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Abstract 
Over the decades, modern language instruction has been influenced by behaviorist and constructivist 
schools of thought. While behaviorists have favored imitation and rewarded language-like behavior or 
performance, constructivists have emphasized social learning and active connection with content. 
Perhaps somewhere between the two ends of the spectrum lies a confluence of ideas, emphasizing 
certain types of communication and performance that depend on cognitive constructs. Methods of 
communication in language learning may be a prime example. As described in their Performance 
Descriptors for Language Learners, the American Council for the Teaching of Foreign Languages 
(ACTFL) identifies three modes of communication: interpersonal, interpretive, and presentational [1]. 
While it may seem straightforward to achieve these modes of communication in a face-to-face 
classroom, the pragmatics of communication in blended and online language courses may prove more 
complex. Further, the incorporation of authentic materials into the learning experience can add 
another layer of complexity. As language instruction continues to evolve from traditional 
classroom/face-to-face experiences to more student-guided, highly scaffolded online or blended 
experiences, the consideration of tri-modal communication becomes increasingly significant. 

Brigham Young University developed a series of blended and online intermediate German courses 
which use authentic cultural materials, unique technological resources, and constructivist-minded 
synchronous interactions to achieve all three modes of communication. This paper reports on the 
approach the university took to the course development, the aspects of the tools and resources 
implemented, and preliminary findings as to the effectiveness of this pedagogical intervention (pre- 
and post-implementation findings). 
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1 INTRODUCTION   
Over the decades, modern language instruction has been influenced by behaviorist, cognitivist, and 
constructivist schools of thought. While behaviorists have favored imitation and rewarded language-
like behavior or performance, theorists such as Jerome Bruner [2], Len Vygotzky [3], and Jean Lave 
and Etienne Wenger [4] have emphasized concepts like potential for cognitive growth, proximal 
development, and situated learning. Being able to transfer knowledge to different situations or 
contexts and being able to connect with content through social learning have been drivers in language 
learning. Perhaps somewhere on the spectrum lies a confluence of ideas, emphasizing certain types 
of communication and performance that depend on cognitive constructs, social behaviors, and 
situated connections.  

Modes of communication in language learning are a prime example. As described in their 
Performance Descriptors for Language Learners [1], the American Council for the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages (ACTFL) identifies three modes of communication: interpersonal, interpretive, and 
presentational. Achieving these modes of communication in blended and online language courses can 
be pretty complex, in addition to the existing challenge of incorporating authentic materials into the 
learning experience. As language instruction continues to evolve from traditional classroom/face-to-
face experiences to more student-guided online or blended experiences, the consideration of tri-modal 
communication becomes increasingly significant. How do students develop in cognitive skills with an 
ability to transfer their language learning to broader contexts? How do students develop meaningful 
social structures or communities of learners absent the classroom environment? 

These questions have not escaped the focus of faculty in the German Department at Brigham Young 
University (BYU). They developed a series of blended and online intermediate German courses, and 
during this process, they were keenly sensitive to the potential of losing critical social interactions or 
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compromise to the three modes of communication. National attention to student success and progress 
in blended and online coursework is not lacking either.  

To understand why national attention is turning toward the issues associated with online coursework in 
higher ed, it’s worth noting the growth trends in enrollments. The 1997–98 academic year showed 
nearly 1.08 million student took undergraduate courses online [5]. Less than a decade later, online 
undergraduate course enrollment grew to 9.8 million [6]. By the year 2012, 26.4 percent of all college 
students were enrolled in at least one online course or program [7].  

Accompanying this growth in online enrollments is a similar growth in related research. UC Davis 
performed a large, comprehensive study from 2008 to 2012 to evaluate success rates of more than 3 
million students in nearly sixty thousand courses the California community college system. They found 
that ‘students in online courses had “significantly lower” course completion rates, course passing 
rates, and rates of getting an A or B grade’ and that ‘online performance decrement is especially acute 
in summer sessions, intersessions, non-transfer-eligible classes, and classes that enroll a relatively 
small share of their students online’ [8]. Like this study, many others have also showed students in 
face-to-face (F2F) courses tend to be more successful than their peers in online courses, notably 
when it comes to final course grades and course completion [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] (Xu & Jaggars, 
2011; Kaupp, 2012; Xu & Jaggars, 2013; Xu & Jaggars, 2014; Johnson & Cuellar Mejia, 2014). 

Conversely, there is also a growing body of research indicating online students perform equally well 
as, if not better than, their peers in face-to-face coursework. The US Department of Education 
published a report [14] comparing online and traditional classroom teaching:  

 Over the 12-year span, the report found 99 studies in which there were quantitative 
 comparisons of online and classroom performance for the same courses. The analysis for 
 the Department of Education found that, on average, students doing some or all of the 
 coursework online ranked in the 59th percentile in tested performance, compared with the 
 average classroom student scoring in the 50th percentile. 

With this research in mind, as well as the need to respond to specific issues the BYU German 
department was observing, the strategic decision was made to develop online and blended courses. 
The courses they developed use authentic cultural materials, unique technological resources, and 
constructivist-minded synchronous interactions to achieve all three modes of communication and to 
help students increase their proficiency in the language. This paper reports on the approach the 
university took to the course development, the aspects of the tools and resources implemented, and 
preliminary findings as to the effectiveness of the pedagogical interventions they developed (pre- and 
post-implementation findings). 

Over a number of semesters, the German department had observed several issues in student 
progress, notably, students were rarely achieving the level of proficiency expected upon exiting 
German 201 and entering German 202. The department identified a number of factors contributing to 
these issues, including:  

• linguistic weaknesses compound from 101 through 202 rather than resolving, thus students 
approaching third year instruction haven’t mastered basic concepts; 

• students are frustrated with “drill and kill” instructional approaches and lack engagement with 
materials; 

• students in the same course have highly heterogeneous proficiencies; and 
• resources to respond to specific student needs are limited; it is difficult to find appropriate 

textbooks and resources to address the lack of proficiency.  

The department’s approach to these problems was to develop blended and online coursework that 
would achieve specific objectives. For the purposes of this paper, blended and online learning are 
defined according to Allen and Seaman [15], as laid out in Table 1. 
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Table1. Blended Learning Models 

 Traditional  
(face-to-face) 

Web-facilitated Blended/ Hybrid Distance (online) 

Online Percentage 0% 1–29% 30–79% 80+% 

Characteristics No significant 
online use 
Content is  
written or oral 

Uses technology for 
web pages, syllabus, 
assignments, etc. 

Online + face-to-
face delivery 
Online discussion 
Reduced number of 
classroom meetings 

Most to all content 
delivered online 
No in-person 
meetings 

The objectives the department identified as critical to address were:  

• Increase student engagement by helping students see direct relevance to their own lives  
• Overcome limitations of existing texts by incorporating culturally authentic and engaging 

resources (found to be lacking in existing texts) 
• Integrate vocabulary, grammar, and meaningful conversation topics using authentic materials 
• Achieve a constructivist, student-centered learning model which will not sacrifice ACTFL 

communicative modes 

After developing the blended and online versions of German 201 and 202, the department conducted 
an investigative evaluation, wherein they considered the impact of the pedagogical interventions 
(unique elements present in the new course formats that were not present in the original courses) and 
the preliminary results of student performance. The evaluation questions were: 

Q1: What pedagogical interventions, including authentic resources, were introduced in the 
blended & online courses? 
Q2: As tri-modal communication is valued, what evidence of each mode of communication was 
present in the interventions? 
Q3: What correlation was observed between introduction of the interventions and student 
proficiency scores (preliminary findings from pre- and post-test data)? 

2 METHODOLOGY 
Brigham Young University offers German 201 and 202, intermediate level German courses, has 
historically offered the course uniquely in face-to-face or classroom format. In 2013, they launched 
blended and fully online versions of the courses and adapted the course content, practice activities, 
and low-stakes assessments. High-stakes assessments, as the department considers them, were not 
altered. The department considered high-stakes assessments as the course pre-test, mid-term, and 
final exam. Though the pre-test is not high-stakes in terms of impact to a student’s final grade, it is 
required prior to starting the course. All assessments are proficiency-focused and are consistent 
across the platforms.  

Adaptation to the content and learning activities was focused on achieving some specific objectives, 
namely increasing student engagement, finding and/or developing more authentic resources to 
incorporate into the courses, and maintain tri-modal communication despite removing the traditional 
classroom setting as the course delivery platform. The department tapped into cinema as the primary 
authentic resource to drive content improvement. They adopted a text called Cineplex [16] and 
subsequently developed activities that would allow students to investigate, explain, and reflect on the 
content. Authentic German films are the foundation for the course instruction; one film is the focus for 
each unit. Three activities, in particular, were developed to ensure students would achieve all three 
communicative modes, all of which are tightly tied to the film featured for each unit:  

1. Sentence modeling 
2. Film recitations 
3. Conversation Café participation  

A brief description of each intervention, the mode of communication it fosters, and the manner 
authentic materials were incorporated is listed in Table 2.0 below. You will also notice the scaffolding 
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implemented, as each activity is placed in the same order in every unit of the course. The general 
correlation to Blooms Taxonomy of learning is included in the table for awareness only. 

Table 2. Pedagogical Interventions 

 Description of Activity Mode of 
Communication  

Authentic Materials 
Incorporation 

Bloom’s 
Taxonomy 

Sentence 
Modelling 

Students write their own 
creative sentences 

based on given model 
sentences taken from 

the film. 

Interpretive Modelling writing after the 
style and form found in the 

films helps develop 
foundational writing skills. 

Understand, 
Apply 

Film 
Recitations 

Students select a 
passage from the film 

and then film 
themselves performing 

the passage.  

Presentational Interpreting film excerpts 
connects learners with the 

way language is used in real 
life and in authentic cultural 

contexts. 

Apply, Analyze 

Conversation 
Café 
Participation 

Students practice 
speaking German with 

their peers.  

Interpersonal  Synthesizing ideas from films 
and comparing them to real-

life situations stimulates 
authentic, unscripted dialogue 

(oral performance). 

Evaluate, 
Create  

3 RESULTS 
The identified descriptive evaluation was focused on identifying pedagogical interventions, including 
integration of authentic resources; evidence of all three modes of communication in the interventions; 
and correlation between the presence of interventions and student proficiency scores.  

3.1 Q1: What pedagogical interventions, including authentic resources, were 
introduced in the blended & online courses? 

3.1.1 Sentence Modelling 
Students write their own creative sentences based on given model sentences taken from the film 
which is the focus of that unit. Students are directed to imitate structure and style, and to post their 
sentences to a discussion board in that lesson. At the end of the unit, they evaluate each other’s 
sentences. This activity was introduced to increase scaffolding that leads students to more 
successfully accomplishing the essay assignment at the end of the unit. Sentence modelling makes up 
5% of the student’s final grade.  

3.1.2 Film Recitations  

Students select a passage from the film which is the focus of that unit. They then film themselves 
performing the selected passage. Students post their recordings on a private YouTube channel and 
are encouraged to watch each other’s performances and comment on them. Any feedback/comments 
are one-way and asynchronous. They are graded on memorization, fluency, pronunciation and 
creativity, based on a rubric. Film recitations make up 20% of the student’s final grade. 

3.1.3 Conversation Café Participation 
Students practice speaking German with their peers; they ask and respond to questions related to 
real-life topics from the film which is the focus of that unit. It is an online, virtual lab environment where 
students gather and have unscripted conversation. The participation does not factor into a student’s 
grade; however, students are required to have participated in the café prior to scheduling any of their 
oral assessments.  
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3.2 Q2: As tri-modal communication is valued, what evidence of each mode of 
communication was present in the interventions? 

The three modes are best understood as summarized in Table 3, as taken from the ACTFL 
Proficiency Guidelines [1].  

Table 3. ACTFL Three Modes of Communication. 

Interpersonal Interpretive Presentational 

Active negotiation of 
meaning among individuals 

Interpretation of what the author, 
speaker, or producer wants the 
receiver of the message to 
understand 

Creation of messages to inform, 
explain, persuade, or narrate 

Participants observe and 
monitor one another to see 
how their meanings and 
intentions are being 
communicated 

One-way communication with no 
recourse to the active 
negotiation of meaning with the 
writer, speaker, or producer 

One-way communication intended to 
facilitate interpretation by members of 
the other culture where no direct 
opportunity for the active negotiation 
of meaning between members of the 
two cultures exists 

Adjustments and 
clarifications are made 
accordingly 

Interpretation differs from 
comprehension and translation 
in that interpretation implies the 
ability to read (or listen or view) 
“between the lines,” including 
understanding from within the 
cultural mindset or perspective 

To ensure the intended audience is 
successful in its interpretation, the 
“presenter” needs knowledge of the 
audience’s language and culture 

Speaking and listening 
(conversation); reading and 
writing (text messages or via 
social media) 

Reading (websites, stories, 
articles), listening (speeches, 
messages, songs), or viewing 
(video clips) of authentic 
materials 

Writing (messages, articles, reports), 
speaking (telling a story, giving a 
speech, describing a poster), or 
visually representing (video or 
PowerPoint) 

Evidence of each mode in the pedagogical interventions is described further below.  

3.2.1 Interpersonal mode 

The Conversation Café provides students the opportunity to speak and listen, as they engage in 
unscripted conversations surrounding topics pulled from the theme of the film for that unit. Students 
must negotiate meaning, observe and listen to each other, and adjust or clarify what they’re saying as 
needed. This intervention fulfils the interpersonal mode, as outlined in the ACTFL performance 
descriptors.  

3.2.2 Interpretive mode 

Sentence modelling provides students the opportunity to read and write authentic materials as they 
model their own sentences after sentences pulled from the film for that unit. Rather than translating or 
transliterating, students must gain understanding pertaining to grammatical structures as well as 
cultural meaning embedded in the model sentences. Thus, students gain understanding “from within 
the cultural mindset” while also developing an understanding of grammatical sentence structures. It is 
a one-way communication with no immediate feedback nor active negotiation of meaning. This 
intervention fulfils the interpretive mode of communication, as outlined in the ACTFL performance 
descriptors.  

3.2.3 Presentational mode 

Film recitations provide students the opportunity to creatively represent excerpts of authentic material, 
notably the film which was the focus of the unit. They speak, act out, and visually represent the film 
excerpt. The students must understand the German language and cultural elements of the excerpt in 
order to inform and narrate their presentation/recitation properly. The communication is one-sided with 
no active negotiation of meaning. This intervention fulfils the presentational mode of communication, 
as outlined in the ACTFL performance descriptors.  
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3.3 Q3: What correlation was observed between introduction of the 
interventions and student proficiency scores?  

There were 14 students in each section that was evaluated for this project, making a total of 42 
students. Two measures of student proficiency scores were used: the final grade in German 201, and 
the pre-test for German 202.  

Prior to the introduction of the pedagogical interventions, the average score on the pre-test was 71.1, 
and the average final course grade was 76.6. Upon implementing the interventions, the average pre-
test score for the blended section was 80.3, and the average final course grade was 80.8. Upon 
implementing the interventions, the average pre-test score for the online section was 88.5, and the 
average final course grade was 91.8. The scatter plots below shows the correlation of grades pre-
intervention and post-intervention. Figure 1 reflects the German 201 final course grades and the 
German 202 pre-test scores for the classroom (pre-intervention), blended (post-intervention), and 
online (post-intervention) settings. No further conclusions are drawn on the correlation at this point; 
however, the department anticipates pursuing further research and development.  

 

 
Figure 1. Correlation between Intervention and Proficiency Scores 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
This paper is designed to report on a descriptive evaluation of pedagogical interventions introduced in 
blended and online German 201 and 202 courses at Brigham Young University. The evaluation 
questions were developed in response to specific issues and objectives the department identified. The 
questions were:  

1. What pedagogical interventions, including authentic resources, were introduced in the blended 
& online courses? 

2. As tri-modal communication is valued, what evidence of each mode of communication was 
present in the interventions? 

3. What correlation was observed between introduction of the interventions and student 
proficiency scores (preliminary findings from pre- and post-test data)? 

The interventions and evidence of tri-modal communication (interpersonal, interpretive, and 
presentational) in the interventions has been discussed in the results section. The correlation between 
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introducing the pedagogical interventions and student scores on 201 final course grade and 202 pre-
test was less than +1 SD; however, there appears to be some correlation.   

It was observed that there is a variate in the online course which affects the data: students self-select 
their enrollment into the course. While the campus and blended courses have required pre-requisites 
and instructors of the courses will often move students to a different course if placement is not 
appropriate, a student self-enrolls into the online course. This means a student with a high level of 
proficiency in German could still take a 201/202 series of courses; there is no external evaluation to 
direct placement occurring in the way it does on campus. Thus, the online data in any statistical 
evaluation that might take place moving forward needs to be a controlled variable, as the enrollment 
criteria do not match that of the face-to-face and blended courses.  

It was also observed that student feedback (course ratings) and overall course grades indicate these 
activities are favorable to the level of student engagement. Students indicated in open ended 
responses that the pedagogical interventions described in this paper helped them achieve greater 
language mastery and overall fluency. Faculty perceptions were informally measured as well, and the 
general perception toward the interventions was equally favorable.  

The department intends to run a controlled study moving forward comparing the specific variables in 
blended and online delivery platforms and their impact on student engagement, sense of community, 
and proficiency as exhibited in high-stakes assessment scores.  
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