
 

 

 

 

 

New Zealand MǕoris value the bountiful properties of Flax. 

The nectar from its flowers makes a sweet drink.  

Its roots can be crushed into medicine. 

Its gum eases pains and heals wounds. 

Its leaves serve as bandages. 

Flax can be twisted, plaited and woven  

into fishing nets, footwear, cords and ropes. 

 

It can also help you learn English, and other languages too. 
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1. Introducing FLAX 

FLAX is both a vision and a tool that you can use to create language learning exercises and 

facilitate your studentsô language production.1 

The vision is to empower teachers to create engaging activities, to entice learners into 

intriguing language play, and to provide fingertip access to enormous collections of 

authentic phrases. The Web contains innumerable language activities, quizzes, and games, 

but they are fixed: the activities are cast in stone and the material is chosen by others. Our 

vision is to put the control back where it belongs, in the hands of teachers and learners. As 

well as language activities, the Web hosts countless ready-made texts and massive 

collections of writing in different areas ï but they are hard to access in ways that facilitate 

language learning. Our vision is to capitalize on this wealth and process it into accessible 

and reusable language resources. 

As an activity creation tool, FLAX lets teachers (or learners) design activities easily and 

rapidly by automatically transforming existing language material. The activities are either 

developed from popular games (e.g., Hangman, Dominoes, Tetris), or use game thinking to 

convert language learning into a form of entertainment. As a learning facilitation tool, FLAX 

can automatically process text, identify linguistic expressions with different patterns, and 

order them in terms of usage frequency, most popular first. This makes language patterns 

easily accessible to users. With an adequate repertoire of word combinations, learners can 

effectively build their ideas from blocks of words (e.g., alcohol consumption, on the other 

hand, It should be noted that), instead of having to choose every single word and struggle 

to organize them into the right sequence. 

FLAX enables teachers to build bespoke libraries very easily. It is built upon powerful digital 

library technology, and provides access to vast linguistic resources containing countless 

examples of actual, authentic, usage in contemporary text. But teachers can also build 

collections using their own material, focusing on language learning in a particular domain 

(e.g., business, geology) or motivating students by using text from a particular context (e.g., 

country or region, common interests). 

FLAX focuses on written language, and on learning English. Audio can be incorporated into 

dictation-style activities, and some activities use images to help conceptual understanding 

and foster descriptive power. The underlying ideas are language independent: we envisage 

different language versions in the future. FLAX encourages group learning and 

communication ï some games embody built-in chat facilities and real-time scoreboards. All 

interaction takes place using a Web browser. 

FLAX is an open source project. You can use it on our demonstration site, or download the 

software and run it yourself. Please help yourself! ï and help us by providing feedback, 

and, if you can, technical expertise to extend it in different ways and to other languages. 

Through examples, this book sets out the vision and the system that embodies it. 

                                                      
1 Itôs confession time. The name originated as a bad acronym: Flexible Knowledge Acquisition. We prefer to 

think of it simply as FLAX. 
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The How to use FLAX Moodle course 

  

http://flax.nzdl.org/moodle/course/view.php?id=2
http://flax.nzdl.org/moodle/course/view.php?id=2
http://flax.nzdl.org/moodle/course/view.php?id=2
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What FLAX is é 

FLAX is a tool for teachers to create a language learning environment for their students ï or 

for motivated students to create language exercises for themselves. It is ñauthorableò 

software; teachers can adapt the material to their studentsô needs. 

Using FLAX, you can create activities for your students very quickly. The language content 

is automatically drawn from a digital library and configured according to your specifications. 

This is far quicker than creating the content yourself. Moreover, before the activities are 

made available to students you can check them to ensure that every item reaches your own 

standards, and discard any that do not.  

We also envisage that you will build your own digital library collection from material suitable 

for your class. You can do this quickly and easily if you have documents in electronic form 

(e.g., Word files) or text that you can cut and paste from elsewhere (e.g., a Web page). 

é and what itôs not 

FLAX is not a course for learning English (or any other language). And it does not by itself 

allow you to create such courses. With FLAX, you can create individual activities of different 

types. If you want to put them together into a course that learners proceed through in a 

predetermined sequence, you will need to use a learning management system. FLAX fits 

smoothly into the Moodle course management system. It also works stand-alone as a way 

of creating and presenting activities ï but it does not lead students through them. 

What this book is é 

This book describes how to use FLAX, including how its various activity types look to 

students, how teachers create them, how to build a digital library collection from your own 

content, and a little bit about how it works. We cover both the Moodle and stand-alone 

versions of FLAX. The book is based on the Moodle course illustrated on the facing page.2 

We begin by looking at activities made from the material in an existing digital library 

collection, in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 illustrates the language environment that FLAX provides. 

Then Chapter 6 shows how to build your own collection. In practice you will work in the 

reverse order: first build a collection; then create exercises based on it. Chapter 7 shows 

what you can do with the language resources that FLAX provides. 

é and what itôs not 

The examples in this book are chosen to illustrate the different facilities that FLAX provides. 

Many are drawn from a particular digital library collection that reflects our context in New 

Zealand and is probably not a suitable collection for teaching in your own environment.  

Our advice is to make a collection of your own material, and then design activities!  

                                                      
2 http://flax.nzdl.org/moodle/course/view.php?id=2 

http://flax.nzdl.org/moodle/course/view.php?id=2


 

4 

 

The Best of Password collection  

 

About the Best of Password collection  

http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=b&rt=r&s=ClassifierBrowse&c=password&cl=CL1&if=flax&cls=
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=b&rt=r&s=ClassifierBrowse&c=password&cl=CL1&if=flax&cls=
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=b&rt=r&s=ClassifierBrowse&c=password&cl=CL1&if=flax&cls=
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fflax.nzdl.org%2Fgreenstone3%2Fflax%3Fa%3Dfp%26sa%3DcollAbout%26c%3Dpassword%26if%3Dflax&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGl9Cn8l430CTMBFtj9dqm8Tak9xw
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fflax.nzdl.org%2Fgreenstone3%2Fflax%3Fa%3Dfp%26sa%3DcollAbout%26c%3Dpassword%26if%3Dflax&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGl9Cn8l430CTMBFtj9dqm8Tak9xw
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fflax.nzdl.org%2Fgreenstone3%2Fflax%3Fa%3Dfp%26sa%3DcollAbout%26c%3Dpassword%26if%3Dflax&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGl9Cn8l430CTMBFtj9dqm8Tak9xw
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2. Collections 

FLAX organizes documents into collections ranging from one or two documents to millions 

of them. Typically, language teachers either build a small collection themselves with a 

handful of documents that they choose, or make use of collections that others have built or 

ones distributed with FLAX as samples. Collections need not be small, however; 

underpinning the FLAX system is digital library technology that can accommodate vast 

collections, including entire libraries. First we look at how collections are used ï by both 

students and teachers. Later we will see how to create them (Chapter 6). 

The top picture opposite shows the ñbrowsingò page of a FLAX collection entitled The Best 

of Password (this collection is distributed with the software). Beneath that is the ñhome 

page,ò which is where you go when you click the About Collection button in the control bar 

near the top of the page. The other buttons let you access the documents in different ways. 

(Some of them do not always appear; it depends on how the collection was built.)  

This is what the buttons do: 

ǒ Search enables you to search the collection for particular documents, paragraphs, 

or sentences that contain particular words; or search for particular collocations 

ǒ Browse lets you browse the documents by title 

ǒ Activities takes you to language games that have been built for the collection, and 

allows you to create new ones 

ǒ Collocations lets you study the collocations in the documents 

ǒ Wordlist presents the words in the collection, sorted by how often they occur  

ǒ My Cherry Basket shows you any collocations (ñcherriesò) that you have collected. 

As the home page explains, this collection contains articles published in Password, a New 

Zealand magazine for new speakers of English that contains articles, exercises and 

teaching notes.3  

                                                      
3 Published by Puriri Press as The Best of Password 7, edited by H. Denny, A. Sachtleben and V. Yee. We 

gratefully acknowledge the editors' permission to build and distribute this collection. To subscribe to Password, 

please visit http://www.password.org.nz.  

http://www.password.org.nz/
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ñAdventure sports,ò a document in the Best of Password collection  

http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=d&c=password&d=D15&dt=simple&sib=1&p.a=b&p.sa=&p.s=ClassifierBrowse
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=d&c=password&d=D15&dt=simple&sib=1&p.a=b&p.sa=&p.s=ClassifierBrowse
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=d&c=password&d=D15&dt=simple&sib=1&p.a=b&p.sa=&p.s=ClassifierBrowse
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2.1 Documents 

There are 20 documents in the Best of Password collection. Here is one, called ñAdventure 

sports.ò Most of them address topics relevant to New Zealand, and this is no exception. It is 

often helpful for teachers to create their own collections that contain documents relevant in 

a local context, or focused on a particular topic area (such as business, or geology). That 

way, students can work with documents they can easily relate to, and learn vocabulary and 

expressions used in that context. You will soon learn how to create collections of your own 

documents (Chapter 6). 

The text talks about adventure sports in New Zealand. The illustration shows the original 

form of the document; you can also display a version in which collocations are highlighted. 

The tab labeled wordlist highlights certain words in the document: ones in the top 1000 

English words, or the top 2000, or academic words (you can choose). The adjective tab 

highlights collocations that begin with an adjective. Noun, preposition and verb do the same 

for other parts of speech. Not all such collocations are highlighted because part of speech 

detection is done automatically, and is not infallible. (For example, sentence-initial nouns 

are tagged as proper nouns and excluded from collocations.) We will learn more about 

collocations and how they are identified later (Section 4.2). 

The accompanying image illustrates white-water rafting and rock-climbing. It is easy to 

associate images with documents when creating your own collections. Often just one image 

is associated with each document, and it is displayed at the beginning as an introductory 

illustration (as here). Sometimes people make collections where each ñdocumentò is an 

image, along with a caption or some explanatory text. It is possible to associate several 

images with a document, in which case they are equally spaced throughout it. The 

documents you include in FLAX collections are intended to be simple: controlled image 

placement is not possible. You can also associate YouTube movies with documents. 

Audio versions of the document are available too. If the player widget above the document 

image is activated, FLAX reads the document to you. In fact, there are two audio versions 

of documents in this collection: one in British English (as shown) and the other in New 

Zealand English (accessed by the menu). This facility allows students to listen to 

documents as well as read them ï but you can include any audio accompaniment, not just 

a spoken version. Being able to listen to documents enables various ñdictationò activities. 

When creating your own collections it is up to you to provide appropriate audio files, if you 

want. You need to record them separately, not in FLAX. 
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Searching the Best of Password collection for the word ñyoungò 

 

Searching for collocations that involve the word identity 

  

http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=q&sa=&rt=rd&c=password&if=&s=TextQuery&s1.query=young
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=q&sa=&rt=rd&c=password&if=&s=TextQuery&s1.query=young
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=q&sa=&rt=rd&c=password&if=&s=TextQuery&s1.query=young
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=g&sa=FlaxCollocationRetrieve&rt=r&c=password&if=&s1.fqf=ZZ&s1.level=sentences&s1.fqk=%2C&s1.fqv=&s=FlaxCollocationRetrieve&s1.query=identity
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=g&sa=FlaxCollocationRetrieve&rt=r&c=password&if=&s1.fqf=ZZ&s1.level=sentences&s1.fqk=%2C&s1.fqv=&s=FlaxCollocationRetrieve&s1.query=identity
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2.2 Searching 

When you press the Search button you get a standard box into which you type a word (or 

words) to seek. The illustration shows a search for the word ñyoung.ò In this case four 

documents are returned, and their titles are shown. Clicking the second one, for example, 

leads to the ñAdventure sportsò article we saw earlier. The only difference is that (depending 

on your Web browser setup) the search term ï the word ñyoungò ï is highlighted in yellow 

wherever it appears in the document. 

Searching is case-insensitive: the result is the same whether the query uses capital letters 

or small letters (Young is the same as young). However, you need to get the ending right ï 

computers is not the same as computer. And if you specify more than one word, documents 

that contain any of them are returned. If you want to look for a phrase like adventure sports 

you need to put it in quotation marks. 

Searching in FLAX is fast: even collections with millions of documents are searched almost 

instantly. If it seems slow for you, thatôs because of the network connection, not the 

searching itself. FLAX is built on digital library technology that is extremely efficient for large 

collections. 

As well as searching articles and titles, you can also search collocations. You do this by 

pulling down the menu labeled Search for articles and selecting collocations. For example, 

a search for identity returns three collocations: 

ǒ retain their identity 

ǒ keeping their identity 

ǒ cultural identity. 

Each of these appears in an article in the collection. The first two involve verbs, and are 

shown in the bottom image; the third involves an adjective and appears under the Adjective 

tab. Alongside each is shown the context in which it appears. There are ways of exploring 

collocations further ï e.g., clicking retain in the second example brings up many other 

collocations that use this word. There are ways of seeking documents that contain that 

particular collocation on the Web. And there are ways of ñpickingò the collocation and 

putting it into your own basket of favorite collocations. We will learn more about these when 

we look at FLAXôs collocation facilities (Section 4.2). 
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Browsing the Best of Password collection: Level 1 documents 

 

Browsing the Best of Password collection: Level 2 documents 

 

  

http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=b&rt=r&s=ClassifierBrowse&c=password&cl=CL2.1&cls=CL2.1%3ALevel%201,CL2.2%3ALevel%202,CL2.3%3ALevel%203,CL2.4%3ALevel%204,
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=b&rt=r&s=ClassifierBrowse&c=password&cl=CL2.1&cls=CL2.1%3ALevel%201,CL2.2%3ALevel%202,CL2.3%3ALevel%203,CL2.4%3ALevel%204,
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=b&rt=r&s=ClassifierBrowse&c=password&cl=CL2.1&cls=CL2.1%3ALevel%201,CL2.2%3ALevel%202,CL2.3%3ALevel%203,CL2.4%3ALevel%204,
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=b&rt=r&s=ClassifierBrowse&c=password&cl=CL2.2&cls=CL2.1%3ALevel%201,CL2.2%3ALevel%202,CL2.3%3ALevel%203,CL2.4%3ALevel%204,
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=b&rt=r&s=ClassifierBrowse&c=password&cl=CL2.2&cls=CL2.1%3ALevel%201,CL2.2%3ALevel%202,CL2.3%3ALevel%203,CL2.4%3ALevel%204,
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=b&rt=r&s=ClassifierBrowse&c=password&cl=CL2.2&cls=CL2.1%3ALevel%201,CL2.2%3ALevel%202,CL2.3%3ALevel%203,CL2.4%3ALevel%204,
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2.3 Browsing 

The Browse button on the collectionôs home page lists all the documents in it. We saw 

earlier the twenty documents in the Best of Password collection. Clicking any one displays 

the document, just as before. 

Each document is assigned a difficulty level by the user when the collection is created. The 

illustration shows the Level 1 and Level 2 documents separately. In this example the levels 

range from 1 to 4, easy to hard. However, you can type in your own levels when you create 

a collection, so that instead of numbers the levels might be the words easy, moderate, and 

hard. When you create a collection itôs up to you to decide what difficulty scale to use. 

You can see just the documents at a particular difficulty level using the buttons on the 

browsing page above the list of document titles. 

 

2.4 Activities, collocations, wordlist, cherry basket 

The remaining four navigation buttons on the collectionôs home page are discussed later. 

ǒ Activities takes you to language games that have been built for the collection, and 

allows you to create new ones. 

FLAX activities are discussed in Chapter 4. This button does not appear if you are 

working in Moodle, where language activities are instead integrated into the course 

and you create new ones using Moodleôs Add an activity menu.  

ǒ Collocations lets you study the collocations in the documents. 

Collocations are small sequences of words that often appear together. They are 

discussed in Section 4.2. 

ǒ Wordlist shows you the words in all the documents in the collection. 

You can look at all the words, or just the words in various standard lists ï the most 

common 1000 or 2000 words in English, or the academic words. This is discussed 

in Section 5.2. 

ǒ My Cherry Basket shows you the collocations (ñcherriesò) that you have collected. 

FLAX provides a facility for ñpickingò favorite collocations and saving them in a kind 

of notebook that we call a cherry basket. These are discussed in Section 5.5. 
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The stand-alone FLAX website, showing the list of collections 

  

http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax
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3. Stand-alone FLAX or Moodle-FLAX? 

FLAX runs both as a stand-alone software system and as a facility within the Moodle 

course management system.4 The difference affects some operational details, but not the 

main core of FLAXôs functionality. The way you look at documents, create language 

activities, use them, and build collections does not depend on which way you are working. 

But the way you get started does. 

 

Stand-alone FLAX ... 

To use FLAX in stand-alone mode, go to the URL of the FLAX server.5 This will show you 

the image on the opposite page. It gives a list of the standard collections that are available 

on the server, plus a list of collections created by users. Just click the name of any 

collection to go to its home page, 

If you have installed the FLAX server on your own computer you will see just the collections 

at the top (ñFLAX Distributed Collectionsò), and perhaps those at the bottom (ñCollections 

Created by Registered Usersò), if there are any, but not the ones in between, which are 

specific to the FLAX project server. FLAX is open source software; the server is completely 

free, and easy to install (see Section 8.1). 

To create your own collections, you need to register as a user.6 After doing this you can log 

in using the button near the top right of the screen. Any collections you create will be 

available to all users. If you want to keep them private, you need to install your own server 

ï which is what we recommend. 

The way you create new collections is exactly the same for stand-alone FLAX as for 

Moodle-FLAX, and is described in Chapter 6. 

 

  

                                                      
4 Moodle is at http://moodle.org. 
5 The FLAX project demonstration server is at http://flax.nzdl.org. Anyone can use it. 
6 You can register as a user of the demonstration server by emailing your name and the name of the 

organization where you work or study to flax@cs.waikato.ac.nz. 

http://moodle.org/
http://flax.nzdl.org/
mailto:flax@cs.waikato.ac.nz
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A FLAX collection in a Moodle course 

 

Adding a FLAX activity or resource to a Moodle course 

http://flax.nzdl.org/moodle/course/view.php?id=2
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é or Moodle-FLAX 

For Moodle users, FLAX can provide students in a class with convenient searching and 

browsing facilities that are accessed directly from their course. And for teachers, it lets them 

create new activities and new document collections without leaving the Moodle system. 

Before you begin, the administrator of your Moodle system must first install the Moodle-

FLAX module, which is available from both the FLAX and Moodle websites. Assuming that 

this module is installed in your system, a digital library collection is just another kind of 

Moodle resource. The small top picture opposite shows a fragment of a FLAX course that 

contains a digital library collection, whose name is preceded by the FLAX logo. Click it to 

enter the collection, exactly as shown in Chapter 2.7 

In order to add to a course a FLAX collection, or a single document in a collection, turn 

editing on and use the standard Moodle Add an activity or resource menu. When the 

Moodle-FLAX module is installed, this contains a new item: 

ǒ FLAX language learning. 

This takes you to the page shown opposite, where you opt to add a language resource or a 

language activity. All teachers who use Moodle will be familiar with this kind of display.  

If you select Language resource, you see a list of FLAX collections that have been built 

within that Moodle installation, and when you select one of these you see a list of 

documents in it. You can add any of these documents or collections to your course. 

If you select Language exercise, you see a list of collections and a list of activities 

associated with the currently-selected collection ï as shown here. For example, here the 

selected collection is The Best of Password, and it has several associated activities, 

Scrambled Sentences, Word Guessing, and so on (these are described in Chapter 4). 

There is also a link called Make a new collection. The process of making your own 

collection is described in Chapter 6. The list of collections will contain any new ones that 

you ï or anyone else ï has added to your Moodle installation. Beside any collection that 

you have added, buttons will appear that let you edit or delete the collection. 

 

  

                                                      
7 You can see this in the How to use FLAX course, which contains both the Best of Password collection and the 

single article ñAdventure sportsò. 

http://flax.nzdl.org/moodle/course/view.php?id=2
http://flax.nzdl.org/moodle/mod/flaxdl/view.php?id=7
http://flax.nzdl.org/moodle/mod/flaxdl/view.php?id=40
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Language activities associated with the Best of Password collection 

  

http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=fp&sa=collActivity&c=password&if=flax
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=fp&sa=collActivity&c=password&if=flax
http://flax.nzdl.org/greenstone3/flax?a=fp&sa=collActivity&c=password&if=flax



















































































































































































































