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ABSTRACT

Information and Communication Technologies facilitate
the emergence of new contexts and practices of learning
that educationa ingitutions have to adapt to their peda-
gogical discourse. This paper presents an application of
wikis for mediated collaborative learning of Spanish as a
second language (“Spanish L2"). We employed the off-
the-shelf wiki environment provided by wikispacesin this
pilot project. Students were asked to create a set of pages
in Spanish about topics of ther interest, with the aim of
creating a complete cross-linked wiki. At the end of the
project, the students answered 25 open questions related
with their experiences in improving their language sKills,
technica use, and collaborative writing with wikis; work-
ing collaboratively in small groups; and searching and
reading available information in Spanish on the Internet.
Our results indicate that students can quickly appropriate
wikis as a tool for learning Spanish L2. Moreover, the
wiki supported the shift from individual to collaborative
writing effectively as indicated by a change from (@)
persona to collective responsibility; (b) fragmentary and
individual comprehension to general and collective
knowledge; and (c) monocontextuality to polycontextual -
ity. Notably, the wiki was a catalyst in language skill
development and proved a good tool for cultura knowl-
edge acquisition.
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1. Introduction

A wiki is a second generation web application (“Web
2.0") which resembles aregular web site for most visitors.
However, the editorial process in a wiki is considerably
different from conventional web sites. Users can visit the
wiki and read the available material but, in addition, they
can edit exigting contributions and provide new ones.
Wikis facilitate online collaboration with minimal
requirements on software and hardware egquipment and
little need for user/student training [1].
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The incorporation of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICT) in education is a phenomenon that
has its origin not only in the institutional context. As we
discuss in Section 2, ICT and the Internet, in particular,
bring about new contexts for learning and enable innova-
tive teaching practices, which institutions have to adapt to
their pedagogical discourse. In this paper we show an
example of didactization of a wiki in a higher education
context with the main objective of serving as a cultura
artifact for mediating foreign language learning. The in-
gtitutional objective of adopting ICT into teaching and
learning was fulfilled with the use of an intuitive and
easy-to-use web-based interface, which is not didactica
by itsdf, for working language and cultura contents. In
that way, we strive to strike a balance between the cur-
riculum contents and the students’ interests.

More specifically, we present an application of wikis for
mediated collaborative learning of Spanish as a second
language (“Spanish L2"). We employed the off-the-shelf
wiki environment provided by wikispaces and asked stu-
dents to create a set of wikis in Spanish about topics of
their interest related to Spanish culture. We made clear
that the project’s aim was to create a complete wiki based
on their choice of topics. To the best of our knowledge
thisis the firg use of wikis for Spanish L2 with a respec-
tive application of sociocultural theories.

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents
related work. Section 3 introduces our three main objec-
tives (improve language skills, integrate ICT in learning
practices, and devel op collaborative skills) and overviews
our methodology. Section 4 presents our results and Sec-
tion 5 concludes this paper outlining future work items.

2. Related Work

Sociocultura theories present learning as a process that
goes from interpersonal to intrapersond, as the works of
Vygotsky explain [2][3]. New knowledge is produced
though the social interaction of participants, mediated by
cultura artifacts that have influence on the development
of the mind [4]. In that sense, cultural artifacts have the
function of linking respectively individuaity with collec-
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tivity, individuals with the society [2][3]. This work ap-
plies Vygotskian sociocultural theories of learning to the
collective acquisition of Spanish L2.

ICT can be considered cultural artifacts that support the
developing of collaborative learning [5]. Computer-sup-
ported collaborative learning (CSCL) emphasizes the col-
laborative aspects of learning. CSCL fosters advance-
mentsin technological environmentsthat promote authen-
tic group learning in networks [6][7]. Instructors can
profit from artifacts, such as the Internet, and other ways
of communication that have already been fully assmilated
by students. By finding ways to integrate ICT in the
classroom, ingtructors can use tools fredly available on the
Internet for fulfilling curriculum goals and supporting an
open, multimodal, and multicontextual environment [8].

There is extensive literature in the area of CSCL, which
cannot be covered in this paper due to space
considerations. We will, however, highlight findings
closely related to the work presented in this paper. Firdt,
we point out that until recently, there has been unbalanced
attention to developing computer systems rather than
pressing forward didactic aspects. For example, Huh and
Hu [9] note that, specifically for second language learning,
CALL (Computer-Assisted Language Learning) has to be
better connected to theories of second language acquisition.
Kern [10] points out the need for more qualitative and
longitudinal studies that have more explanatory power than
short-term studies that rely solely on quantitative results.

Earlier efforts at collaborative writing were limited by the
lack of effective, open, and easy to use software. For
example, Kumpulainen [11] studied a system of peer
group interaction by focusing on the function of verbal
interaction and the nature of cognitive and social process-
ing. Unfortunately, her study was performed using word
processing software and al interactions required the stu-
dents physical presence. In this paper we consider
remote yet close cooperation where group members per-
form part of collaborative learning in the classroom and
part over the Internet (multimodal learning).

Wikis open the possibility of capturing more deeply the
communicative relationships between agents, cultura
todls, and the context they are embedded in. Different
works have found applications of wikis for visualizing
and pursuing linguistic, communicative and cultural aims
in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) [8][12]-[15].
Lund et a. have used sociocultural theories of learning as
a principle for designing language activities in technol-
ogy-rich environments. The focus of this approach isin
the human interaction mediated by cultural tools and re-
lated toits social context [12].

The production and acquisition of language in wikis
transcend the individual and mentalistic approach to lan-
guage acquisition as they enable activities that involve
multiple voices and give a more goal-oriented collective

focus [13]. The environment of the wiki provides re-
sources for taking on complex problems, supporting lan-
guage production, and making possible to trace individual
contributions as well as aggregated output over time [13].
Getting involved into collaborative writing with wikis
establishes an epistemological shift as the aggregated
knowledge can not be really reduced to a sum of discrete
individual contributions [14]. Response, trust, and
interdependency create a soci ogenetic approach to foreign
language production [14].

Wikis and ICT enable the emergence of multiple contexts
and learning practices that often have their origin outside
theingtitutional context and discourse. Instructors need to
understand how these practices can be explored and taken
advantage of in educational contexts or, otherwise, educa-
tional ingtitutions risk losing out on an important cultura
change and may fail to prepare learners for emergent
communicative opportunities and requirements [8]. The
responsibility of the teacher in this case is to bring the
new practices to the educational context and to make them
didactical by designing and enforcing certain activities, such
as, inquiry-based learning and a cyclical process of asking,
investigating, creating, discussing and reflecting, which
fosters the object-oriented activities of the learners [15].

3. Objectives and M ethodology

The aim of this pilot project was to create a set of wikisin
Spanish by university students taking a second course in
Spanish (see subsection 3.3, below). The final set
comprises wiki pages each of which addresses a particular
topic. Students formed four small groups and were al-
lowed to choose freely the topic of their group’'s wiki
page as long as it related to Spanish culture. Each of the
pages was to be produced in a collaborative fashion. The
freedom to choose the topic alowed for connecting the
students' persona interests with the curriculum content as
advocated by Lund and Smerdal [15].

3.1 Project Structure

The project was organized in five stages for scaffolding
and facilitating sudent performance. Inthefirst sage, the
students created their own groups and prepared a list of
on-line references related with the topic that they wanted
to work on. The second stage consisted of basically
consulting a number of web pages, and in the third stage
the students chose a select set of web sources to form the
foundation of the course wiki page text. In the fourth
stage, the students completed their wiki pages adding
links, pictures and embedding multimedia content. In the
find stage, the ingructor was involved more actively to
edit and correct text and, subsequently, this fina wiki
content was presented by the studentsin turn to the whole
class. Table | presents these five stages and connects
them to the main objectives and the specific tasks that had
to be accomplished in order to reach the set goals.



Tablel. Project Structure and Objectives

Improve Integrate ICT Develop
Language Skills in Learning Collaborative
Practices Skills
Stage 1 Familiarize onesdf Organize the group
with the wiki task
interface Choose a topic of
personal interest

Start contributing
to the wiki content

Stage2  Improvereading Acquire

comprehension information about
Develop Spanish culture
vocabulary using the Internet
Identify main text
content
Stage3 Learnhow to Become Develop teamwork

produce/edit texts  acquainted with skills

collaboratively wiki metafunctions
Improve writing
kills
Stage4  Correct language ~ Master wiki Organizeteam
mistakes metafuctions work effectively
Learn how to add
pictures, embed

multimedia and
linksto the wiki

Stage5  Edit text with Reflect onlearning Evaluate group

instructor Spanish L2 with collaboration
assstance theuse of awikil  reaults
3.2 Objectives

Table | presents the main objectives of this study: (1) to
improve the students Spanish L2 linguigtic skills, (2)
integrate ICT tools in learning practices and alow stu-
dents to assmilate the use of new technologies in their
repertoire of metacognitive learning skills; and (3) de-
velop the students’ collaborative skills and reinforce team
work capacities.

Aswe will seein Section 4, the wiki proved to be an ex-
ceptional tool for mediating the achievement of these
three objectives. This collaborative system, with an easy-
to-learn interface is a smple yet effective distributed text
composition system, with integrated discussion forums
that fosters student interaction [1].

For example, from a linguistic perspective, the students
first learn how to collect materia (from the Internet) and
produce origina text. Then, they edit (and correct) their
own text along with other material contributed by their
partners and, findly, perform an editing round with the
help of the ingructor. The students aso put ICT
technol ogies to good practice, learning how to gather “bits
and pieces’ using the Internet. Then, after acquiring the
basic wiki editing skills, they familiarize themselves with
wiki metafunctions, such as page history tools and the
discussion forum. Finaly, students are able to add multi-
media content and take full advantage of the wiki meta-
functions.

By fulfilling al these tasks, the students acquire a range
of collaborative skills, learn how to perform well in small
teams and digtribute work fairly and efficiently, and real-
ize the positive effects of concerted collaboration.

3.3 Participantsand Tools

This project was devel oped with the participation of nine
(9) students of Spanish L2. All of them were first-
year/second-semester students at the Oulu University of
Applied Sciences, participating in the course Basic Span-
ish Il during the Spring 2007 semester. This course is
part of the curriculum for two degree tracks, namely Inter-
national Business and Information Technology, that are
fully taught in English. The programs accept both full-
time Finnish and foreign students alike. Erasmus ex-
change students that visit the university every year can
also register for the course. The group of students that
took part in this pilot project comprised five Finnish de-
gree students, three foreign degree students and one ex-
change student. Five different nationalities and languages
were represented in the group.

We employed wikispaces (www.wikispaces.com), a wiki
farm based on PHP, MySQL and lighttpd technologies.
Wikispaces provides free wikis for instructors at all levels
of education free of charge. This offering was chosen
primarily for its setup simplicity, usability, and openness.

3.4 Evaluation of the Learning Experience

At the end of the course project, students were asked to
answer a survey of 25 open questions related with their (i)
experiences in improving their language skills, (ii) techni-
cal use and collaborative writing with wikis, (iii) working
collaboratively in small groups, (iv) searching and reading
available information in Spanish on the Internet. More-
over, the participants were asked to provide other generd
impressions and their opinion about the pedagogical qual-
ity of the project along with suggestions for future im-
provements. The survey was designed to provide suffi-
cient feedback so that we could reach specific conclusions
regarding our efforts for further research in collaborative
learning using wikis for Spanish L2. The following sec-
tion presents our results based on the students’ feedback.

4. Reaults

This section presents the results of the survey related with
the appropriation of the wiki interface, developing
collaborative writing skills, improvement of language
skillsand learning cultural contents. Once again, we note
that the emphasisin this paper is on the didactic aspects of
using off-the-shelf software and not on the potentiad nov-
elty of the computer application employed. In effect, the
novelty of this work is putting Vygotskian theories into
practice for Spanish L2 using Web 2.0 tools in a multi-
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cultural classroom and centering on the educational as-
pects and not on software development.

4.1 Appropriation of the Wiki

Appropriation was defined by Wertsch as bringing
something into oneself or to make something one’'s own
[16]. Appropriation is then a concept related with shared
thinking and social interaction, socia instruments and
transformation [17][13]. The idea of appropriation has
also been applied to the use of technologies. Effectively,
every time people use a particular technology for
communicating online, they acquire smultaneoudy the
language and its content [5][6]. In our case, students ap-
propriate the wiki interface whilelearning Spanish.

It is possible to evaluate the level of appropriation of the
wikis of our students through their survey responses. In
general, the participants seemed to like the wikispaces
offering and were satisfied with the use of the wiki in
their learning experience. The following reasons seem to
have facilitated the appropriation of the wiki.

Firg, the participants of this study were seasoned com-
puter users and technology was well integrated into their
learning habits. Their previous extensive experience us-
ing ICT was key to a successful appropriation. Second,
the students quickly acknowledged the transcontextual
use of the wiki. Some of the students expect that wikis
may be part of their prospective working life for creating
and sharing information and knowledge in professional
settings. It appearsthat at least for our university students
it is important to learn practices and employ tools with
applicationsto their future working careers.

Third, the prospect of observing the daily growth of their
own work, monitoring their group’s contributions, and
following the gradual development of the whole wiki,
proved to be extremely motivational for the mgority of
the students. Progress towards learning Spanish L2 isnot
an abstract notion, but something that is easily measured
in a wiki environment. As other studies show [14], the
expansive character of the wiki gives multiple opportuni-
ties for language production and participation in many
ways (adding text, links, pictures, searching for new infor-
mation, moderating, editing, and so on, see Figure 1).
Based on our experience, we concur with Lund et a. that
the capacity that wikis have of linking to content still not
existent is an open invitation to knowledge and language
production [14][15].

Although the students recognize that the wiki features an
easy and intuitive interface, they also express their need
for guidance at thefirst stages of itsuse. Resistanceto the
appropriation of the wiki could be found in the students
complaints about problems, for example, related to more
advanced features, such as adding pictures, fixing font
sizes, and especially simultaneous page editing. All these
are technical problems that can be solved with proper
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Figure 1. Wiki page about Turismo en Andalucia with
student-produced text and embedded multimedia.

guidance at the beginning of the course. Evidently, one
could consider some more sophisticated tools that
employ, for example drag-and-drop functiondlity or file
locking. Although this is left for evaluation in future
work, instructor guidance at the beginning of the project
seems to be necessary.

4.2 From Individual to Collaborative Writing
M ediated with Wikis

In the survey, students were asked to reflect on the
positive and negative aspects of working in groups based
on their experiences. After reviewing al opinions, it is
clear that there are many ways in which students were
convinced of the value of team work aswe explain bel ow.

Students made favorable comments about working in
groups. They found collaborative learning a motivating
experience as group members can receive help from their
peers, including corrections of their language productions
when necessary. Some students noted that working in a
team makes it easier to get new ideas. Although this can
often trandate into more work, at the same time, it makes
such work more meaningful, and in the end it is not nec-
essary to invest as much tedious time as when working
alone. Students also commented that the best teams had
members with miscellaneous skills.

Nevertheless, some students till felt more comfortable
when working aone. High performance students often
find it very difficult to change their learning style as they
have been rewarded during their entire study life by an
educational system that emphasizes individual achieve-
ment. In stuations like these, evaluation can be an ex-
cellent tool making students understand that, because of
the collaborative nature of the task, the evaluation unit
will be the group and not the individud. There is aso
room for ingtructor action following the quality of the
students' interactions. Some of the answers show that
students can follow what we define as false practices of
collaboration. One example is when students divide a



task in equal parts for working individually and then put-
ting them together without paying attention to issues such
as cohesion and homogeneity of the fina result. This
practice can be avoided by designing tasks that require
diverse kinds of input, changes in roles, and continuous
coordination among all team members.

Transitioning from individual working practices to col-
lective working practices is not a straightforward process.
It requires training, time, and practice. In our students
answers we have identified some indicators that point to
an ongoing process of acquiring collaborative writing
practices. Three such changes are clear:

1. Change from personal to collective responsibility. The
participants showed in their answers to be developing a
feding of equal duty towards reaching a set of common
goals.

2. Change from fragmentary and individual comprehen-
sion to broad and collective knowiedge. Collaboration in
the wiki changed the nature of the knowledge that all
team members acquired. Knowledge was produced by the
accumulation and sharing of individual contributions,
creating more opportunities for language production and
learning (assisted with theinstructor’ s feedback).

3. Change from monocontextuality to polycontextuality of
learning. Working collaboratively on the wiki enabled a
more diverse range of learning contexts (such as synchro-
nous or asynchronous collaboration, distance and online
learning). For example, Figure 2 presents the discussion
forum for a particular topic in the wiki. With the wiki,
classroom interactions are no more the one and only way
for acquiring new knowledge.

4.3 Language Skill Development with Wikis

The sudents also reflected on their language skill
devdlopment. Most were certain that their skills im-
proved. In particular, they mention that their vocabulary
expanded greatly, and ther reading comprehension and
writing skills improved considerably. Note that grammar
and oral expression are beyond the scope of this paper.
To expand their vocabulary, students were asked to
maintain aword list containing terms they found on Inter-
net pages while reading online references. At the begin-
ning of the project students only knew the very basic,
general words related with their chosen topic. In ther
guestionnaire answers, the students expressed that by the
end of the project their vocabulary knowledge expanded,
becoming more specidlized.

In addition, the requirement to read Internet pages in
Spanish proved to be an excellent way for improving the
students reading skills ~ When the project sarted,
students had only been working with adapted prose, dia-
logues, and so on, custom-made for text books. So read-
ing “real-life texts’ in Spanish was abig challenge at first.
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Figure 2. Discussion forum: Gastronomia.
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Figure 3. Comparing the original student version with
theingructor’s corrected/edited version of a wiki page

The level of difficulty of the Internet pages was higher, so
students were forced to put into practice a diverse set of
reading strategies, such as, for example, repeat reading,
fast identification of the main topics only, and trandation
of the key terms only. This resulted in a fast
improvement of their reading skills and a higher level of
confidence when reading everyday Spanish texts.

With respect to the development of their writing skills, the
majority of the participants agreed that it was difficult to
start producing text for the wiki. This may be attributed
to the “white page writer’s syndrome”’ as indicated by the
fact that frequently the first versions of the pages were
simple reproductions (“copy and pase’) of existing
Internet pages. Coming up with new content is always a
challenging task. However, the students continued to edit
the text, which proved to be an excedlent language prac-
tice that gave students more confidence when writing and
made their text production easier and faster. By the end
of the project all text material was effectively original.

Figure 3 depicts the higtory function of the wiki, which
allows us to compare the students productions with the
ingtructor’ s edited version. Inthe wiki, the correctionsare
open to al team members and to the rest of the class.
This part was also useful for the ingructor, when creating
exercises for the entire class, aswell as for discussing and
“recycling” language mistakes.



4.4 Wikisas Cultural Knowledge Acquisition Tools

The requirement to gather material from the Internet and
to subsequently structure the wiki content in a coherent
manner and interlink the collected material was an excel-
lent exercise towards acquiring cultural knowledge as
well. Based on their answers, we can classify the students
into two groups. First, those who knew something about
the topic they chose before embarking on building a wiki
page about it and, second, those for whom the topic was
completey new. For the first group of students, building
the wiki gave them an excellent opportunity for going
deeper into their knowledge by reading and writing about
a topic of great interest to them. For the second group,
according to one student, creating the wiki was like
“starting from zero to reach [an] upper level”, getting in
the process a considerable amount of culturd input.

As we mentioned in subsection 3.3, five different
languages and nationalities were represented in our
classroom. The use of Spanish in addition to the different
native languages created awareness among the students
about the use of a lingua franca in the classroom and
made them familiar with the continuous meaning
negotiation that occurs in such multilingual stuations.

5. Conclusion and Future Work

This paper presented an application of wikis for mediated
collaborative learning of Spanish L2. A set of wiki pages
were created with didactical purposes for facilitating the
simultaneous appropriation of language, technological
tools, and collaborative skills The structure of a wiki
mediates the collaborative process of language production
as it facilitates the creation of a common, shared fina
product, which is “owned” by all contributors. This is
also an essential characteritic of collective language pro-
duction using awiki, and it differs from the one observed
in other synchronous (say, online chat) and asynchronous
(such as email) interfaces.

The results from this preliminary study indicate that stu-
dents can quickly appropriate wiki as a tool for learning
Spanish L2. The wiki supported the shift from individual
to collaborative writing effectively as indicated by three
changes: (a) from persona to collective responsibility, (b)
from fragmentary and individual comprehension to broad
and collective knowledge; and (c) from monocontextual-
ity to polycontextuality. Finaly the wiki acted as a cata-
lyst in language skill development and proved to be a
valuable tool for cultural knowledge acquisition.

The pilot study presented in this paper has, of course,
certain limitations. For example, the number of partici-
pantsin the project is small and prevents us from applying
guantitative analysis methods that would contrast this
study to other previous work in a starker manner. How-
ever, we are currently evaluating a smilar project in-

volving second-year/third-semester students of Spanish
L2 involving 18 individuals. For this project we created a
larger questionnaire, based on our earlier experience.
Video recordings of student interactions while working
with the wiki in the lab will aso be used alongside re-
searcher field notes to detail the processes identified in
this paper.
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