Moodle: Getting Together Online Gets Even Better

This issue of ESL Magazine is a turning point and the columns will no longer be included. I wanted to use this opportunity to provide another look at what I consider the most important computer-based resource available to language teachers today: Moodle. I originally wrote about Moodle in my ESL Magazine Technology column in May/June 2003 and May/June 2004. I hope to provide some background from those previous columns in addition to an overview of some of the most impressive features that Moodle has to offer language teachers today. Moodle has developed extensively in a number of directions. This may be one of the greatest benefits of being an open source system (See description below). In that time I have developed a number of Moodle sites and I have always been impressed with the power and flexibility that Moodle has provided. While most readers of this article will not be site developers of Moodle, it is important to note that teachers and course creators have an increased ability to develop and contribute in the Moodle environment.

What is Moodle? 

Moodle is an open-source (See Below) Course Management System (CMS). A CMS (also referred to as Learning Management Systems- LMS and Virtual Learning Environments -VLE) allows teachers to put their courses online easily. Instead of having to create a web site of their own, teachers can simply transfer documents and messages in an easy to use interface. With a variety of ways to organize documents, share messages and engage in collaboration at a distance, CMSs have grown in popularity over the past few years. While there are dozens of competitors, the major commercial providers are: Blackboard, WebtCT and Desire2Learn. 

[image: image1.jpg]0006 Moodle - A Free, Open Source Course Management System for Online Learning o
@ - @ £ M /moode.ore/ SRl

Getting Started _ Latest Headlines  WGN.White Sox Sched... Are You Talkin' To ..

~ hot potatoes Q) 3

hatn oo El Welcome to Moodle! Seach El
Free Support

% e Moodle is a course management system (CMS) - a free, Open Source Seurch this i
e software package designed using sound pedagogical principles, to help earch this site

@) Issue Tracker educators create effective online learning communities. You can download

@) Donations and use it on any computer you have handy (including webhosts), yet it can Login =

@) Download Moodle scale from a single-teacher site to a 50,000-student University. This site

1 Modules 9 vt Sl et e oo e e ke Dot aton Username: [gregling

-ourses or read the latest le Buzz.

© Themes Password: [+~

© Moodle Buzz Log

@1 Moodte Sites Moodle Community Create new account

@1 Moodte Statistics Lost password?

B8 Moodle News Moodle has a large and diverse user community with over 150,000 registered

users on this site alone, speaking over 75 languages in over 160 countries (we
have more statistics here). The best place to start is Using Moodle, which is

Latesthiens) E where the main international discussions are held in English, but we have a F
—— variety of groups discussing other topics and in other languages. L
Martin Dougiamas. Hosting
Moodle 1.7 i released! more... i

Training
100c, 17:23 Moodle Development Support
Martin Douglamas We have a long list of developers who contribute towards the development Themes
Moodielt Zietak avalable] of Moodle. Start with our developer information as well as the roadmap, the o R
- coding guide and CVS guide to access our source code. Most discussion can be
100ct, 16:19 found in Using Moodle, but we also have a Tracker where you should report
Martin Dougiamas. general bugs, feature requests, fixes and other issues. Sensitive security Course categortes 5
Moodle 1.6.3is now avallable problems should be posted to the Moodle Security site, so we can deal with =
o them appropriately. Community Discussion

(in English)
Community Discussion |
(in other languages) v





What is Open Source? 

Open source software is free to use, download, modify and distribute.  Open source has become more of a movement than simply a category of software.  The open source community is often motivated by a desire to create and share software alternatives to expensive and restrictive commercial offerings. What is most important for the language teaching community is that open source allows for extensive collaboration and is accessible to those with limited budgets, characteristics typical of many ESL environments. Further, users who are frustrated with software are not relegated to simply waiting for the next version; they can contribute to the evolution of the software directly.  This characteristic seems an inevitable shift as our world becomes more computer-literate. 

Commercial course management systems have been around for about a decade. 

During this time they have evolved in a number of ways that make them more powerful for teachers’ record-keeping purposes and more interactive and engaging for students.  However, both teachers and students who have used these systems are far from content. With extended use, many have discovered tedious and clumsy interactions that affect the use of these systems.  Each generation of software responds to the users feedback; however, they are also prohibitively expensive unless your school happens to already own a system.  There have been a number of free alternatives over the years that have 

provided scaled-down equivalents to these CMSs, but none have been able to truly compete until recently. 

How is Moodle Different? 

There are two primary answers to this question. First, Moodle was created based on the principles of constructivism. Moodle creator Martin Dougiamas divides Constructivism into four categories:  

• Constructivism: This point of view maintains that people actively construct new 

knowledge as they interact with their environment.  

• Construcitonism: Constructionism asserts that learning is particularly effective 

when constructing something for others to experience. 

• Social constructivism: This extends the above ideas into a social group 

constructing things for one another, collaboratively creating a small culture of 

shared artifacts with shared meanings. When one is immersed within a culture 

like this, one is learning all the time about how to be a part of that culture, on 

many levels. 

• Connected and separate behavior: This idea looks deeper into the motivations 

of individuals within a discussion. Separate behavior is when someone tries to 

remain 'objective' and 'factual', and tends to defend their own ideas using logic to 

find holes in their opponent's ideas. Connected behavior is a more empathic 

approach that accepts subjectivity, trying to listen and ask questions in an effort to understand the other point of view. Constructed behavior is when a person is 

sensitive to both of these approaches and is able to choose either of them as 

appropriate to the current situation. 

Second, Moodle users (remember in open source terms users are also developers) have collaborated to create tools, environments and support focused specifically on language teaching. Moodle users are developing audio and video forums, quizzes and exercises that incorporate online audio and video and collections of corpora-like materials to serve as language examples for students. There are a number of language teachers who are willing to help others along the way as they become comfortable with the software.  Others have developed the means to integrate the data produced by interactive exercises created with the free and popular tool Hot Potatoes® (see March/April 2003 Column). There are likely to be a number of new developments by the time this article reaches press. 

Moodle Resources for Language Teaching

Thanks to an ever-growing community of users, language instructors have many new tools inside of Moodle. The integration of Hot Potatoes Quizzes and activities that was developed by Tom Robb was perhaps the first step of language-focused development. The popular Hot potatoes software integrates seamlessly with Moodle, allowing teachers to utilize their creative interactive activities within the learning environment. To learn more about Hot Potatoes, you can visit (http://hotpot.uvic.ca/)

Language learning glossaries have been added to moodle, allowing teachers and students to collaboratively create and maintain interactive glossaries utilizing multimedia to enhance comprehension. The enhanced glossary also allows for simple identification of parts of speech. Similarly, wikis can be created collaboratively within a course. A wiki is a piece of software that allows users to create, edit, remove and reorganize content in a shared web space quite simply. The largest and most well known wiki is wikipedia (http://wikipedia.org). 

Support within Moodle has also been added for a variety of multimedia functionality. Users can easily integrate flash animation content so that it appears directly in any frame within the course. If you are not adept at creating flash animations, they can also be created from Powerpoint presentations or anything else you can play on your computer using tools such as Camstudio (http://www.camstudio.org/). 

More recently support & integration has been added for youtube (http://youtube.com) video. Youtube is the video sharing system that has taken the political and social world by storm.  Recently named as Time Magazine’s “person” of the year. Youtube offers ESL teachers a wealth of authentic content, provided they are willing to sort through the quirky content. Videos can be directly integrated within moodle. While there is the potential to come across some odd content, youtube is not prone to sexually explicit material.

Another recent addition that is beneficial for language teachers is the integration of a Skype block. Skype (http://skype.com) is the free tool that allows users to participate in audio and video chat that is equal in quality to a landline phone. It can be used anywhere there is an internet connection and a microphone or microphone and camera.  Skype also allows for conference calls among up to five participants. 

Really Simple Syndication (RSS) is another useful resource. RSS feeds allow subscriptions to new feeds, podcasts and other scheduled updated content. RSS feeds automate these updates so that a link form a Moodle site will be dynamically regenerated with each scheduled update. One example that I use frequently is new feed from NPR shows such as All things considered. Each day my Moodle course that uses these materials has links to all of the latest news stories from this broadcast.

Gong (http://gong.ust.hk/) is perhaps my favorite of the recent Moodle add-ons.  Developed by the Department of Computer Science and Engineering at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, Gong is a free tool that allows both synchronous and asynchronous chat. This means that users can communicate with one another at the same time or they can record a message and post it for a response later. There is also a space for including text chat as well as a waveform to identify volume and intonation patterns in speech. Gong does have some significant support requirements, but it is a rare free tool in a landscape of very expensive alternatives. 
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Where can I learn more? 

To learn more or begin participating in the Moodle community, visit http://moodle.org. At this site you will be able to join the growing community of Moodle users who are currently communicating in over 75 languages in over 160 countries. You will be able to participate in a variety of demonstration sites and courses and see how different Moodle sites can be customized.

What Do I Need to Know?  

Most users will be able to use courses on a Moodle site that already exists. I first experimented with Moodle through a course that was made available to me on Tom Robb’s LangConcepts site (http://www.langconcepts.net/moodle/). Others also offer interested individuals with the opportunity to get started, simply browse around the moodle.org site and you will find a number of supportive and collaborative colleagues who share your interests and goals. In fact, many are novice users who are just beginning to delve into the world of technology. This is a great community to help you get started.

However. If you are like me, you may soon feel the need to create your own Moodle site. In this case, Moodle needs to be installed on a server. It can run on Windows, MacIntosh, Linux or Unix.  A database also has to be established to store documents. While this installation requires some technical knowledge, it should be manageable by a tech-savvy member of your faculty or a tech-support person. If such a person it not available, Moodle will set the server up for you for a one time fee of $100. In comparison, this fee is less than the typical cost of a single student per term for the commercial competition. Once this is done, the daily teacher use of Moodle is quite simple. In the next issue of this column we will take a look at some effective ways teachers are using CMS such as Moodle. 

