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1. Introduction

The development and the evolution of digital information technologies have orches-
trated the most significant advance in the history of second language didactics, in partic-
ular, in its online and/or distance modalities. This new era of Distance Foreign Language 
Learning, overrun by digital learning, social and gaming tools, has caused an authentic 
education revolution, qualified by significant researchers as disruptive. The rapid changes 
in the application of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) to education re-
quire carrying out urgently studies that analyse rigorously the potential benefits of this new 
digital media adoption, sometimes thoughtless and even unjustified, in the area of second 
language didactics.

In this monograph, relevant researchers working in the field provide a representative 
sampling of innovative experiences exploring new mobile, open and social models to enhance 
previous language learning practices. Regardless of whether it occurs autonomously, face-to-
face (F2F), distance-mediated (e.g. in Language Massive Open Online Courses – LMOOCs), 
or in hybrid courses, new digital affordances characterise the innovation in the didactic 
second language scenario. In this new language learning models, we need to reconsider 
the conceptual framework and the instructional model and reorganise or recreate content, 
materials, assignments and assessments (Dixon & Fuchs, 2015). The subjects covered in 
this monograph revolve around the key issues in today’s language teaching and learning 
models, namely Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL), LMOOCs, assessment, and 
other hot topics and modalities of second language learning and/or teaching research (such 
as Content-and-Language Integrated Learning – CLIL).

It has been more than a decade since the first projects using mobile phones in language 
learning were launched (Chinnery, 2006). Mobile devices are most suitably designed for 
teaching/learning languages, because their features enable, for instance, communicative 
language practice, access to authentic content, task completion and portability (Jordano 
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de la Torre, Castrillo de Larreta-Azelain & Pareja-Lora, 2016). Lately, the introduction into 
language teaching of innovative mobile learning components (e.g.,  gamification strategies 
and new social and collaborative tools) has contributed to the creation of new learning 
scenarios. MALL provides the potential for personalizing the learning process, and making 
it spontaneous, informal and ubiquitous. Indeed, the new mobile scenario supports “con-
cepts of learning such as ubiquitous-, augmented-, personalized-, online-, mixed reality-, 
context-sensitive-, informal-, and ambient learning and teaching.” (Gholami & Azarmi, 
2012:1; see also Bárcena et al., 2015; Pareja Lora, Calle Martínez, & Pomposo, 2015; Pa-
reja Lora, Calle Martínez, & Pomposo Yanes, 2016). This constant and sometimes dizzying 
implementation of new tools and strategies compels us to continue exploring and seeking 
appropriate theoretical frameworks and methodological models for an even better MALL 
(Kukulska-Hulme et al., 2011).   

The need for a lifelong education, added to the high cost of higher education, 
has favoured the emergence and development of new learning models, based on open 
educational resources (OERs) and virtual environments. Massive Open Online Courses 
(MOOCs) and all their hybrid variants have opened a new way for massive informal 
learning. Furthermore, their synergies and utter compatibilities with regulated studies 
are palpable and, for this reason, many institutions have considered integrating them 
henceforth into formal learning grades. New business models are being considered, in 
which certifications and premium versions could cover expenses paid before by student 
tuition. The economic sustainability of higher education and other broader socio-economic 
and demographic factors seem to be decisive for the expansion of this new emerging 
educational model (Gašević et al., 2014).

One of the most significant changes regarding the instructional strategy of these new 
models of language teaching and learning is related to the new roles that teachers and stu-
dents are forced to adopt. These new digital learning environments attract a new student 
profile. Thus, professionals and adults interact with young people – the traditional student 
profile. Teachers must take an eclectic and more flexible approach to teaching. Student-teacher 
boundaries are dissolving (Milstein, 2015) and this change in roles arise new challenges and 
didactic strategies (Castrillo de Larreta-Azelain, 2014). This links directly with one of the key 
trends of the last the Horizon Report (Johnson et al., 2015), namely integrating personalized 
learning, as these models and/or environments promote the development and implementation 
of personalized learning environments.    

The digital features of this new second language scenario, like connectivity and functio-
nality, enable new forms of language proficiency assessment. Innovative forms of measuring 
competences and credentialing are based on flexible assessment (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Categories of credentials (proficiency/competency assessment  
vs. flexible/fixed amount of acquirement time) (Lang et al., 2014:142).

ASSESSMENT
Proficiency Competency

TIME

Fixed

Demonstrates Knowledge Competency
Uses Tests or assignments A range of assessments
Occurs within A set timeframe A set timeframe

Flexible

Demonstrates Knowledge Competency
Uses Tests or assignments A range of assessments
Occurs within Student paced Student paced

The new massive virtual learning environments require research to redefine the theore-
tical framework underpinning the new language teaching/learning models. The main areas to 
be covered in MOOC research are “i) student engagement and learning success, ii) MOOC 
design and curriculum, iii) self-regulated learning and social learning, iv) social network 
analysis and networked learning, and v) motivation, attitude and success criteria.” (Gašević 
et al., 2014:163).  Innovative research methods based on Learning Analytics (LA) focus on 
clearing up the key challenge of MOOCs, namely their low completion rates.

2. Current ways to innovate in the didactic second language scenario

This special issue belongs to one of the richest areas of second language research and 
practice, the field focusing on the application of new technologies in English as a Second 
Language (ESL henceforth). As its title suggests, it examines this flourishing field by of-
fering new findings in theory and practice and is aimed at both teachers and researchers in 
this area. Thus, the purpose of this special issue is to summon a collection of works that 
compile experiences and results from different points of view on the methodologies applied 
in the use of new technologies in ESL. 

The special issue comprises ten articles. The first one, from García-Aretio and García-
Blanco, reviews different non-contact, teaching and learning methods with the aim of presenting 
a framework on which to build good teaching and learning practices. These good practices are 
linked to the acquisition of competences around the mastery of foreign languages. The work 
focuses on the latest models that have emerged on the basis of the integration of different 
media and resources that technological development has been encouraging. Among others, the 
variants presented are: teaching-learning by correspondence, distance teaching-learning with 
audio visual teaching aids and/or in virtual environments, blended learning, mobile learning, 
ubiquitous learning and Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs). The authors remark the 
need and the importance of these distance modalities, emerged as a consequence of the 
needs that were not met by the campus-based system: (a) the need of a lifelong education, 
(b) the high cost of higher education, (c) the remoteness of some sectors of the population 
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to the education centres, and (d) the ongoing widespread growth of universities, which has 
led to a decline of the teaching quality of these institutions.

The second article describes the production and efficiency of second language students 
as for vocabulary and oral skills acquisition, using modern technology for evaluation and the 
potential of social subtitling.  In this sense, Cojocnean explores the factors that circumscribe 
students’ low usage of MALL devices for the acquisition of English vocabulary. The study 
was done through a questionnaire and focus group discussions, where 1,239 Romanian par-
ticipants assessed (i) their preferences for apps, (ii) the use of these devices as sources of 
entertainment, (iii) the grade of motivation in the use of this kind of technology for language 
learning, (iv) the absence of knowledge of the existence of apps designed for this purpose, 
(v) the need of a tutor supervision, and (vi) pedagogical and personal matters. The results 
of this study show that, although Romanian students have access to a wide range of digital 
devices to learn and practice English vocabulary, most of them use the least outstanding and 
those which offer a minor use of repetitions in the practice of vocabulary. To this we must 
join the fact of a lack of motivation and interest in learning such skill.

Then, Kétyi starts the third article by doing a review of the numerous research studies 
concerning the area of Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL) and showing the ef-
fectiveness of MALL in second and foreign language education. The author upholds in his 
article the combination of learning with educational games and game elements as an effective 
way to learn. Besides, backed by other studies about games for educational purposes proving 
that games are more interesting than conventional lesson instructions (Randel et al., 1992), 
Kétyi sustains that the concept of gamification (i.e., combining learning with games) could 
be thoughtfully examined in coming MALL undertakings. In his study, the author presents 
the results of three projects carried out between 2013 and 2015 on the effectiveness of two 
mobile applications (apps), namely Busuu and Lifeline, whose participants were students 
of the Budapest Business School. An in-depth analysis of the surveys carried out by the 
participants on the two apps revealed that the strengths are worth the weaknesses of Busuu 
and, hence, the suitability of Busuu for language learning.

The fourth article focuses on the potential of podcasts as a didactic resource for the 
development of oral skills in second language using mobile devices. In this regard, Bár-
cena presents in her study arguments for podcasting as a means for sharing contents of any 
kind to be listened or watched on a mobile device or any computing equipment. After an 
extensive review of the literature on the subject, the author analyses the application of pod-
casts to learning second languages and, in particular, the appropriateness of its use for the 
development of oral skills, both receptive and productive; and, within the latter, to aspects 
such as pronunciation, intonation and fluency. She reveals the advantages and achievements 
to date in an illustrative sample of research projects and educational experiences. Although 
podcasts were not originally made specifically for second language learners, can be used in 
second language classes to reinforce learning, promote listening comprehension and cultural 
competences and develop oral skills. In the last part of her article, the author predicts the 
increase in the coming years of exchange collaborative projects, joint development of pod-
casts among students from other parts of the world, combined into recent innovative and 
unprecedented teaching modalities, such as MOOCs. 

In line with this, Ibáñez and Traxler explore in their article some pedagogical, linguistic 
and technical features of the MOOC and MALL prodigy. The authors show recent studies in 
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the field of these two teaching modalities to later come to the key issue of the article, that 
is, the identification of a series of factors to be taken into account by language teachers in 
the design of an MOOC based on MALL, mainly drawn from technical, pedagogical and 
linguistic standards. Despite the wide range of courses on different aspects related to teaching 
instructions, blended learning or technology-enhanced teaching, limited are MALL-based 
LMOOCs. Some key aspects comprising linguistic, technical and pedagogical patterns should 
be taken into consideration when designing a MALL-based LMOOC: teacher beliefs and 
attitudes, the recipients, the cultural aspects of the course, interculturality and localization, the 
process of design and curating and, last but not least, as for MOOC pedagogy, an analysis 
of a heuristic approach that incorporates Open Educational Resources (OER) and teacher 
and language instruction among others in order to obtain greatest most enhanced learning. 

Following this same line, Castaño, Maíz and Garay bring into focus in the sixth article 
two research tendencies in the near future classified according to pedagogical, technological 
and crucial criteria: the concern about hybrid MOOCs and about the students’ learning results. 
The authors of this article delve into the research methodologies applied so far in MOOCs 
as for their technological, pedagogical and strategic perspectives, and suggest examining the 
educational values of actual MOOCs so as to fulfil more methodologically advanced studies. 
The authors highlight a number of meaningful weaknesses, such as (i) the real great variety 
of mixed MOOCs, which entails the presence of a fragmented field; and (ii) the inadequacy 
of the research methods used. Far from bringing negative effects on the advantageous devel-
opment of MOOCs, these weaknesses led to a maturity phase, distinguished by an interest 
of researchers towards studies within a prominent scientific discipline and focused more on 
the students’ learning than on the tasks carried out by them on the MOOC.               

The following research is presented as part of a project (OPENPAU), conducted be-
tween February and March 2015 and funded by the Ministry of Education and Science. 
In particular, the work described by García-Laborda shows the preferences of a group of 
students in the second year of the Baccalaureate program towards the viability of using 
tablet (and desktop PCs) for English testing. The main aim of the study was to outline the 
students’ replies to the two formats: the traditional written form and the new digital one. 
The innovative research presented here is a step forward to the use of modern technology, 
which facilitates educators a quick correction and, therefore, time-saving. But, despite the 
positive results encouraged by the students’ feeling to the potential of tablet PCs as a means 
for delivery of standardized exams, there is still much to be done in this regard, since many 
limitations exist in education centres as for technological progress.

The next work focuses on the areas of Content-and-Language Integrated Learning 
(CLIL) and English as-a-Medium-of Instruction (EMI) as the two main alternative models 
for teaching in a bilingual environment within Tertiary Education. After a thorough review 
of the literature on the subject, the author presents an analysis of the academic achievement 
in students of first year who attended two bilingual subjects (namely, World Economic 
History and World Economy) in Economy and/or Business Management between 2010 and 
2015. Towards this end, the author measured the impact on students’ final grades of several 
factors, such as providing scaffolding and/or language support, designing student-led tasks, 
the previous student CEFR level, or using CLIL vs. using EMI. Doing this, Jiménez con-
tributes to the discussion of how measuring grades quantifiably makes possible to evaluate 
the effectiveness of methodological interventions. More specifically, analysing the results 
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of these impact measures, he found out that language adaptation, student-centeredness and 
independent learning should be encouraged within bilingual contexts.

The study of Talaván and Ávila-Cabrera provides some details about the results 
obtained from a previous social subtitling project conducted in 2014 by volunteer students 
at the Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia (UNED). The main purposes of 
the research were (i) to balance those previous investigations to shed more light on 
the capabilities of social subtitling of some UNED’s audiovisual programs, in order 
to advance in productive research; and (ii) to make subtitling videos accessible to a 
greater number of users through UNED’s virtual platform, aLF. The authors describe 
in their article the process of subtitling English video clips lacking subtitles in Spanish 
with the help of the subtitling editor Amara. Non-professional subtitling is becoming a 
trendy inclination that helps attain accessibility in audiovisual production within different 
settings, such as the university.  This technique may be carried out as a didactic task 
by university students, who can subtitle materials created by their institutions while 
positively improving foreign language skills knowledge of their field of expertise. 

The research that puts an end to this monograph focuses on the quality and as-
sessment of oral production in English through online communication in the business 
environment. The author has previously carried out many research works in the business 
area as an in-company teacher and teacher-coordinator in several multinationals and 
other companies of Spain. She discovered that business environments mainly require 
oral communication and that this competence is the one most difficulty produced 
with quality and evaluated when promotions or projects are proposed. Here, Pomposo 
highlights the importance of verbal communication in the business world, since the 
only purpose of every business is to achieve its goal, but with a minimum of quality 
to cause a good impression. This is the reason why she does a thorough analysis on 
the factors involved in oral communication: morphosyntax, semantics, and prosody. In 
addition, she distinguishes the two perspectives from which oral communication must 
be measured: formal and functional. Finally, she also indicates that the objective of a 
qualified communication is not always fulfilled, especially if the means of communi-
cation is a technological tool.

3. Conclusions

Thus, all in all, this special issue provides an ample overview and a survey on the state of 
the art in second language teaching and/or learning, focusing mainly on a particular language, 
namely English as a Second Language. New modalities, methodologies and ways to teach 
this language are presented and analysed here, as well as the most innovative ways to learn 
it, and the means to enhance traditional learning environments by using new technologies 
and innovation. The purpose is clear: to provide new and better ways to learn (and practice) 
this and other languages. This is shown by the overwhelming number of terms referring to 
language learning modalities used all throughout the volume, such as autonomous learning, 
ubiquitous learning, self-regulated learning, blended learning, hybrid learning, informal lear-
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ning, distance learning, online learning, lifelong learning, (enhanced) face-to-face learning, 
augmented learning, personalized learning, context-sensitive learning, ambient learning, and 
social learning; or those more directly related to language learning, like Mobile-Assisted 
Language Learning (MALL) and Content-and-Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), for 
example. And it is also revealed by the number of new language (i.e., English) teaching 
modalities and techniques that are mentioned and described in its different articles, namely 
Language Massive Open Online Courses (LMOOCs), English as-a-Medium-of Instruction 
(EMI), gamification, podcasting, subtitling, and flexible or technology-enhanced assessment.

However, this special issue does not show, for example, how this degree of innovation 
already achieved in English teaching and learning is being attained or can be attained in 
other important, widely spoken and/or widespread (second) languages, such as French or 
Spanish. This remains an open question for future research.
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