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ABSTRACT

Two pilot language courses were organised in the spring of 2010 with one of the learning outcomes
being “learning to learn languages”, a formula that encapsulates two of the EU’s 8 key competencies
for lifelong learning. Another objective was to use as much as possible of the transferable skills
from competence in other languages and human communication in general - so-called
intercomprehension. In both the courses English was used as a bridge language into a new family of
languages. This is possible since English has both Germanic and Romance characteristics. Thirdly
new ICT (information and communication technologies) and social and mass media were used as
materials, instead of learning materials. A questionnaire was designed to measure the extent to
which students were managing their own learning. The didactic design is presented and analysed in
comparison with the outcomes in terms of learning to learn and how the students experienced the
methods and their freedom to choose what to work with. In general the students were motivated
and stayed active which led to improved linguistic and meta-linguistic skills.

1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 PURPOSE

My project within the framework of the 7.5-credit distance module “The Virtual Classroom” at the
Stockholm University had the aim of clarifying HOW to train students to take over the responsibility
of their own activity and their own learning in two language modules that I taught during the spring
term 2010 at the Aland University of Applied Sciences.

1.2 MATERIALS AND METHODS

Admittedly there was an element of trial and error in my attempts to support/lure/coax my
students into a behaviour which is new to many in the school context. However, the required and
optional reading included in the “The Virtual Classroom” module provided a theoretical basis for my
course of action in my contacts with the students. Very briefly what I tried was to have the students
choose their own activities and to account for them in class and as an Excel sheet. In addition I
wanted my students to reflect on their own learning along the lines of the CEFR. The learning of
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languages followed the ideas in the Intercomprehension methodology, i.e. that through already

known languages and experiences of human communication, we can understand communication in
new (related) languages, especially in rich context.

The evaluation of the learning was made in a few different ways. First and foremost there was an
ongoing dialogue about the activities that I chose and those that the students chose themselves. WE
discussed in terms of what was fun, easy, difficult, useful, etc. This way the students got feedback
and new ideas from the other students and from me. The time account sheets were checked by me a
regular intervals. Some of the activities were shown to the group as examples of favourite activities.
In the end of the courses the students submitted an evaluation form, see appendix #1. The aim of
that form was to find out to which extent students had become aware of their own learning and its
outcomes, and to assess whether it is likely that they will continue with the activities they had
sampled during the course, or perhaps with other activities. As for the actual language training, the
students made a self-assessment using the CEFR grid (European Union, 2010).

2 LEARNING TO LEARN

2.1 ONE OF THE KEY COMPETENCIES

The EU has defined 8 Key Competencies for Lifelong Learning (European Parliament and European
Council, 2006). One of them is Learning to Learn!. What is meant by that is open to interpretation,
but since the EU is concerned with employability of its citizens, it is quite clear that the kind of
learning that is of interest here is conscious, will-driven, goal-oriented learning - in our case -
languages. According to Hofmann (2009) the following attitudes are necessary for a person to be
successful in learning to learn, a so-called meta-competence:

* “Self-motivation and endurance in learning, don’t give up when you hit a problem
* Inner willingness for personal development and to change the present situation

« Self-confidence and self-awareness

* Positive attitude towards learning

1 The complete list of Key Competencies:

communication in the mother tongue

communication in the foreign languages

mathematical competence and basic competences in science and technology
digital competence

learning to learn

interpersonal, intercultural and social competences and civic competence
entrepreneurship

cultural expression
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» Willingness to support and motivate others in their learning and the ability to search for support from

others”

The listis a description of an ideal state of an ideal student. The desired learning can not NOT take
place if these attitudes are present. It is certainly the task of the teacher and her institution to foster
these attitudes and to encourage them once they appear. Are we ready for this? As Hofmann (2009)
goes on:

“... it means letting go of control, leaving the responsibility for the learning process with the learner.
Facilitators of learning need therefore to develop specifically their competences to follow and support the
learning process of learners.”

It follows that facilitators of learning should be equipped with the following attitudes (Hofmann,
2009):

* Authentic willingness to support the learners on their way

* Genuine trust that a learner knows best his/her own needs

» Empathy in transparent relationships with learners

» Awareness of the life-long learning context in which the learning activity takes place

The intercomprehension (IC) methods used in the language courses described here proved
to go well with these requirements. “Genuine trust that a learner knows best his/her own
needs” is not easy to fake in a regular course. However, in IC it is proved true all the time, and
therefore easier to abide by. As for “Empathy in transparent relationships with learners” it is also
helped by the IC methodologies. The group, not the teacher HAS to produce. The teacher HAS to
refrain from giving the “right” answers too early. Listening is required — normally very hard for
teachers.

2.2 BUILDING CONFIDENCE

To build trust requires empathy. How to show empathy is well-known. One example is to frequently
take a one-on-one walk with every student (Schabbauer, 2010). If that is not possible it surely helps
if the group is small. In a virtual classroom a few other ways are possible. It is key to see the
contributions placed by participants and to do so quickly (Wannman Toresson, 2006). Replying to
contributions can be made in many ways of course. As for communication in general it can be
(Metze & Nystrup, 1984):

1. Cognitive (knowledge and sense, exchange of exact information) OR affective (feelings and intuition)

2. Expanding (long conversation or dialogue, questions which lead to comprehensive answers) OR
limiting (closing the conversation as quickly as possible, short answers, yes/no)

3. Confronting (focus on problems and conflicts) OR concealing (hiding problems and conflicts)

4. Listening (paying attention to what is said and showing that by gestures or answers) OR not listening
(not paying attention, indifferent, no eye contact)
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2.3 GROUP PROCESSES

If one is to lead group processes, in my case blended learning (both physical and virtual meetings)
language courses, it is wise to be aware of the fact that cooperation in learning online usually
follows the following steps or phases (Gillberg, 2005):

A. The introductory phase where focus is on technical/methodological issues and the teacher
instructs

B. The group-oriented phase in which the participants get to know each other and the values of
the others in which the teacher supports the process

C. The independent, knowledge-building phase where the role of the teacher is to challenge the

group

2.4 SCAFFOLDING

It is obvious that the teacher needs to communicate in many different ways, also with different
participants. The principle of scaffolding is said to be a way to guide students to ever greater
independence from the teacher, in that they integrate the objectives - and the methods to reach
them - in their own behaviour. Scaffolding then does the following (Designing Principles for
Creating Effective Web-Based Learning Resources in the Geosciences, 2009):

=  "Provides clear directions

= (larifies purpose

= Keeps students on tasks

= Offers assessment to clarify expectations

=  Points students to worthy sources

»= Reduces uncertainty, surprise and disappointments
= Delivers efficiency

= (Creates momentum”

2.5 TODAY’'S YOUNG LEARNERS

In order to be realistic the design of the courses need to take into consideration the famous quote
from Oblinger and Oblinger (2005) stating that young people today are

» “Digitally literate,

*  highly Internet familiar,

=  connected via networked media,
= used to immediate responses,

= preferring experiential learning,
* highly social,

= preferring to work in teams,
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» craving interactivity in image rich environments and

» having a preference for structure rather than ambiguity.”

As will be seen from the following there is much evidence that the Oblingers are right, especially
“craving interactivity in image rich environments”.

3 INTERCOMPREHENSION

Intercomprehension is to use communicative and linguistic competence that one already possesses
on a language which one has not studied at all or not very long. This use will produce understanding
of meaning thanks to the similarities between languages on many levels. Obvious examples are
cognate languages to one’s own, such as between Scandinavian languages. Old and new methods
teach how to be able to apply similar strategies on languages that are more distant, yet similar in
many ways.

English is, thanks to its history, a mix of Romance and Germanic elements, which makes it ideal as
bridge into these two families of languages. Another plus is obviously the fact that English is the
most widely used language in the world. The assumption is that all Romance and Germanic
languages can be learned faster by using competencies already learning when learning English.

As theoretical framework the German method Die Sieben Siebe (the seven sieves or gold pans) was
used in the courses described here. The aim of this method is to make linguistic understanding
available to a larger audience. It does so by demonstrating what it is that can be similar between
languages (Klein, Reissner, & Hemming, 2010):

e international words (including geographical names and names of persons)
e intra-family words

e sound correspondences

e spelling and pronunciation

e syntax

e conjugation patterns

e prefix and suffix morphemes

Which is the pedagogy of intercomprehension? It is to try to understand texts in languages that are
unknown or little known but related to one’s own language/s, by means of the similarities between
the languages and the context from which the text is taken (and one’s own experience from similar
situations and other cultural knowledge one has acquired). Through these texts that will get longer
and more complicated step by step, the students progress by developing more and more
sophisticated and efficient decoding strategies. In addition experience shows that one quickly will
lose the kind of inhibitions that sterilise one’s access to languages, so that the students will end up
wanting to express themselves in the new language, which initially was not the objective of the
training. To want to speak instead of being expected to do so - that is a difference that explains much
of the success of the method. (Janin, 2006)
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4 DESCRIPTION OF THE MODULES

4.1 WHAT DO THE MODULES HAVE IN COMMON?

First and foremost both the “Swedish as a Foreign Language” and the “SPIF through English” were
intercomprehension courses. This means that learning of the target language(s) much takes place as
transfer of competence already present in the learner, as a realisation that certain features are valid
in the target languages. This can be: word order, conjugation patterns, phrases and proverbs,
cognate words, loanwords, genre knowledge, general knowledge, etc.

English is the bridge language. This bridge goes both ways: For those who know other Germanic
languages it is a bridge to the Latin or Romance languages and vice versa. English is both Romance
and Germanic; Romance mainly in vocabulary and Germanic both in vocabulary and grammar. Both
Germanic and Romance languages are Indo-European, i.e. they are part of the same family.

As the objective of both courses was to foster independent learning, a part of the requirements for
the students was to choose what activities to work with themselves. In addition they were required
to state what they thought they learned by doing what they did. The main vehicle for this
communication was an Excel spreadsheet on which their hours were to be registered together with
descriptions of what was done and with what materials. One examination requirement was to
account for 80 hours of work in and outside class, i.e. the workload corresponding to 3 ECTS credits.

Both modules were organised by the Open University and had an initial attendance of about a dozen
students out of whom some eight - nine eventually finished them. The dropouts claimed increased
workload outside of the module as the main reason. [ think however that some realised that they
didn’t have the discipline needed to do the work outside of the classroom that was required.

Both modules were supported by a course webpage and a virtual classroom on a collaboration
platform. The web page was where the planning and links were shared and the platform was where
documents were shared, both those that were learning materials produced by the teacher, and those
that were produced by the students. The students each had a folder to their name.

4.2 SWEDISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE

The two main things that differed in the Swedish course from the SPIF were that the learners lived
in a society where the target language is spoken and that there was only one main target language.
References were made to other Scandinavian languages and to German from time to time, but 90%
of the time the focus was on Swedish. In addition the group was made up of students of more or less
equal age but from a number of European and Asian countries. The average level of motivation to
learn was very high, mainly due to the fact that the target language is required in working life. The
exchange students didn’t have that motivation, so they participated in a somewhat more relaxed
way.
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4.3 SPIF (SPANISH, PORTUGUESE, ITALIAN AND FRENCH) THROUGH ENGLISH

The “SPIF through English” course attracted both young students and middle aged participants from
the surrounding society since it was an evening course. Some students clearly wanted to learn one
of the four target languages - others were quite the opposite, not knowing which language they
were most interested in. The design of the course was such that all were encouraged to work on
understanding all four languages, but to speak and write, i.e. produce, only one of them. Luckily the
group was diverse in the choice of the production, so all four languages were spoken and written -
for the whole group to try to understand.

5 THE VIRTUAL CLASSROOM

5.1 BLENDED COURSES

The modules were blended with about 40% was in-class work and 60% online or other work alone.
The resources were mostly digital or on-line, typically as links form the course home page or as
documents uploaded on the platform in folders as a library. Many activities were introduced in the
classroom setting and then continued as individual work. It was encouraged that students comment
on other students’ work, so as to promote learning from each other, but that was not done much.

5.2 SHARING WORK AND MATERIALS?

Since the main objective of the modules was to train such behaviour that easily could be continued
afterwards and perhaps for many years, all students had their own folders on the collaboration
platform. (The SFL group had a Facebook group too, which was more popular than the platform.)
Thus they could show their work and the materials they had found (through links mostly) to other
students. The types of media were:

e Voice recordings of texts they had found or written themselves and then recorded
e Texts they had written

e Photographs they had taken or found and commented and comments on comments
e Slide shows with photographs, voice narration and key words

e Comments on other students’ texts and photographs

e Links to music: videos and lyrics, including translations of lyrics

e Links to grammar exercises

5.3 CONTROL AND REQUIREMENTS

Students were required to work for 80 hours (which is the definition of 3 ECTS credits). Outside of
the contact hours they were free to choose what to work with and what to do with the materials, as
long as the target languages were used. They also had to account for their work on a spreadsheet
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which was posted on the platform. This way the teacher could monitor their work — and also learn a

lot about media and resources that the students found as they researched the web and libraries etc.

5.4 THE ONLINE RESOURCES

Facebook was used a lot and willingly. One popular feature was to load up pictures and to comment
on them. Another was the forums, but it was only when the teacher explicitly ordered students to
put their assignments there as posts that there was interaction.

The web platform used was Fronter (Fronter, 2010), mainly the archive function, but also the sound
recording. Reading materials were posted for the students to use and their own work and suggested
links, etc. was posted in archives that were available for everybody to share. The openness of the
archives and of Facebook could have deterred some from contributing, on the grounds that they are
reluctant to show work that might contain errors openly. Others were deterred by the technical
demands that uploading materials places on the users, or even by simply logging on, as in the case of
some older participants in one of the courses.

Both courses had a course home page with the planning details of the courses as well as a wealth of
useful links, which was expanded as students found new and better materials online. There were
also a growing number of links to much liked songs and lyrics to them from a purpose-built
webpage. The aim of these collections was to facilitate individual work, especially when students do
not have a clear idea of what they want to do.

In addition to online materials DVDs (films) and CDs (games) were used, especially when they
contained language options. Students were encouraged to see favourite films dubbed or subtitled in
the target languages or to play games as The Sims or such like.

6 THE RESULTS OF THE QUESTIONNAIRES

The same questionnaire was used in both courses, see appendix 1.Most questions provided two
alternatives, either yes/no or two other. That way it is easy to see what was the most common
answer or if it was close to fifty-fifty. Below the result is summed up with regard to what is most
relevant to the purpose of this essay. Did the students learn to learn?

Since all students replied that they did work in new ways and that they did use their knowledge of
English to decode the target languages, it was interesting to see that half of the respondents claimed
that they found the materials provided by the teacher more useful than the materials they found or
created themselves. Equally disappointing was the result that half of the students answered that
they had not changed their habits so as to include the target languages. However most replied that it
was easy to find the motivation to work in their spare time.
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All respondents reported that they think they will go on with some activities in the future, most

commonly watching films, music videos, and sports in the target languages, which is easily
organised with the help of new technology.

The students were asked to check the activities they thought they learned most from in a list. All
checked writing and watching/reading news. As for what they had enjoyed most it was music videos
and social media that was the most frequent answers.

On the question of what suited the students best some interesting results came up. The most
frequent answer are bolded in the list below:

¢ Trying to understand a whole text OR analysing a sentence carefully?

e Being given a task by your teacher OR choosing what to work with independently?
¢ Working on your own OR in a small group?

e Communicating online OR face to face? (a few stated that both are good)

¢ Translating OR creating your own sentences? (both alternatives equally frequent)

The last question was borrowed from Hofmann (2009). Almost all stated that they had “self-
confidence and self-awareness” as well as “positive attitude towards learning”. The other
alternatives were probably not well understood. The questionnaire was in English, which most
students know very well, but not perfectly of course.

7 CONCLUSIONS

Did anybody learn to learn? Did they know it already? Did they get a better idea of their own
learning styles? Did they learn languages? What is the difference between a real classroom and a
virtual one? Do they complement each other?

7.1 PLATFORM DESIGN

Supposing that the Oblinger quote holds some useful truth and that the social dynamics of a group
of learners does motivate individuals to work, share the results of their work, and to reflect on what
is learned, the design of the collaboration platform does seem to be important. If one adds the
objective of training learning behaviour for life, Facebook is the best choice. This is where students
contributed because they wanted to share with the other group members, not because they were
required to do so. Facebook is not enough for a serious course though, but needs to be completed
with more restricted environments and with more functions, such as sharing documents.

7.2 SCAFFOLDING AND DOCUMENTATION

The stages that online learning communities undergo according to Gillberg (2005) can be passed
quite quickly in a blended learning environment, as students meet in person more often and can
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sort out expectations they have on each other effortlessly. The tutor can communicate and give

feedback and make sure the feedback is understood in a better way as well. The drawback is that
more of the communication takes place physically and “disappears” whereas online communication
stays and a bank of knowledge and reflections is built up. This difference is as important as the
difference between civilisations with and without a written language. Knowledge needs to be
recorded, but interaction can be more rewarding physically. The oral communication in when the
group met physically is more energising than individual recording, but the work done alone is more
reflective.

7.3 TRUST AND FUN

It is a very difficult thing to set up a community of learning. To create one that will continue to
operate after the official course is finished is yet harder. The group needs to function very well, so
that the word friendship lies close at hand. As Malmberg (2009) puts it: “social interaction is a key
feature of constructive collaboration in net based courses “. Confidence and security need to be
there and very much enjoyment. For the future it would be interesting to defer the official end of the
course for half a year maybe. This would make it more likely that the interaction would become a
habit. (Malmberg, 2009)

7.4 INDEPENDENT LEARNING

Clearly there needs to be a certain amount of unlearning of traditional role behaviour both in the
tutor and the participants. If the rules are clearly laid down right from the outset, it does not need to
be the tutor’s duty to push students to do what is necessary to ensure a satisfactory level of
participation, so that the online communication becomes rewarding and fun.

7.5 ATTRACTIVE MATERIALS

For language learning video and audio is immensely important. As bandwidth increases new and
better opportunities arise for efficient language training online. For training understanding of
spoken language (or in songs) there is more than anyone can ever use. These materials are easy to
share and comments and attempts to translate can be easily be shared and discussed.

For training oral production, audio recording was used in the courses here. In this field there is
room for enormous development as people get more used to loading up videos, podcasts, and other
media and less reluctant to do so. Forums for such communication for language learning are likely
to become much more common. Institutions of learning are likely to realise what a wealth of
materials they produce that could be published - contributing to an attractive media profile
(Akerlund, 2008).
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7.6 LEARNING AUTONOMY

Students who participated in the two language courses described here clearly became more
independent learners. It was part and parcel of the course to show what one had chosen to work
with and the choices were talked about in terms of what one trains when doing what, such as
writing, listening, trying to converse, etc. Much of this the students knew already, so the course
merely sanctioned independent learning behaviour to a large extent. Since media technology is
booming all of us who participated learned many practical things about how to access media in
various languages. And students did indeed learn languages from the 80 hours of activity they were
required to account for.
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APPENDIX 1: QUESTIONNAIRE: LANGUAGE TRAINING SPRING 2010

Please answer simply by marking on this form! Yes/no or X where appropriate

7.7 HAS THE COURSE HELPED YOU IN YOUR LEARNING OF THE TARGET LANGUAGE(S)?

Have you been active between the contact hours?
Have you worked in new ways?
Have you been able to use knowledge of other languages when decoding the target language?

7.8  WHAT HAS HELPED YOU MOST?

7.9

Your spare time activities OR the organised activities during contact hours?

HAS THE COURSE MOTIVATED YOU TO WORK WITH THE TARGET LANGUAGE(S) AT WORK OR IN

YOUR SPARE TIME?

Have you changed your habits so as to include the target language(s)?
Was it clear to you how much time you spend on language activities?

7.10 HAS THE COURSE SHOWED YOU HOW TO WORK WITH LANGUAGES?

Was there anything that was new to you?

Was there something that we did that seemed pointless?

Did you try new technology that seemed useful?

Do you know what you learn most from?

Did we train all four skills: speaking, listening, reading, and writing?

7.11 WAS THE COURSE DIFFERENT TO OTHER LANGUAGE COURSES YOU HAVE ATTENDED?

Was it clear to you what was expected of you?
Was it easy to work in you spare time?
Was it easy to share your work with the other group members?

7.12 DO YOU WANT TO GO ON WITH ANY OF THE ACTIVITIES AFTER THE COURSE?

Which activities are you most likely to go on with?
Can you recommend any activity to friends?
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7.13 WHICH ACTIVITIES DID YOU ENJOY MOST? WHICH ONES WERE MOST USEFUL?

ACTIVITY ENJOYED MOST LEARNED MOST FROM

Sound recording

Writing

Small group discussions

Reading aloud

Trying to understand texts

Songs/videos

TV/DVD

Social media

News

Teaching materials and Grammar exercises

Automatic translation help

7.14 DID YOU MISS SOMETHING?

e Reading materials, exercises, feedback on your work, or anything else?

7.15 WHAT RESOURCES WERE MOST HELPFUL?

e The course web page, our Fronter room, our Facebook group, papers you got in class, or materials and lists you
made yourself?

7.16 WHAT SUITS YOU BEST?

e Trying to understand a whole text OR analysing a sentence carefully?

e  Being given a task by your teacher OR choosing what to work with independently?
e  Working on your own OR in a small group?

e  Communicating online OR face to face?

e  Translating OR creating your own sentences?

7.17 FOR THE FUTURE: DO YOU HAVE...

e Self-motivation and endurance in learning, don’t give up when you hit a problem?

¢ Inner willingness for personal development and to change the present situation?

« Self-confidence and self-awareness?

« Positive attitude towards learning?

« Willingness to support and motivate others in their learning and the ability to search for support from others?
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