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Abstract: This paper presents the latest information regarding the research on language massive 

open online courses (LMOOCs). Although research on MOOCs in general has been growing, 

studies that focus on LMOOCs remain limited. Therefore, a comprehensive literature review 

was conducted on LMOOCs up to 2017 to determine the extent to which the LMOOC concept 

has been established in relevant fields. This review is necessary because LMOOC presents a 

certain particularity and is different from other MOOCs. In this study, an advanced LMOOC 

structure is selected for the purpose of illustration because it fulfills the six criteria for effective 

LMOOCs posited by Sokolik (2014). Furthermore, this study determines if the LMOOC 

concept has been established. The study provides information on (1) the common features 

necessary to develop effective LMOOCs and (2) a synthesized literature review on LMOOCs to 

reveal possible research directions.  

 

 

Introduction 

 

This study explores the most recent research trends in language massive open online courses (LMOOCs), 

namely, MOOCs specifically for language learning. LMOOC is a relatively new concept. Although research 

reports and practices focusing on MOOCs as a general entity from various perspectives are abundant, those that 

focus on LMOOCs are scarce. For this reason, this work aims to capture the most recent profile of LMOOC 

research and provide basic information for further research and practice of LMOOCs in teaching and learning.  

The following questions are answered in this exploration.  

(1) What are LMOOCs?  

(2) To what extent does the concept of LMOOC prevail or is accepted?  

To answer these questions, this paper provides an overview of the common features of LMOOCs, along 

with their definition and representative example. The process and results of the literature review on the LMOOC 

concept are provided, and suggestions on what could be done in future research and practices regarding LMOOCs 

are established.  

 

What Are LMOOCs? 

 

In this paper, language MOOCs (or LMOOCs) are defined as “web-based online courses for second 

languages with unrestricted access and potentially unlimited participation” (Bárcena & Martin-Monje, 2014; p. 

1). This definition was adopted because the book on LMOOCs edited by Martín-Monje and Bárcena (2015) is 

regarded as one of the most comprehensive work that covers various aspects of LMOOCs existing at the time of 

writing the current paper.  

In this research, an LMOOC was adopted from Courera (https://www.coursera.org/). This platform was 

selected because it is one of the representative US-origin MOOC platforms with the largest number of registration 

(MEXT, 2015; p. 51), which is an indicator of popularity. 

The following reports on the analysis on “Presentations: Speaking so that People Listen” offered by the 

University of California, Irvine, as a part of UCI Extension Continuing Education. This course was selected as an 

appropriate example of current LMOOCs because it focuses on the productive skill of language learning, that is, 

advanced level of speaking, covering all the six criteria for a successful LMOOC provided by Sokolik (2014; pp. 

27–28): (1) maximization of engagement and interaction, (2) facilitation of self-organized learning, (3) creation 
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of an instructor presence, (4) use of videos for engagement, (5) definition of success, and (6) matching of the 

course goal and its assessment. The course screenshot is not presented in the paper due to the copyright issue.  

     The course is rated 4.5 out of 5 from 49 ratings and possesses a fairly positive evaluation from learner 

participants; therefore, it is suitable for the introduction and analysis of LMOOCs in general. This course also has 

features that are common to many other courses, so determining its functionality as an MOOC for language 

learning is suitable.  

 

Objectives: Mastery and practice of academic presentation skills in the English language 

Duration: Four weeks, with estimated 4 to 5 hours of study per week 

Tutor presence and roles: Three tutors with their pictures to support their existence 

Content delivery methods: Video lectures, practice (and graded) quizzes, and video scripts with 

interactive transcript feature in English and Chinese (simplified) 

Openness: Access to all video lectures, practice assignments, and forum discussions as audit for free 

Assessment methods: Graded presentation video files and online quizzes (with weekly due dates for a 

cycle of certification)  

Fees: $49 USD per month to continue learning after 7 days of free trial with the possibility of cancelling 

anytime or subscription for 6 months with $235.00 USD (includes 20% discount) 

Certification: A certificate is issued upon completion of all graded assignments and quizzes, notable on 

LinkedIn and CV 

Interactive components: Discussion forums with other participants and tutors, peer feedback on 

presentation videos of participants (required for grading) 

Engagement strategies: During video lecture segments of several minutes each, a few instances of 

practice quizzes are provided to test video content understanding; participation in peer feedback is required 

for certification  

 

Aside from this set course structure, several components observed in this particular LMOOC would foster learner 

engagement toward the continuation/completion of the course.  

 

Higher scheme for learning: Similar to many other courses these days, this particular course is one of 

four courses on “Learn English: Advanced Academic Speaking and Listening Specialization” offered by 

UCL; the three other courses are “Academic Listening and Note-Taking,” “Academic Discussions in 

English,” and “Advanced Speaking and Listening Project,” all of which possess a similar structure as the 

analyzed course.  

Internationality: At the time of this investigation, possible demographic features inferred from the user 

names of the course participants (although these are meant to be anonymous) by using a name origin 

website (http://www.behindthename.com/) indicate that Czech, Arabic, Korea, Russian, and Vietnamese 

are included, thereby signifying that the course can literally realize an “international community” for 

sharing a learning space with English as the lingua franca.  

Care for individual learning speed: The course instruction indicates “go as fast as you can – the faster 

you go, the more you save” and the course fee for certification offers a few choices for a course taker to 

decide the best cost–time balance for his/her particular learning. He/she is given the chance to learn without 

any fee also. This condition is particularly effective for language learning considering that the acquisition 

stage varies from learner to learner.  

Portability: Apart from accessibility on mobile devices, including iPhones and Android phones, similar to 

many other MOOC platforms these days, the video lecture data are downloadable in the form of .mp4 with 

subtitles (in this case, English only), in the format of a web video text track (WebVTT) that provides 

captions or subtitles for video contents (https://www.w3.org/TR/webvtt1/), and as a transcript (in txt 

format). This selection allows for high portability of course contents without Internet connection for a wide 

range of learners in various situations.  

 

Several of its course features ae commonly present in many other MOOC platforms; in addition, interactive 



components, engagement strategies, internationalization, and portability for practice of this course’s design are 

critical in supporting and realizing language acquisition. 

 

Methodology 

 

Materials 

To answer the second research question, a literature search was conducted in two phases: by using extensive 

search engines and by using the database of five academic journals specializing in the current topic. Google 

Scholar and the automated online search function on EndNote (X8) were used for the first phase; the former was 

selected because it is regarded as one of the most common means to search for accessible academic work. EndNote 

search was selected because it is a common automated search process. For the second phase, article entries of five 

representative academic journals of computer-aided language learning (CALL) were adopted. The five journals 

examined in this research are as follows: 

 

- Computer Assisted Language Instruction Consortium (CALICO)  

- Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL)  

- Language Learning & Technology (LL&T)  

- Journal of the European Association for Computer Assisted Language Learning (ReCALL) 

- International Journal of Educational Technology and Applied Linguistics (System)  

 

These journals were also analyzed in the research synthesis of Sauro (2011), whose work is recognized in 

the field of CALL. The five journals share the following characteristics: refereed, international, available online, 

and recognized in relevant fields. They are considered fit for this study’s aim because they are likely related to 

online resource use for language learning. Notably, CALICO and ReCALL are backed by large-scale annual 

international CALL conference organizers, namely, CALICO conference and European Association for Computer 

Assisted Language Learning (EUROCALL), and possess a regular update mechanism to keep up with the actual 

face-to-face mode. Only LL&T allows for open access, although the System journal on ScienceDirect recently 

rendered open a part of it.  

 

Data Collection 

Data collection was conducted in one day for each of the first and second phases to minimize possible 

fluctuations in the results caused by different access data/times among different databases.  

The search in Google Scholar was executed with similar keywords (“MOOC,” “LMOOC,” and “language 

MOOC”) for comparison. When inputting key words consisting of more than one word in search engines, 

quotation marks were used before and after the target keywords to ensure that “language MOOC” as a concept 

entity is processed by the search engines (http://guides.library.uwm.edu/). The search setting included “all 

languages,” given that the nature of the current topic concerns language learning. The setting excluded patents 

and citations (those cited in other work) to extract independent entries as much as possible. Furthermore, to 

examine to the extent to which the concept of “LMOOC” has been established in the Japanese research context, 

keywords of “MOOC,” “LMOOC,” and “language MOOC” as well as “Lムーク” and “語学MOOC” (being the 

most likely translations for LMOOC) were also searched for on Google Scholar.  

In the EndNote online search, LISTA (EBSCO), PubMed (NLM), and Web of Science (SSCI) were tentatively 

used as they were the preset items on the system or the most likely used databases of EndNote online search users. 

In the case of LISTA (EBSCO), the title, keywords, and abstract can be separately included. In PubMed (NLM), 

the title and abstract can be included. In Web of Science (SSCI), a set of title/keywords/abstract can be selected. 

In the five journal search engines, similar keywords of “MOOC,” “LMOOC,” and “language MOOC” were used 

for comparability with the other results.  

 

Results 

 

Table 1 presents a summary of the entry results of Google Scholar (in all languages) and EndNote. Table 2



provides the results of Google Scholar in Japanese language only. Table 3 provides the entries of the five interna

tional CALL journals. 

 

 Search engine/database MOOC LMOOC Language MOOC 

Google Scholar https://scholar.google.co.jp/ 207,000 70 117 

EndNote LISTA (EBOSCO) 122 0 0 

PubMed (NLM) 66 0 0 

Web of Science (SSCI) 0 0 0 

Table 1. Entry results of Google Scholar (all languages) and EndNote online search 

 

As shown in Table 1, in Google Scholar, the key word “MOOC” obtained the highest hit numbers for all 

searches. Although all the entry contents (more than 200,000) cannot be presented in detail, the first 10 pages of 

the examination indicate that the entries treat the MOOC topic in general and do not exclusively focus on LMOOC. 

Meanwhile, the hit numbers of 70 for “LMOOCs” and 117 for “language MOOCs” were examined one by one.  

The entries for combined “LMOOC” and “language MOOC” should be the most relevant to the LMOOC 

topic that demands further content analysis. Notably, even when a search was conducted by placing the two words 

in quotation marks, the search for the term “language MOOC” included a large portion of entries referring to the 

type of language used to run a specific MOOC course/platform, such as Chinese-language, Spanish-language, and 

German-language MOOCs, in the titles and/or text and do not refer to the type of target language for learning. 

Although these conditions reflect the on-going shift to the multilingualism of MOOC and, in this sense, 

meaningful and relevant information from the perspective of language learning, the keyword “LMOOC” appears 

to provide better promise in detecting the target papers than “language MOOC” at the time of this research.  

As shown in Table 1, for EndNote, the key word “MOOC” scored the highest number, and the term 

“LMOOC” did not receive any hit results at the time the search was conducted. The two entries for “language 

MOOC” overlapped with those for “MOOC” only; therefore, in reality, all the hits are “MOOC” related and not 

exactly “LMOOC” at the time of the search.  

 

 Search engine/database MOOC LMOOC Language

MOOC 

Lムーク 語学 

MOOC 

Google Scholar https://scholar.google.co.jp/ 393 0 0 0 0 

Table 2. Entry results of Google Scholar (Japanese language only) 

 

In Table 2, only the keyword “MOOC” gained more than 300 hits, and others had zero entries. These hits 

contained the MOOC topic in general, with a few exceptions discussing MOOC use specifically in language 

learning but not exactly LMOOC itself. From these results, we may posit that the concept or expression of 

“LMOOC” has not been fully established in the Japan territory yet. In addition, the possible and likely Japanese 

translations “Lムーク” and/or “語学ムーク” do not appear to have footage yet at the time of this search.  

Table 3 may show a certain level of weakness/defect that each search engine may possess. In the Remark 

section, a star mark (*) is added to highlight the most relevant information for LMOOC-related work; in other 

words, the paper by Godwin-Jones (2014) in LL&T “Global Reach and Local Practice: the Promise of MOOCs” 

may be the one that treats LMOOC the most frontally, although it does not use the term LMOOC. For others, 

although several hits refer or are relevant to MOOC in the text to a certain extent (or possible open educational 

resources at the same concept level as MOOC) and surely related to language learning (given the foci of the 

journals), the foci of the studies reside in other research topics apart from exclusive LMOOC.  

The results summarized in Tables 1–3 infer the following: (1) although the term MOOC is apparently 

established and recognized widely in various fields, when the target of a search is “language MOOC,” the 

possibility of locating the most relevant research is higher with the keyword “LMOOC” than with the combination 

of “language” and “MOOC”; (2) the term/concept of “LMOOC” has not been fully introduced/recognized in 

relevant Japanese fields; and (3) although further extensive search is necessary, provisionally, the paper reporting 

on LMOOC practice by Martín-Monje, Bárcena, and Ventura (2013) may be the first available work that clearly 

demonstrates the concept of “LMOOC” at the time of writing this paper.  



 

Journal Search engine/ 

database 

MOOC LMOOC Language 

MOOC 

Remark 

CALICO https://calico.org/ 

Google Custom  

Search 

8 0 0 None of the eight focuses on MOOC. 

CALL Taylor & Francis 

Routledge 

2 0 2 Two entries for MOOC and language MOOC 

are the same. 

None is about MOOC. 

LL&T http://llt.msu.edu/ 

Google Custom 

Search 

17 2 0 All text including the keyword in the title, 

body text, and book review overlapped with 

full-issue PDFs. 

Two are reviews for CALICO Monograph 

Series (Dixon, 2015) and Elena et al. (2015). 

*Among the 17 entries, one focuses on 

MOOC. 

Two entries for LMOOC are included in 

MOOC: A Book Review by Martín-Monje 

and Bárcena (2015) and its full-issue PDF. 

ReCALL Cambridge Core 1 0 457 One entry for MOOC is the book review by 

Martín-Monje and Bárcena (2015). 

457 entries include the book review of Martín-

Monje and Bárcena (2015). All article names 

containing “language” were hit, but they do 

not focus on MOOC. 

System ScienceDirect 

ELSEVIER 

4 2 4 Four entries for MOOC and language MOOC 

are the same: three book reviews including M

artín-Monje et al. (2016) and one about 

OER. Two entries for LMOOC are included 

in those for MOOC and language MOOC. 

Table 3. Journal article entries 

 

Discussion 

 

Although the differences between xMOOCs (closed and structured on single platforms for the current 

purpose) and cMOOCs (open and connected to other social media/platforms) are often mentioned in terms of 

connectivity and communicability (Read, 2014), the one exemplified in the current paper is fairly complete and 

educationally pertinent in numerous ways. It offers a complete structure to provide necessary knowledge in a 

manageable and engaging manner and succeeds in incorporating outcome evaluation in a productive and practical 

manner. Furthermore, this simple configuration may be suitable and effective for language learners in reality to 

avoid too much complication or extraneous cognitive load (Sweller, Van Merrienboer, & Paas, 1998). Finally, 

although another detailed comparative research is desirable, the difference between xMOOCs and cMOOCs  

(Downes, 2012) could be reduced to the issue of adjustability in accordance with the learning stages of individual 

language learner. 

Google Scholar, EndNote, and specialized academic journals were used herein to search for LMOOC-

focused literature. The results revealed that each method has its advantages and disadvantages. Although 

examining the most specialized journal entries is the first sure step to cover the most relevant ones, this task 

involves the risk of overlooking relevant research that has been conducted in other fields. To address this issue, 

Google Scholar has changed the traditional literature review process to be able to cover relevant information from 

a wide range of fields with various data formats; although its search algorithm is beyond the current paper’s scope, 

the risk of overlooking relevant research remains in its ranking order system, that is, the most necessary and 
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relevant articles to a specific topic in a search might appear at a low rank and could be overlooked.  

Currently, the five journals are linked to different commercial database systems, including LL&T that stands 

alone and is open, thus providing hit results of different responsiveness with the same keywords. Although this 

appears to be accidental in this particular research, this type of lack of unity may apply to many other systems at 

present: the process of global unification is ongoing but not quite completed and is in the chaos of abundancy and 

partial disconnection. 

This research observed a certain level of recognition assigned to the term/concept of LMOOCs. Although 

further research is required to determine if the beginning of MOOC was in 2008 by George Siemens at Manitoba 

University or in 2012 by Sebastian Thrun at Stanford University, the term “LMOOC” is naturally assumed to have 

emerged later than the naissance of MOOC itself. Although the LMOOC book by Bárcena and Martin-Monje 

(2014; p. 7) in Table 1.3 somewhat gives credit to the first LMOOC coiner to be Godwin-Jones (2012) themselves 

being a journal paper, as far as this paper’s search is concerned, the proceeding paper by Martín-Monje et al. 

(2013) looks at the term “language MOOC” as a concept defined in the current research. Other earlier studies may 

exist, but this is the earliest paper the current author could find at the time of writing.   

 

Conclusion 

 

This work provided two pieces of information on LMOOC. First, it examined a representative, well-formed 

LMOOC to determine how it operates. Second, it discovered that the term/concept of LMOOC is in the process 

of acceptance and emerged around 2012–2013. This work concludes that the use of the term LMOOC will prevail 

even more. In this way, we could identify LMOOC literature more efficiently because we could clearly separate 

the instruction and target languages that a specific MOOC and literature are concerned with. 
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