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Rich Internet Applications for Language Learning

A Rich Internet Application (RI£is commonly defined as a web application
shares many of the characteristics of desktop egajpin software, but is deliver:
either by way of a sitepecific browser, via a browser plug-in, exteasise o
JavaScript, or virtual machin

Created by the Center for Language Education AnseReh (CLEAR) &
Michigan State University, the suite of Rich Intetr\pplications for Languac
Learning currently consists of 11 free online pevgs for develping, recording
uploading, and mixing (mashing) interactive leagnmaterials both for and wi
your students and peer instructors. The tools ke \sery expedient for guide
instruction with and about technology in an intéxas; collaborative envinmen—
a feature that | myself consider equally impori Indeed, ¢aching students how
use Web 2.0 and other technologies has become tahmamportant as the coul
content we relate to the, as air students most likely will be using computer:
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their future jobs, even if they are not in an 18ldi. Providing them with computer
skills while working on language and cultural cotgmeies creates added value.

These cloud-based tools are readily availablgtpt//ria.clear.msu.edisince
CLEAR materials are based upon work supported bByUtS. Department of
Education they are free of charge. A new user Wiithave to create an account
with CLEAR in order to log in and then access aad svorking with the individual
applications.

Some of the programs make heavy use of audio rimgpeshd the RIA portal
offers a convenient test-recording box that allossrs to immediately check and
see if their computer is configured properly byareling themselves on the fly via
the Flash Plugin. An accompanying link refers usdrs run into problems to step-
by-step instructions which will help them ascerthiat all permissions are set right
in order to allow flawless and trouble free recogdiln fact, all of the RIA tools
have extensive and straightforward, easy-to-folimgumentation available from
within the tool's individual website-section.

A Wide Variety of Applications

As mentioned above, the RIA cloud-based apps canaevariety of formats.
This short review can only highlight a selectiorfie€, namely Audio Dropboxes
2.1, Broadcasts, Conversations 2.1, Mashups, taeeesion of Video Dropboxes,
and the interactive exercise maker called SMILEeSEhapplications open up a
world of creative possibilities not only for thestructor who is just getting used to
integrating technology into language learning, bl#o for more sophisticated
educators who are already fairly adept at builavedsites and using html, wikis, or
blogging tools.

By using the RIAs they can add some pizzazz ta theline presence and
teaching materials by embedding some of these totdsmaterials hosted in a
different and maybe more malleable environmentalthe other applications in
the RIA series/toolbox, these five applicationsameexcellent way to familiarize
students with the possibility of creating their omaterials and exercises when
embedded into the curriculum of a class on inswnel technology. They would
also function very well as the foundation of a egrof faculty workshops on
integrating technology into the curriculum.
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How Might RIAs Be of Use?

As the RIA website points out, the advantage otimealdia in language learning is
the high level of interactivity and student engagetithat is made possible by them:
these “[m]aterials can encapsulate models of setamgliage acquisition theory
such as the Interactionist Hypothesis” as well @3pert the ideas inherent in
content-based learning and communicative languagehing. Within the
framework of an integrated web page learners catob&onted with a mixture of
audio and video input, instruction and annotatiang varied opportunities to
produce language outplut.

Engaged Learners Lead to Active Learning

The explicit goal of the RIA project is to createls that are informed by language
acquisition research and ultimately engage langleaymers in active as well as
collaborative learning. In this respect, RIA pragsaare first of all excellent
production tools. There is no prefabricated contehem, but there is plenty of
functionality. Therefore, the tools can be usesigport and develop any number of
materials, even those that are not directly rel&addnguage learning. It is of no
consequence whether a teacher of introductoryvaraskd language, an instructor
of instructional technology, or a professor teagHiterature and culture adopts
them for his or her purpose. Since the programeigedunction, not content, they
can be “filled” with any subject matter supportimige’s teaching goals.

Furthermore, it is important to note that all tocds be used independently of
one another, but are most effective when combmedlashups or other varied and
multifunctional forms of interactivity. The inhergpotential for this kind of cross-
fertilization of the distinctive formats can ingpithe creation of a multitude of
learning environments that will have more of anactpthan discrete/stand-alone
exercises alone.

It is still a commonly expressed view in the fiefldanguage instruction that the
new digital technologies are primarily being usdthin a curricular model that
differs little from when we relied on analog teclogies. In other words, students
are primarily subjected to digitized audio and wided then record their responses:
the “classic” lab situation. Web-based languageensls are often merely static
texts and images, or programs that drill and test,rarely do they encourage
deeper, student-engaged learning. The productsEBAR’s RIA tools are intended
to be learning objects. “By interacting with theteraals created with RIA tools,
learners should produce output and monitor thejputifor self-correction, and test
their internal hypotheses as a part of developiterianguage grammars.”
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How Do | Start Using RIAs?

CLEAR's RIAs for creating interactive, multimedanbuage materials are a good
starting point for the beginning language technislipgut will also satisfy the more
sophisticated and experienced user. Considering thikeg are able to deliver as
final products, these tools do not require an imseeamount of pre-existing
computer skills. If the user can adequately pdailitk, drag, drop, copy, and paste
she is halfway there. Although the RIAs offer athigvel of interactivity, they do
not require anything to be downloaded and instadiedny kind of programming
skills.

The cloud-based tools can be used by any langaagker at any level to create
materials that are tailor-made for his/her clasg®e RIAs allow the user to instantly
create pages where students can record audioidemlfiles that are uploaded and
organized in the teacher's virtual dropbox. Mashagaebine images, videos, and
interactive exercises on one page. The conversaapp allows the teacher to
develop "listen and respond" exercises that autcaibtcapture studentinput. The
Broadcasts interface creates podcasts that ard¢eesyord and are published and
syndicated with the click of a button.

In short: CLEAR RIAs will enable language learn@rgmprove their language
skills, increase their language competencies, aneé their technology skills.

What Are the Risks?

As stated earlier, all functions of the RIAs aratfdrm-independent since they are
housed within a web-browser, thus no specializedvare or software needs to be
installed or downloaded. However, this is also e greatest risks lie hidden:
The materials you create are all housed on anredteerver. They cannot be
downloaded, backed up, or transferred in theiretyti Although individual files
(images, audio/video clips, student responses) lmrdownloaded for future
reference and safekeeping, you can never own y@muplete output.

The web browser as a distribution platform fotwafe has the advantages of
universal access to materials and ease of usee Hi®o exists the possibility of
leaving the (for advanced users somewhat inflexiQIeEEAR environment by
integrating or embedding some of the materials applications into one’s own
websites, blogs, or social media (e.g. an audiplibg so that people can leave
comments on a particular reading or messagesd@phanish Club). Not being able
to completely own one’s materials is indeed becgmiiore and more the standard
with most cloud-based apps and hosted exerciserm&Reaia et al.), so it should
not deter the user from building up a collectionesrning materials within the
framework of CLEAR. Based on years of personal ggpee of working with other
CLEAR applications (Audio Portfolios, Audio Assigemts), | can report that the
servers are well maintained and tech staff resporaptly to glitches and requests
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for help.

The documentation provided is excellent and detallat it might deter people
who are not good at following written instructiomd thus feel easily
overwhelmed. However, CLEAR offers workshops and summer semiftathose
who want to immerse themselves more into RIAs astructional technology. It
strikes me that the best and most effective usitdgoossible recipe for full-fledged
adoption on a departmental basis) can be achieiee@d Vanguage technology
specialist and/or dedicated faculty member whewy teach these tools in faculty
workshops and offer follow up assistance and treshmoting.
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i Carole Chapelle's (1998) article on the developroémultimedia language learning materials inforrbgd
research into Second Language Acquisition and Ctengssisted Language Learning.

" Thorne and Smith: The three major components @faction — exposure (input), production (outputid a
feedback.

i The CLEAR website also provides access to disongerum on technical issues and best practiceR s in
your daily teaching as well as a number of videtoflials for the Mashup and SMILE environment.
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