
Digital Materials for Teaching LCTL 33 

 
 

Survey of Digital Materials for Teaching Less Commonly 
Taught Languages 

 
Barbara Blankenship and Thomas J. Hinnebusch 

UCLA Language Materials Project 
 

Author note 
 

Barbara Blankenship, Language Materials Project, Center for 
World Languages, University of California at Los Angeles; Thomas J. 
Hinnebusch, Language Materials Project, Center for World 
Languages, University of California at Los Angeles. 
 

This research was supported by grant P017A100016 from the 
U.S. Department of Education, Office of Post-Secondary Education, 
International Research and Studies, program officer Amy Wilson. 
This is a preliminary report; the research is ongoing. 
 

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed 
to Barbara Blankenship, Language Materials Project, 1337 Rolfe Hall, 
PO Box 951487, University of California, Los Angeles, California 
90095-1487;  blankens@humnet.ucla.edu.   
  

mailto:blankens@humnet.ucla.edu


34                   Blankenship & Hinnebusch 

Abstract 
 

We report on the first phase of a survey of digital materials 
for teaching Less Commonly Taught Languages. The research, 
conducted by the UCLA Language Materials Project from August, 
2010, through February, 2012, located more than 500 reliable digital 
resources from academic and governmental providers. The report 
details the survey’s selection criteria and primary sources, and 
describes trends in technology, distribution of materials, and types of 
content. Then narrowing its focus to the eleven languages supported 
by the federal Startalk and Flagship programs, the report summarizes 
the population of digital materials available for those languages and 
identifies needs. It ends with recommendations of categories of 
materials that need to be developed, along with comments on 
feasibility. 
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Survey of Digital Materials for Teaching Less Commonly 
Taught Languages 
 

Multi-media materials have been shown to improve language 
teaching outcomes, because they offer rich cultural exposure, and 
because the majority of students today are more attuned to other 
media than books. The article “Attracting & Holding the Attention 
of Those Millennial Digital Natives” (Mahajan and Robbins) in the 
December 2009 electronic newsletter of the National Capital 
Language Resource Center describes how the rapid change in today’s 
students has caught the pedagogical world unprepared. 

We are all aware that digital materials for Less Commonly 
Taught Languages (LCTLs) have been proliferating at an increasing 
rate. But there are no aggregated data on which kinds of materials 
have been produced for each language, and which languages lack 
digital materials. The UCLA Language Materials Project (LMP) is 
attempting to rectify that lack of data. 

Since August of 2010, the LMP has surveyed digital materials 
to cite in its online bibliography of teaching materials for LCTLs. 
This article reports on results from the first 18 months of the survey, 
through February, 2012. Its findings about which kinds of materials 
are available should be useful both to language policy makers and to 
teachers and language centers contemplating the creation of digital 
teaching materials. 
 
Materials selected 
 

The survey covers all LCTLs for which credible U.S. 
materials have been discovered, although in the end only materials 
for the 150 LMP languages will be cited in our online bibliography. 
(Within the first phase, only six materials were discovered for non-
LMP languages. They were websites on Galician, Kongo, Romany, 
Sundanese, Tonga, and Zazaki by individual hobbyists.) 

Our guidelines for selecting a material are as follows. 

 A curricular material of any scope (from a single video clip to a 
complete course) intended for use in teaching a Less Commonly 
Taught Language. The material can be on a website or on a 
portable medium such as CD, iPhone app, RSS feed, etc. 
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 The content can be any of the traditional types of teaching 
materials, such as courses, readers, dictionaries, review grammars, 
phrase books, and supplementary course materials. 

 The material was produced by a language instructor or a 
pedagogical team. This criterion is intended to eliminate the huge 
amount of language material offered on the Web by non-
specialists. In practice, some materials by hobbyists are excellent 
course supplements and we have included those as an exception 
to this guideline. 

 The material originated as digital material. Thus, for example, a 
former print resource that has been scanned and posted on a 
website would not be included in the survey. This criterion is not 
intended to eliminate text material when it serves a digital 
purpose such as being interactive or linking to audios or videos. 
We do include such materials. In fact most digital resources in 
our collection include some text. 

 Available for a nominal purchase or subscription fee, or for free, 
through an institutional website. Institutional backing helps to 
assure longevity. Although useful materials can be found on non-
traditional platforms such as YouTube, most non-institutional 
items fall outside the academic scope of this project. 

 Available to the general public. The survey does not include 
materials whose access is limited to students in a particular 
course, for example. Access by login is acceptable, so long as 
anyone can acquire a login account. 

 The software functions as intended. There should be no dead 
links or failures of interactivity. 

We excluded the following kinds of material. 

 Authentic materials other than those that are embedded in a 
lesson. (Note: the LMP website already offers citations and links 
to about 1200 authentic materials, along with lesson plans for 
their use.) 

 Content management tools for creating lessons. 

 Font tools, such as software extensions for typing non-Latin 
alphabets, foreign language word processors, and the like. 

 Student chat rooms and forums for practicing a language. 
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 Digital materials that are sold together with a printed text book 
(for example, a CD or publisher’s website that supplements a 
book). 

 Prominent commercial language programs such as Berlitz, 
Rosetta Stone, and Pimsleur, since they aren’t usually used in an 
academic setting. 

 
Sources 
 

Our research began with the best-known academic and 
government sources of languages materials: the federal Language 
Resource Centers, the language Flagships, the G.L.O.S.S. (Global 
Language Online Support System) site offered by the Defense 
Language Institute (DLI), Langnet, SCOLA, and other notable post-
secondary language programs. We visited hobbyist and commercial 
websites only when they were recommended by an academic resource 
list. Within the first phase we located just over 500 items, 
approximately 335 from academic sources, 75 government (counting 
all of the G.L.O.S.S. materials for a given language as only one 
resource), 18 from open commercial sources, and 84 from hobbyists. 
 
Trends in Technology and Distribution 
 

As expected, earlier digital resources were less technologically 
sophisticated, delivering online audio clips, RSS feeds, and simple 
text interfaces (e.g., the news webcasts of the National Capital 
Language Resource Center, http://nclrc.org/webcasts/). An early 
exception was LangMedia Resources for World Languages, from the 
Five Colleges Center for the Study of World Languages, which as 
early as 2003 offered online video clips with transcripts and 
translations, (http://langmedia.fivecolleges.edu). Initially, multi-
media courses and other large interactive resources (such as the LMP 
bibliography) could not be delivered over the Web due to bandwidth 
limitations. Instead they were distributed on CD-ROM. Increasingly 
we see such resources offered now directly on the World Wide Web, 
either through a subscription (e.g., courses of the Critical Language 
Series from the University of Arizona, http://cls.arizona.edu/, which 
were formerly distributed on CD-ROM) or as open courseware (e.g., 

http://nclrc.org/webcasts/
http://langmedia.fivecolleges.edu/
http://cls.arizona.edu/
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the materials from the Center for Open Educational Resources and 
Language Learning at the University of Texas, 
http://coerll.utexas.edu/). 

The Defense Language Institute Foreign Language School, 
which offers a sizable collection of interactive language learning 
materials to the general public on its website 
(http://www.dliflc.edu/products.html), has a deep history of 
technological innovation for language materials distribution, 
beginning with 78 RPM phonograph records in the 1940’s. It now 
delivers lessons to its internal students by iPod. Mobile applications 
(apps) are also beginning to emerge from university language centers. 
See, for example, the script tutorials for Pashto and Dari from 
Indiana University’s Center for Languages of the Central Asian 
Region (CeLCAR), (http://iub.edu/~celcar/language_apps.php). 
Mobile apps are a promising technology for language teaching, but at 
the moment their dissemination is severely limited by the commercial 
app marketing model. Apps can be acquired only through 
commercial online stores, which offer little facility for searching, 
product descriptions, or reviews. Typically the potential users of such 
an app will learn of its existence only by word of mouth. (CelCAR 
has posted product descriptions on its own website, with links to 
each product at several commercial app stores.) 
 
Trends in content 
 

Since digital technology offers easy ways to devise materials 
for practicing vocabulary, it is no surprise to see an increase in such 
resources. Some online “dictionaries” – which as a rule are not 
actually dictionaries, but simple glossaries with an online look-up 
feature – offer audio recordings of the pronunciation for each word. 
Other vocabulary building sites present words only in the target-
language, grouped into categories such as numbers, months, body 
parts, and so forth. A well-designed example, the Korean Multimedia 
Dictionary (http://www.indiana.edu/~koreanrs/kordic.html) from 
Indiana University’s Center for Language Technology and 
Instructional Enrichment (CELTIE), offers recordings of each word 
and phrase spoken by both a male and a female speaker. To avoid 
using English, the vocabulary items are represented by pictures. The 

http://coerll.utexas.edu/
http://www.dliflc.edu/products.html
http://iub.edu/~celcar/language_apps.php
http://www.indiana.edu/~koreanrs/kordic.html
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user clicks a picture to hear the term. This approach constrains the 
vocabulary to nouns and some adjectives, with a smattering of verbs 
in the phrases. 

Still missing from the online vocabulary resources, due to the 
extreme difficulty of equalizing the physical patterns of sound-waves 
generated by different speakers, is reliable automated feedback on the 
accuracy of student pronunciation. One hobbyist’s site offers 
pronunciation ratings through automated sound wave analysis, but in 
our informal tests of the feature it gave scores as low 15-20% to the 
pronunciation of native speakers. We decided not to include the site 
as a language-learning resource. 

Script tutorials are another area where digital technology is 
particularly useful. Mobile media such as smart phones and tablets let 
students practice writing, since the screens are sensitive to touch, and 
give feedback on the accuracy of the characters. Of note in this area 
are the script tutors produced by Sukhrob Karimov for CeLCAR, 
mentioned earlier, which contain writing exercises, letter recognition 
activities, puzzles and games for learning the scripts of Pashto and 
Dari. Hobbyists have produced entertaining materials in this category 
as well. One example is Cute Arabic Alphabet for children, by 
comedian and board game designer Baba Ali. 

FanJian 
(http://www.language.berkeley.edu/fanjian/toc.html), a Chinese 
script site at the Berkeley Language Center, elucidates the differences 
and similarities between a collection of traditional and simplified 
Chinese characters, with recognition exercises, while a related site, 
Singing Syllabary (http://www.language.berkeley.edu/ss), offers audio 
tone recognition practice. 

Besides vocabulary and script learning, the skill of listening 
comprehension is well served by digital technology. A rich example is 
offered by the online Language Tutors for Turkish, Azeri, and Iraqi 
Arabic, from the Center for Near Eastern Studies at UCLA, which 
offer lessons based on scenes from authentic television programs. 
Users can control the playback of the video clips, and listen to audio 
transcripts at two different speeds, before moving on to 
comprehension exercises and an audio glossary. See the Turkish 
Tutor as an example (http://languagetutors.ucla.edu/turkishtutor/). 
 

http://www.language.berkeley.edu/fanjian/toc.html
http://www.language.berkeley.edu/ss
http://languagetutors.ucla.edu/turkishtutor/
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Languages 
 

Since the languages taught in the Startalk and Language 
Flagship programs are considered important for U.S. government 
concerns, this article will focus on those languages. The languages 
taught in the 2012 Startalk program were Arabic, Chinese, Dari, 
Hindi, Persian, Portuguese, Russian, Swahili, Turkish, and Urdu. The 
Language Flagship program supports current courses in all of those 
languages except Persian, adding Korean as well. The following tables 
summarize the categories of digital resources we have found for 
those eleven languages. For languages where more than one variety is 
taught (Arabic, Chinese, Korean, and Portuguese), we have combined 
the counts for all varieties. 

Table 1 shows the number of classroom materials -- Courses, 
collections of stand-alone Lessons, Enrichment materials, and 
Readers -- for each of the eleven languages. Our Course category 
covers any complete course, whether it is distributed on CD-ROM or 
directly on the Web. The first phase of the survey located beginner 
courses for most of the languages under consideration, with more 
advanced courses for Chinese, Russian and Turkish. We found no 
complete courses for Arabic, Dari, Hindi, or Urdu. (Among LCTLs 
outside of the eleven languages, we found digital first-year courses in 
Aymara, Burmese, Hausa, Hebrew, Khmer, Kurdish, Macedonian, 
Nepali, Wolof, and Yoruba, as well as 3-year courses for Kazakh and 
Ukrainian.) 

Under Enrichment materials, we included videos, flashcards, 
games, and other such elements that teachers can add to a course to 
reinforce the formal curriculum. Stand-alone Lessons can also serve 
to reinforce a curriculum, but they are listed separately since they are 
larger in scope. The Lessons category covers stand-alone lessons like 
those on the DLI’s G.L.O.S.S. site (http://gloss.dliflc.edu/), each of 
which presents a stated objective, activities, assessment, and a 
glossary. Our Enrichment category, on the other hand, covers items 
that are not offered in the framework of a complete lesson plan; the 
individual teacher must provide the objective, introduction and 
relevant activities for using the material. See, for example, the DLI’s 
Arabic Accents site. http://www.dliflc.edu/accents/arabic/ 

http://gloss.dliflc.edu/
http://www.dliflc.edu/accents/arabic/
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The survey has found almost no items in the Readers 
category. Besides the six materials listed in Table 1, there were 
readers only for Azerbaijani, Indonesian, and Lao. One can assume 
that the need for formally designed readers has diminished due to the 
flood of readable authentic materials on the Web. 

Table 2 shows the number of student practice materials -- 
Phrase books, Vocabulary builders, and Script tutorials -- for each of 
our focus languages. Phrase books are sparse in our survey, since they 
are peripheral to the milieu under observation: they are rarely used in 
classrooms and rarely produced by academic or government sources. 
Vocabulary and Script tools, on the contrary, were well represented 
and appear to be on the rise. We see two reasons for this trend. First, 
digital media lend themselves easily to those uses. Teachers find it 
easy to create interesting digital activities to reinforce vocabulary and 
script learning, and students enjoy using them. The second reason is 
that amateurs who have never taught a language may have the 
impression that the script and vocabulary are all that is needed to 
master a new language. Hobbyists have designed colorful interactive 
websites and apps that offer an engaging environment for practicing 
vocabulary and script skills, but they seldom go beyond those 
elements of language learning. Though not from an academic source, 
the hobbyist materials we have selected to cite in the LMP 
bibliography would serve as excellent adjuncts to a formal course. 
The script tutorials, of course, are found only for languages that do 
not use the Roman alphabet. 

Table 3 shows the number of digital reference materials – 
Dictionaries and Grammars -- for each of our focus languages. We 
have yet to discover any formal bilingual dictionaries of the sort 
where entries include a headword with part-of-speech information, 
several equivalent words in the other language, and sample phrases. 
Digital technology lends itself to formal dictionaries, as in the superb 
online Oxford English Dictionary, but such an undertaking is 
immense. The Kamusi Project’s Internet Living Swahili Dictionary 
(http://kamusi.org/) offers a promising model for building a 
scholarly dictionary with crowd-sourced content.  

Table 3 does not include online glossaries in its Dictionary 
count. Most digital courses and vocabulary tools include an electronic 
glossary of the vocabulary relevant to the lesson at hand, but we did 

http://kamusi.org/
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not count such glossaries as a separate resource. Another sort of 
glossary can be found at commercial online translation sites such as 
Ajeeb, Babylon, Ectaco, SDL, and Google Translate. Since these 
translations are usually generated by computer programs using 
statistical probabilities, the output is not sufficiently trustworthy to be 
of use in language learning. We did not include this category of sites 
in the survey. 

Only three of the focus languages had digital grammars. 
Those made excellent use of digital technology by combining short 
topics with links to exercises, audio examples, or mini lectures on 
video. This is an area that is ripe for further development. 
 
Recommendations 
 

Our eleven focus languages are fairly well served with digital 
lesson collections, enrichment materials, and vocabulary builders. In 
this section we will discuss script tutorials, grammars, and full courses 
– categories of digital instructional materials that are lacking for those 
languages – and the prospect for creating them. 

Our survey has so far discovered no script tutorials for 
Korean or Russian. Teachers of those languages who have access to 
programming help may want to consider creating script-learning 
tools. A web interface offers ways to demonstrate the strokes and to 
present audio of the letter sounds, along with puzzles and games to 
improve recognition, but only the fingertip interface of tablets and 
smart phones allows the student to practice writing. Thus an app 
offers the richest environment for learning a script, but it takes more 
technical know-how to create one. A good model of a script tutorial 
using a standard web interface is the University of London’s School 
of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) Hindi script tutor 
(http://www.avashy.com/hindiscripttutor.htm). Good models using 
app technology are the CeLCAR Pashto and Dari script tutorials 
mentioned earlier, (http://iub.edu/~celcar/language_apps.php). 

Another category of learning material that is much needed is 
grammars. It requires less computer knowledge to create one of 
these, since there are simple authoring tools available in most college 
humanities departments. The grammars uncovered by our survey – 
Deep Approach to Turkish Teaching and Learning from the University of 

http://www.avashy.com/hindiscripttutor.htm
http://iub.edu/~celcar/language_apps.php
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Wisconsin, (http://deepapproach.wceruw.org/grammar.html); Persian 
Online from the University of Texas, 
(http://laits.utexas.edu/persian_grammar/); and Arabic Grammar 
Resources, from the Defense Language Institute 
(http://dlidev.lingnet.org/ags2/) – provide a variety of models on 
which to create a digital grammar. 

Digital courses for intermediate and advanced levels are 
scarce. To develop an electronic course typically requires a team, with 
one or more experienced teachers to create the content, and 
programmers to give it a clear interface and navigation. The team at 
the University of Arizona’s Critical Language Series is developing 3-
year courses for several languages on a rolling cycle. Each year they 
publish a digital beginning course for a new language, moving on to 
create an intermediate course in the following year, coinciding with 
the commencement of a beginner course for another language, and 
so forth. Most teachers don’t have the opportunity to work in such a 
streamlined environment, and will have to manage the development 
cycle of their own digital courses. If you are a teacher with an urge to 
create a course, consider creating one for the intermediate or 
advanced level where the need is greater. 

The remaining categories, readers and dictionaries, are not 
likely projects for language teachers. Readers appear to be vanishing 
from the teaching landscape, as so many excellent authentic reading 
materials are readily available on the Web. Dictionaries are the 
specialized work of lexicographers, not teachers. 
 
Conclusion 
 

This survey of digital resources has uncovered a need for 
script tutorials (in languages with non-Latin scripts), grammars, and 
full courses – especially intermediate and advanced courses – for 
LTCLs. We hope that the survey results will be of use to language 
teachers who are considering creating materials and to the 
governmental and institutional funders of such projects. 

This article is an interim report. The survey is far from 
completed. New teaching materials emerge regularly from the 
academic and government sources we have already identified, and we 
continue to find new sources as well. Since our best leads come from 

http://deepapproach.wceruw.org/grammar.html
http://laits.utexas.edu/persian_grammar/
http://dlidev.lingnet.org/ags2/
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other language specialists, we welcome your suggestions of materials 
you have created or enjoyed using. Please contact the author at 
bblankens@humnet.ucla.edu, or leave a message on the feedback 
page of the LMP website. 

This survey and the addition of digital materials to the LMP’s 
online bibliography are funded by a grant from the U.S. Department 
of Education, International Research and Studies program. As of this 
writing, the database includes some 300 digital materials in addition 
to the over 8000 printed materials and 1200 authentic materials that 
form the historical core of the bibliography. Please visit the LMP 
website at www.lmp.ucla.edu. 

 
  

http://www.lmp.ucla.edu/


Digital Materials for Teaching LCTL     45  

References 
 
Defense Language Institute, Foreign Language Center. Arabic Accents. 

http://www.dliflc.edu/accents/arabic/ 
 

Defense Language Institute, Foreign Language Center. Arabic 
Grammar Resources. http://dlidev.lingnet.org/ags2/ 

 
Defense Language Institute, Foreign Language Center. Language 

Resources. http://www.dliflc.edu/products.html 
 

Five Colleges Center for the Study of World Languages. LangMedia. 
http://langmedia.fivecolleges.edu 

 
Indiana University, Center for Language Technology and 

Instructional Enrichment (CELTIE). Korean Multimedia 
Dictionary. http://www.indiana.edu/~koreanrs/kordic.html  

 
Indiana University, Center for Languages of the Central Asian Region 

(CeLCAR). Language  apps. 
http://iub.edu/~celcar/language_apps.php. 

 
Kamusi Project International and Kamusi Project, USA. Internet Living 

Swahili Dictionary. http://kamusi.org/ 
 
Mahajan, Anup Prakash, and Robbins, Jill Ann. (2009). Attracting 

and Holding the Attention of Those Millennial Digital Natives. 
The NCLRC Language Resource, 13(8). 
http://www.nclrc.org/about_teaching/topics/world_lang_teachi
ng.html#attract 

 

National Capital Language Resource Center. Webcasts. 
http://nclrc.org/webcasts/ 

 
University of Arizona. Critical Language Series. http://cls.arizona.edu/ 
 
University of California, Berkeley Language Center. FanJian. 

http://www.language.berkeley.edu/fanjian/toc.html 

http://www.dliflc.edu/accents/arabic/
http://dlidev.lingnet.org/ags2/
http://www.dliflc.edu/products.html
http://langmedia.fivecolleges.edu/
http://www.indiana.edu/~koreanrs/kordic.html
http://iub.edu/~celcar/language_apps.php
http://kamusi.org/
http://www.nclrc.org/about_teaching/topics/world_lang_teaching.html#attract
http://www.nclrc.org/about_teaching/topics/world_lang_teaching.html#attract
http://nclrc.org/webcasts/
http://cls.arizona.edu/
http://www.language.berkeley.edu/fanjian/toc.html


46                   Blankenship & Hinnebusch 

University of California, Berkeley Language Center. A Singing 
Syllabary. http://www.language.berkeley.edu/ss 

 

University of California, Los Angeles, Center for Near Eastern 
Studies. Turkish Tutor. 
http://languagetutors.ucla.edu/turkishtutor/ 

 

University of California, Los Angeles. Language Materials Project. 
www.lmp.ucla.edu. 

 

University of London, School of Oriental and African Studies 
(SOAS). Hindi script tutor 
http://www.avashy.com/hindiscripttutor.htm  

 
University of Texas, Center for Open Educational Resources and 

Language Learning. http://coerll.utexas.edu/. 
 
University of Texas, Liberal Arts instructional Technology Services. 

Persian Online. http://laits.utexas.edu/persian_grammar/  
 
University of Wisconsin. Deep Approach to Turkish Teaching and 

Learning. http://deepapproach.wceruw.org/grammar.html 
 

http://www.language.berkeley.edu/ss
http://languagetutors.ucla.edu/turkishtutor/
http://www.lmp.ucla.edu/
http://www.avashy.com/hindiscripttutor.htm
http://coerll.utexas.edu/
http://laits.utexas.edu/persian_grammar/
http://deepapproach.wceruw.org/grammar.html


Digital Materials for Teaching LCTL 47 

 
Table 1 
 
Digital course materials 
 

Language Courses (level) Lessons Enrichment Readers 

Arabic (all varieties)  33 54  
Chinese (all varieties) 5   (year 1) 

1   (years 1-4) 
10 6 1 

Dari  4 2  
Hindi  6 5 1 
Korean (all varieties) 1  (year 1) 6 2  
Persian 1  (year 1) 7 2  
Portuguese (all varieties) 1  (year 1) 3 3  
Russian 1  (year 2) 11 4  
Swahili 1  (year 1) 5 2  
Turkish 1  (years 1-3) 

1  (years 2-3) 
7 5 2 

Urdu  4 2 2 

 
The Lessons column lists stand-alone lessons that are not part of a course. 
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Table 2 
Digital student practice and self-study materials 
 

Language Phrase books Vocabulary builders 
Script 

tutorials 

Arabic (all varieties)  8 2 

Chinese (all varieties)  2 4 

Dari 1 1 1 

Hindi  3 3 

Korean (all varieties)  3  

Persian  1 1 

Portuguese (all varieties)  1  

Russian  1  

Swahili  3  

Turkish 1 1  

Urdu  1 1 
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Table 3 
Digital reference materials 
 

Type of material: Dictionaries Grammars 

Arabic (all varieties)  1 
Chinese (all varieties)   
Dari   
Hindi   
Korean (all varieties)   
Persian  1 
Portuguese (all varieties)   
Russian   
Swahili 1  
Turkish   1 
Urdu   

 
 




