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Abstract: An extensive literature exists on how to help students learn languages. The learning
process is particularly challenging since it combines different types of knowledge and skills into
a dual process of comprehension and production, using both oral and written modalities.
Networked technology has led to the emergence of different types of learning that can be applied
to languages. In this article three of these types are highlighted as being particularly useful for
language learning, as can be seen by their impact in the literature, namely mobile, open and social
learning. After an analysis of each one, a proposal is made to combine them into a single
framework called Mobile Open Social Learning for Languages (or MOSL4L). It is subsequently
characterized using Activity Theory and some suggestions are made for establishing a rubric that
could enable language learning scenarios to be analyzed in terms of the constituent parts that
define their nature and enable the causal relations with learning to be highlighted.
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1

Introduction

As technology becomes more mobile, pervasive and networked, it is natural that we use
it for our learning in a similar way as we do for our other needs (e.g., [García Laborda,
Magal Royo, Litzler and Gimenez Lopez, 14]). In this article, the authors focus on three
types of learning that both our experience and the literature suggest are particularly
useful for language learning, namely mobile, open and social learning [Drakidou,
Pareja and Read, 18]. It is not a case of trying to argue that there are only three types
of learning, or three dimensions that can be used to characterize it in general, since there
are potentially an infinite number, just that these are three socially, culturally, and
educationally relevant and available ones that are already being used extensively by our
students, in a more or less effective way. They do as such, mark three dimensions that
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can directly and significantly potentiate (language) learning. Arguably, ten years from
now when we have a more ubiquitous access to information (from, for example,
wearable computers, facial recognition-based interactive screens everywhere, social
spaces filled with embedded sensors), then the notions of “mobile”, “open” and “social”
might be replaced by something else.
However, we argue that the mobile, open and social dimensions are significant at
this moment in time, that they can be seen in the literature to act as means of improving
learning effectiveness (e.g. [Hernández, Rodriguez, Hilliger and Pérez-Sanagustín, 18];
[Nguyen, 15]; [So, 16]), and that they have key affordances for how languages can be
learnt. This is why we are interested in combining them into a single complementary
paradigm, which we call MOSL4L (Mobile Open Social Learning for Languages). In
this article these dimensions of learning are characterized and analyzed, together with
a view of how they can be combined into a single language learning paradigm, and how
the value of such a paradigm might be tested in practice.

2

Mobile learning for languages

In this section we consider the application of mobile technologies in formal and
informal contexts of learning and in relation to notions such as mobility and autonomy.
There are different conceptions of ‘mobile learning’, which means that there is no single
definition that is appropriate for all contexts. However, two complementary approaches
can be identified. On the one hand, mobile learning is very strongly associated with the
use of mobile phones and other portable devices such as tablets, and more recently
wearables such as smart watches. This first conception of mobile learning emphasizes
the diverse features of these phones and devices and how they support multiple media
and different modes of communication. It might also emphasize personal ownership,
convenience and how learners are enabled to create, share and interact with content,
and to be in contact with people. Another conception of mobile learning focuses
particularly on learners’ movements in space and time, especially their movements
across different contexts or settings (e.g. classroom and outdoors), and the potential
benefits of learning in different places or making connections on the move. A widely
quoted definition of mobile learning suggested by [Crompton, 13] combines elements
of both perspectives by stating that mobile learning is “learning across multiple
contexts, through social and content interactions, using personal electronic devices”
(p.4).
Languages are acquired and learnt in a variety of places, in classrooms, in everyday
life and at work, through formal instruction as well as through informal listening,
watching, reading, talking and writing. Use of a smartphone adds to the repertoire of
possibilities. When learners are taking photos on their phones, making videos and
recordings, playing games or using social media, they are broadening the scope for
observing language, capturing how it is used and getting more practice. Place, time and
variety of activity are increasingly aspects that are under the learner’s control [see
Kukulska-Hulme, 12]. Learners, however, do not necessarily have well-developed
abilities to self-regulate and to exercise self-control. Unresolved tensions around
learner autonomy and the risks of excessive or inappropriate technology use [see
Radesky, Eisenberg, Kistin, Gross, Block, Zuckerman and Silverstein, 16] currently
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threaten and destabilize the onward development of mobile learning, particularly when
young learners are involved.
Mobile language learning, or mobile-assisted language learning (MALL), was first
conceived as an extension of computer-assisted language learning. Seen in this light,
mobile technologies are tiny portable computers, and what the learners use them for is
some version of what they would do on a desktop computer. At a time when this
conception still prevailed, [Kukulska-Hulme and Shield, 08] explained how mobile
language learning was different: it involved the use of personal, portable devices
enabling new ways of learning that emphasized continuity or spontaneity of access, and
interaction across different contexts of use. This was in line with views espoused by the
wider community of mobile learning researchers who recognized that what mattered
above all was the mobility of the learner [see Sharples, 06]. More than a decade has
elapsed, and current conceptions are more likely to recognize the specific or unique
characteristics and potentials of mobile learning, including its alignment with
collaborative learning, personal goal setting, location-relevant and situated learning,
and regulation of learning through prompts and nudges.
With access to the Internet and to an abundance of mobile apps, many language
learners currently take advantage of alternatives to formal language learning, such as
watching foreign movies, listening to foreign-language radio, playing language games,
reading blog posts and watching videos, according to their personal interests and
preferences. Many have opportunities to “pick up” a language through everyday use of
mobile devices for a range of purposes aligned to their lives and particular needs; for
example, using apps to access services such as accommodation rental and taxi bookings
while travelling abroad. Consequently, [Jarvis and Achilleos, 13] suggested a different
term and acronym, mobile assisted language use (MALU), to emphasize the use of a
target language as opposed to simply learning it.
The literature contains a wide range of studies demonstrating the benefits of
applying mobile learning to languages, for example, [Burston, 15] presents a metaanalysis of learning outcomes in MALL and found positive results in studies focusing
on reading, listening and speaking. [Kim, 14] presents data supporting the use of mobile
devices for improving English reading comprehension, while [Read and KukulskaHulme, 15] present a mobile app that encourages listening comprehension. [Noriega,
16] presents data supporting the use of mobile learning to improve written production.
[Arús Hita, 16] shows how methodological support can make mobile access to an online
language-learning course effective even is the course has not been specifically
developed for mobile deployment. Finally, [Pellerin, 14] presents a study of the use of
mobile technology to promote oral language production. However, whether it be
MALL or MALU, the devices must be used to access certain types of educational
resources in specific ways for them to be effective in realizing the potential of
MOSL4L. This will be considered in more detail in the next sections.

3

Open learning for languages

Open learning can be defined as the type of learning that involves open technology,
open content, and/or open knowledge, and forms part of the general area of open
education [see Brown, 08]. The use of open content and knowledge predates the
development of any educational technology that can be used to distribute and build
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upon them. One of the earliest and most widely known combination of all three
elements is the MIT OpenCourseWare initiative, that combined open knowledge into
open courses, which were distributed on the open software platform OCW, and was
first released in 2002 [see Vest, 04]. At the same time, the term “Open Educational
Resource” (OER) was termed at a UNESCO forum as a final declaration (see
[UNESCO, 02] page 30) to extrapolate ideas about content introduced in the OCW
initiative so that they can be referred to in a more universal way.
Since then, the presence of OER in the academic literature has been constant over
the years, and particularly prevalent in research on language learning. For example,
according to an academic search engine, there have been almost 1000 articles published
since 2002 on OER. The obvious advantage of such resources is that there is no
associated cost to their access or use. This is perhaps only part of a larger issue of
“permissions” of the way in which such resources can be used, referred to by [Wiley
and Hilton, 18] as the 5Rs. These refer to: “retain” (to make one’s own), “reuse” (to use
in a range of ways), “revise” (to adapt, adjust, and modify), “remix” (to combine with
other content to create something new), and “redistribute” (to share). Arguably, the
flexibility that the 5Rs provide is of great relevance to language learners who need not
only to access content in the target language for oral and written comprehension, but
also to repurpose it as part of the corresponding production. This may be the case for
other types of learning, but it is definitely the case here for language learning, since the
target language resources can be both the “content” of the learning activity and also the
“channel” used for communication (e.g., when learners are invited to comment on
content or to repurpose it, using the target language).
While research on OERs and open education in general has focused on a range of
issues, from, for example, technological frameworks, through to pedagogical models,
one particular area has grown far more than the rest, i.e., Massive Open Online Courses
(MOOCs). This can be illustrated by using the Web of Science as a reference, for a
search undertaken between 2014 to 2018 on “Open Education”, which reveals 529
articles, or on “Open Educational Resources”, which reveals 118 articles, and finally
on “MOOC”, which reveals 2,805 articles. The term was first coined by Dave Cormier
in 2008 [Daniel, 12], and the popularity of this open educational phenomena is as
[Downes, 12] argues, that MOOCs combine the advantages of open content and open
learning, training and personal development, for a large number of students. MOOCs
have been applied to most areas of knowledge, if not all, and the first Language MOOC
(LMOOC) appeared in Spain 2012 [see Bárcena, Martín-Monje and Castrillo, 14].
Since language learning combines skill acquisition and knowledge assimilation, for an
LMOOC to be effective, it must combine appropriate materials, activities and
infrastructure [see Bárcena, 09; Read, 15]. In these courses, open learning can be seen
to be potentiated thanks to the open technology used for the MOOC platform and
related tools, the open content present for students to use without restrictions, and also
the open knowledge contained in the materials and activities.
It has been argued in the literature that only a specific type of MOOC (namely,
connectivist MOOC), based upon principles of learning communities with active users
contributing to content generation and constructing knowledge, really potentiate open
learning [see Daniel, 12; Morrison, 2013]. However, it is argued here that any type of
LMOOC, where open content and knowledge is included and freely manipulated by
students, can potentiate open learning by facilitating the 5Rs. Such learning moves from
comprehension to production as the open content is repurposed and used by the students
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in the course. For example, the original materials presented in the LMOOC can be used
in the activities, analyzed, summarized, and combined with original content developed
by the students, and subsequently submitted as written reports, oral presentation, or
video interactions, all undertaken in the target language. While the reuse of content can
be identified in LMOOCs where effective language learning takes places, it should be
noted that the 5Rs are not all possible in most of these courses. Content is often provided
in restricted formats, with limited licensing, thereby limiting the types of interaction
possible.
In the same way as the literature supports mobile language learning, open learning
is also reported to support language learning [see Anzai, 11; Comas-Quinn and
Fitzgerald, 13; Dixon and Hondo, 14). However, while the open nature of the
technology, content and knowledge, is a facilitating factor in potentiating language
learning, there is another factor that is present in MOOCs, leading to their popularity
and the flexibility of access and commitment that they offer. Unlike other initiatives
based on OERs, the essential learner-centeredness and social orientation of these
courses are also found to be both stimulating and rewarding by the students. Such
interaction forms the basis of what can be defined to be social learning, which is
complementary to both mobile learning and open learning and is considered in the next
section.

4

Social learning for languages

Social learning can be traced back to the work of [Bandura, 71], which identifies
learning not only with individual cognitive processes but also those that take places in
a social context, where observation or direct instruction can influence the process. It is
built upon behavioural learning since it also notes the importance of rewards and
punishments to help establish effective behaviour. [Bandura, 72] further refines the
theory to highlight the importance of four mental processes: firstly, attention, where
concentration on the observed behaviour is key in order to learn from what is
happening. Secondly, retention, where the internalization or remembering of what has
been observed in the successful behaviour is essential for learning to take place.
Thirdly, reproduction, in the sense of both cognitive and sensorimotor processes,
necessary to repeat the observed behaviour. Fourthly and finally, motivation, where the
expectations of the observer are important to reproduce what has been observed.
Social learning was originally conceived to explain face-to-face learning
situations where the observational and interactional processes took place for people in
the same place and time. When the Internet and the web gave rise to online interaction,
social learning could be argued to take place there. Furthermore, the available tools and
resources present in online learning scenarios, can influence how learning takes place,
not just in terms of what is being observed and learnt, but also how the observations
and learning is taking place. Social learning theory has not just been extended to
incorporate online learning but has also been re-contextualized. For example,
Connectivism [see Siemens, 2005], is a type of social learning that places the emphasis
on the role of the network, not just as a physical reality to connect computers with
information to users, but also as a metaphor of how nodes (neuronal, internal conceptual
and external) and connections between them give rise to knowledge representation,
retrieval and learning.
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[Hill, Song and West, 09] note that there has been considerable research
undertaken on the integration of tools and resources to support social interaction in
online courses, where the resources can be used in different ways to reflect different
learning styles, goals, and preferences. They also note that, while different types of
audio and visual materials can be made available, the most common ones are textual,
which may be difficult for students to use in online social interactions to gain
appropriate feedback. For example, it may be that no facial expressions are available
(there is no video) or other forms of non-verbal communication. However, while the
lack of face-to-face interaction may limit opportunities for social learning, the ease of
access and permanence of both the textual materials and the associated comments
provided on them by both teachers and students, can compensate to some degree,
making them an effective learning resource (especially if as argued above, the resources
are OER). Furthermore, as the interaction might not take place in real-time, the delay
in accessing a resource and commenting on it and receiving feedback on the comments,
may allow more time for people to reflect [see Vonderwell, 03].
The literature supports the use of social learning for languages with studies such
as those by [Gerami and Baighlou, 11], [Murphy, 11], and [Murray and Fujishima, 13].
It should be noted that the social interaction around a given learning resource is
important to potentiate its use and incorporation into effective learning processes. As
[Hill, Song and West, 09) point out, just making the resources available is not enough
for successful engagement and subsequent learning to happen. Drawing together
threads from the previous sections, the authors argue that for such social interaction to
be effective, the resources being used must be freely accessible and open to reuse (i.e.,
OER), and the social interaction is available for students from their mobile devices; in
that case, principles from MALL and MALU both apply.

5

The case for an integrated framework

The previous three sections have included a summary and analysis of each learning
paradigm applied individually to languages. As was noted, typical articles in the
literature demonstrate the benefits of each, in that experimentally, they produce
statistically significant improvements in the language competences targeted. Other
studies provide evidence for different kinds of benefits such as increased ability to selfregulate learning or opportunities to catch up with peers.
The literature also reflects a partial overlap of the three paradigms. For example,
some social network activities for language learning are undertaken from mobile
devices [Al-Shehri, 11], and similarly, some open educational resources are used in
social learning [see Toetenel, 14]. However, it should be noted that not all three are
systematically combined to potentiate language learning in a coordinated and structured
fashion. The combination of these three types of learning into MOSL4L, is illustrated
in figure 1(A).
It is not the authors’ intention to argue that these three learning paradigms reflect
the only way to structure and quantify effective language learning, since, for example,
no reference is made to factors such as cognition and metacognition, amongst others.
The argument being presented here is that they do highlight key factors, such as
learning while mobile, access to information in an open way (permitting its reuse and
not just its use as a passive resource), and the need for social interactions as part of the
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learning scenarios, that can be argued to be important when structuring effective
language learning experiences. As noted in the introduction, the point of this exercise
is to identify characteristics that should be present in second language learning
scenarios, to potentiate their effectiveness.
For this objective to become a reality, it is necessary to characterize each of the
types of learning, in such a way that it is possible not only to define a learning activity
as using ‘mobile learning’, for example, but more specifically, identify what is actually
mobile in the activity. Is it the access to the activity that is undertaken from a mobile
device? Is there a particular task within the activity that requires mobility by a student?
Similarly, we must ask exactly how open approaches (OER, MOOCs) and social
network experiences are designed for a learning scenario so that they support learning.
As has been noted by many educational researchers, “it is learners’ uses(s) of the tool
in pedagogical tasks that will impact learning” [Fuchs and Snyder, 13, page 117].
In order to undertake this characterization, a suitable framework is useful for this
process that can structure the analysis and enable it to be done is a consistent way for
different learning scenarios. Such a framework could be provided by the Activity
Theory Model [Engström, 99], that has been used for more than 30 years to explore the
relationship between humans and technology. A suitable juxtaposition of MOSL4L in
this model is presented in figure 1(B). The uppermost triangle highlights the
relationship between the subjects, the OERs, and the mobile tools used for interaction
between them. Adapting [Bedny and Karwowski, 04], it can be argued that the subjects
represent the individuals or groups that engage in actions with the OERs following
goals to produce outcomes. The mobile tools mediate the activities. The rules define
norms and conventions that inherently guide the actions [Jonassen and Rohrer-Murphy,
99]. The social learning community enables the subjects to coordinate activities and
share the OERs [see Bedny and Karwowski, 04]. The division of labour specifies the
allocation of roles and responsibilities and defines how activities are divided between
communities and subjects.

Figure 1: Characterizing the MOSL4L framework using Activity Theory
Given this framework for MOSL4L, it is possible to consider how it could be used,
whether it can be tested and falsified, and how it might be improved. The easiest way
to explore this paradigm would be to construct a rubric that enables language learning
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scenarios to be analyzed in terms of the constituent parts that define their nature and
enable the causal relations with learning to be highlighted. There are two ways to do
this: firstly, analyze existing literature in terms of the elements presented here, and
secondly, propose new scenarios which enable the different characteristics and types of
learning to be combined and eliminated in a systematic fashion. The former activity
would possibly shed some light on how and why previous research on language
learning has achieved the results that is has produced. It might also suggest ways in
which the experiments could be improved. The latter activity perhaps represents the
litmus test for MOSL4L. If an experiment were constructed that allowed the different
characteristics of the language learning scenario to be added or removed for different
groups, for example, whether the activities are undertaken from mobile devices, without
constraints of place and time, and whether they are undertaken from desktop computers
when they are available. Similarly, where the education resources used in the learning
activities are open to the 5Rs, and finally, the degree to which social interaction and
group activities are involved. Such an ambitious but feasible series of experiments
could enable MOSL4L to be tested, possibly falsified, and probably improved. They
would give due consideration to the fact that language learning encompasses
knowledge and skills at many levels, for many different purposes, among learners who
have varying motivations, abilities and preferences. The aim would be to find evidence
for the MOSL4L combination accelerating or improving learning.
If MOSL4L could be identified as a language learning accelerator or an approach
that will make language learning more effective, then what could we do with it?
Arguably it could be presented as a guide for language teachers who are looking for
ways to improve language learning, either in face-to-face classes or online courses.
Furthermore, the characteristics identified in the previous experiments and analyses,
would probably not be only applicable in a black-or-white sense, i.e., that an activity is
either mobile or not. There would surely be shades of grey related to such application
so that degrees of mobility could be present in a given scenario, or alternatively, the
mobile activities would have a series of affordances and related difficulties and costs
(either financial costs or disadvantages). Whether it was worthwhile for a given teacher
to use them would depend upon the cost-benefit relation.

6

Conclusions

In this article three types of learning have been presented as being particularly relevant
for languages, as can be seen by their impact in the literature, namely mobile, open and
social learning. A brief analysis has been undertaken of each one, including evidence
from the literature that would appear to demonstrate their effectives for language
learning. It has been noted that there is a partial overlap of the three paradigms in the
literature, and that it is reasonably common to find two of them combined into a single
documented learning scenario. However, the authors note that not all three are
systematically combined to potentiate language learning in a coordinated and structured
fashion. Subsequently, a proposal is made to combine them into a single framework
called Mobile Open Social Learning for Languages (or MOSL4L). It is then
characterized using Activity Theory and some suggestions are made for establishing a
rubric that could enable language learning scenarios to be analyzed in terms of the
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constituent parts that define their nature and enable the causal relations with learning
to be highlighted.
This work represents what is really the first step in identifying how language
learning can be potentiated. MOSL4L was developed since both the authors’ experience
and the academic literature suggest that the three types of learning presented here are
particularly relevant. However, once the paradigm has been explored and applied it can
always be extended. For example, it is generally accepted that different forms of
cognitive and meta-cognitive scaffolding can help language learning. Would this
current paradigm be improved by adding such scaffolding? Furthermore, improvements
can be also obtained by structuring the learning scenarios into a task-based approach.
Would such an approach improve learning? These questions are almost endless since
new factors can always be included. However, MOSL4L was developed since the types
of learning included are particularly effective, and as such, represent a valid starting
point for future research.
Finally, while the authors believe that MOSL4L might represent an effective
conceptual level for identifying the causal relations that potentiate language learning,
it may be the case that a radically different approach to the problem is required.
[Traxler, Read, Kukulska-Hulme and Barcena, 19] start to explore this possibility and
lay the foundations for such a future endeavour.
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