNC German Consortium existed prior to UNC Online. With the heavy influence of 

UNC Online, the UNC German Consortium, and lessons learned from it, deserve more research 

and attention. The historical lessons learned from synchronous and asynchronous technology 

could prove vital to future directions of UNC Online if heeded. Further research and data 

opportunities exist for both quantitative and qualitative research projects.  

The key now is to invest in the future of the UNC German Consortium, so that it may 

once again shine as a beacon of inspiration for UNC Online and other online programs. A first 

step toward this growth would be a statewide research agenda. This would include the need to 

hire instructional designers for the Consortium to initiate specific studies and assist professors 

with their courses, without pressuring professors to teach either synchronously or 

asynchronously. This could create more data to drive decisions, with educational technologists 

helping test the impact of any learning technology change and suggesting answers to questions 

to eliminate gaps in research. German faculty across the state of North Carolina kept the UNC 
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German Consortium afloat without any research agenda for over sixteen years. Going forward, 

now is the time to assess and evaluate technological decisions using historical and current data, 

implemented through a specific research agenda for the UNC German Consortium. 
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Dear Sir or Madam, 

Zackary Underwood is a doctoral candidate at University of North Texas seeking participants for his 

research study for his dissertation. The Institutional Research Board (IRB) at University of North 

Texas approved this research study. You are receiving this email because you are a faculty member 

on the UNC German Consortium Membership List. Faculty member email address were obtained 

from the UNC German Consortium Coordinator. 

This study is examining changes in learning technologies used for teaching within the UNC German 

Consortium since 2000. The researcher will be creating a qualitative narrative evolution of learning 

technologies within the UNC German Consortium compared to national and international trends. If 

you take part in this study, you would be required to meet with Zackary Underwood in person for 

one hour for an interview at your institution that will be recorded using a digital audio recorder. 

Participants will be asked to provide artifacts (examples of learning technologies they have used 

within their German Consortium courses over time.) Interview transcripts will be returned to 

participants to verify accuracy. To be able to take part in this study, you must be a faculty member 

who teaches or taught in the UNC German Consortium at any point in the years of 2000-2016. 

If you are interested in participating, please fill out this brief survey 

(https://unt.az1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_ag7sU6sFmUghT0x) including your name, years of 

service in the UNC German Consortium, and contact information. Filling out the survey does not 

guarantee participation and participants understand participation is voluntary. If you have any 

questions about the study, please email Zackary Underwood at zackaryunderwood@my.unt.edu or 

call 910-962-7908. 

If you would not like to be contacted for recruitment purposes for this research study in the future, 

please email the researcher at zackaryunderwood@my.unt.edu with the subject line of OPT OUT. 

Thank you again for considering this research opportunity. 

Zackary Underwood 

 

  

https://unt.az1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_ag7sU6sFmUghT0x
mailto:zackaryunderwood@my.unt.edu
mailto:zackaryunderwood@my.unt.edu
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University of North Texas Institutional Review Board 

Informed Consent Form  

Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and 
understand the following explanation of the purpose, benefits and risks of the study and how it 
will be conducted. 

Title of Study: The Evolution of Learning Technologies within the University of North Carolina 
(UNC) German Consortium from 2000-2016 

Student Investigator: Zackary Underwood, University of North Texas (UNT) Department of 
Learning Technologies.  Supervising Investigator: Dr. Scott Warren  

Purpose of the Study: You are being asked to participate in a research study which involves an 
exploration of changes in learning technologies over time within classes offered by the 
University of North Carolina (UNC) German Consortium. The purpose of this study is to 
investigate the evolution of the various ways in which learning technology is used for teaching 
German classes within the German Consortium since 2000 compared to national/international 
technological trends in distance education. 

Study Procedures: You will be asked to participate in this study through an individual interview 
with the student investigator that will take about 60 minutes of your time. Interviewees will be 
asked semi-structured questions and will be recorded using a digital audio recorder. Digital 
recordings of interviews will be saved for 5 years and then will be deleted. Each interviewee will 
only be interviewed once. The interviewer is expecting to conduct between 4-8 interviews for 
the entire study. 

Participants are encouraged to share evidence such as syllabi, current and past versions of 
websites, software, hardware, or technological evidence of changes in curriculum over time 
involving learning technologies. Participants will be asked to review their transcripts for 
accuracy for the purposes of member checking and accuracy of data transcription. 

Foreseeable Risks: Potential risks involved in this study include disseminating information that 
could be harmful towards the interviewee’s department/college, university, UNC General 
Administration, UNC Online, colleagues, or self. To minimize this risk, each interviewee will be 
given the option of a pseudo-name with no identifiable information associated with his or her 
interview.  

Interviewees will be given this informed consent form and asked if they would like a pseudo-
name before the interview. If you would like a pseudo-name for your interview, please let the 
interviewer know before or during the interview. Interviewees will be given the chance to 
choose a pseudo-name from a list of the 2016 Atlantic Tropical Cyclone Names. The interviewer 
will have the list of Cyclone Names available at the face-to-face interview. 
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Benefits to the Subjects or Others: This study is not expected to be of any direct benefit to you, 
but we hope to learn more about the UNC German Consortium. This may benefit the UNC 
German Consortium as well as UNC Online in the future, and may contribute to the larger field 
of study of technology usage within foreign languages. 

Compensation for Participants: None 

Procedures for Maintaining Confidentiality of Research Records: (Describe the methods you 
will take to protect your subjects' confidentiality or anonymity, such as maintaining any 
identifying information and coded survey results in separate locations.)  The confidentiality of 
your individual information will be maintained in any publications or presentations regarding 
this study.  

Questions about the Study: If you have any questions about the study, you may 
contact Zackary Underwood at 336-964-6476 or contact the University of North 
Texas Institutional Board (IRB) at 940-565-4643. 

Review for the Protection of Participants: This research study has been 
reviewed and approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The UNT 
IRB can be contacted at (940) 565-4643 with any questions regarding the rights 
of research subjects.  

Research Participants’ Rights: 

Your signature below indicates that you have read or have had read to you all of 
the above and that you confirm all of the following:  

 (Zackary Underwood) has explained the study to you and answered all of 
your questions.  You have been told the possible benefits and the 
potential risks and/or discomforts of the study.  

 You understand that you do not have to take part in this study, and your 
refusal to participate or your decision to withdraw will involve no penalty 
or loss of rights or benefits.  The study personnel may choose to stop 
your participation at any time.  

 (If recruiting students as participants, insert the following statement 
here:) Your decision whether to participate or to withdraw from the study 
will have no effect on your grade or standing in this course. 

 You understand why the study is being conducted and how it will be 
performed.   

 You understand your rights as a research participant and you voluntarily 
consent to participate in this study.  

 You have been told you will receive a copy of this form.  

________________________________                                                             Printed 
Name of Participant 
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________________________________                                ____________         
Signature of Participant                                      Date 

 

For the Student Investigator or Designee: 

I certify that I have reviewed the contents of this form with the subject signing 
above.  I have explained the possible benefits and the potential risks and/or 
discomforts of the study.  It is my opinion that the participant understood the 
explanation.   

______________________________________                    ____________                 
Signature of Student Investigator    Date 
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SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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 Please describe your teaching experience with the UNC German Consortium. 

 What types of learning technologies are or were used in your classroom within the UNC 

German Consortium? 

 Discuss the uses of these learning technologies including advantages and disadvantages. 

 Do you have any shareable examples of these technologies (old websites, software, 

hardware) or syllabi towards curricular change driven by learning technology? 

o Researcher will encourage faculty member to reflect about any shareable 

technologies. 

 How have these learning technologies changed over time for distance education within 

the UNC German Consortium? 

 Have you noticed any patterns in learning technology usage within the UNC German 

Consortium? 

 What direction do you foresee learning technologies taking in the future for the UNC 

German Consortium? 

 Historically, does the UNC German Consortium align with national and international 

trends of learning technology usage for distance education? Why or why not? 

 Since the UNC German Consortium is part of UNC Online, does UNC Online align with 

national and international trends of learning technology usage for distance education? 

Why or why not? 
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