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Abstract 
This teaching article summarizes the fundaments of connectivism, its link to collaborative 
learning, and the advantages and disadvatages of using social networks in the classrooms in order 
to support the use of a techno-pedagogical tool available on Internet: Language-8 (in extenso 
Lang-8). As well, this paper gathers the results of a pilot study, in which this linguistic exchange 
social network was introduced in a tutorial classroom as an option in the methodology of 
Teaching Spanish as a Foreign Language to improve  written expression. 
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Resumen 
En este artículo se resumen los fundamentos de la Teoría del Conectivismo, los principios del 
aprendizaje colaborativo y las ventajas y desventajas de utilizar las redes sociales en el aula de 
E/LE, esto con el propósito de apoyar el uso de la herramienta tecnopedagógica virtual Language-
8 (en adelante Lang-8). Asimismo, este artículo reúne los resultados de un estudio piloto en el 
que esta red social de intercambio lingüístico fue introducida en una grupo de tutorías como una 
opción metodológica en la Enseñanza del Español como Lengua Extranjera para mejorar la 
destreza de expresión escrita.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The application of information and communications technology (ICT) has 

reorganized human life, changing the way people see their surroundings, perform 

activities, how they communicate, and engage in process and store information in a short, 

accurate and more efficient way than ever before. In the education field a major change 

has also taken place: the historical evolution of the concept of "teaching and learning," 

propagated by the innovation of theories, the reform of the levels of organization in most 

areas of study, including teaching Spanish as a Foreign Language (TSFL), and 

specifically, the integration of technology in this process inside and outside of the 

classroom.  

  The fusion of these current techno-pedagogical resources with the traditional 

teaching materials has the intent to make the teaching and learning process effective and 

affordable as long as, according to Simons (2010), its implementation is not an end in 

itself. The Internet and the frequent use of computers can achieve this improvement in the 

teaching of foreign languages through the use of virtual classrooms, online connections, 

systems exchange messages, blogs, social networks and many other ways in which the 

information is shared with multiple users online.  

One of the skills being revitalized by the implementation of this digital learning in 

the classroom is written expression, especially by the continued use of media (written or 

visual) that are familiar to modern students, such as social networking, that help them 

approach a "[...] closer and everyday reality" (Sanz 1999:104). On the other hand, the 

stigma of communicative approaches still exists, since it is believed by some students and 

professors that the oral communicative competence is the main goal of learning a foreign 

language, according to Moreno et al. (in Sánchez 2009: 20). Therefore, writing skills are 

the most neglected and marginalized by those perceptions that still remain.  

  This setting of progress in education and the ICT oriented-knowledge motivated 

the authors to conduct a pilot project in TSFL, especially when witnessed, through a 

Needs Assessment Questionnaire (NAQ) proposed by García-Romeu (2006), that our 

students preferred practice and reinforced certain skills over others, fortifying the 

marginal perception of the written expression, by the time they spent in the composition 
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of a text, and the little use of this skill in their lives, according to their beliefs, needs, and 

interests. 

  Upon the observed problem, being SFL tutors, a working model was planned that 

brings together the principles of connectivism and collaboration, in which students and 

teachers strive to improve learning, by completing writing assignments on the linguistic 

exchange social network (hereinafter LESN) Lang-8  (http://www.lang-8.com), in order 

to exercise language skills, mainly written expression, for a period of three months. 

 

 
2. CONNECTIVISM AND THE ADVOCACY OF USING SOCIAL NETWORKS IN THE LANGUAGE 

CLASSROOM  

 

  While writing is a complex process in a native language, accomplishing it in a 

foreign language is even more difficult, that is the reason we consider the implementation 

of collaborative work in the early stages of language learning to encourage the 

development of skills, promote critical and reflective thinking, and as a last point, lead 

the learner toward autonomy: learning to learn in the information society. These ideas are 

the basis of the George Siemens’ connectivist pedagogical perspective (2004), which 

gathers ideas of the behaviorist, cognitivist, constructivist theories and Vigotsky’s 

interactionist theory to understand and explain the process of teaching and learning 

nowadays.  

 Broadly speaking, this theory considers that learning occurs through the 

interaction among several individuals that exchange information through a virtual 

environment, and depends on how information is preserved, updated and distributed 

within media such as social networking.  

Drawing upon this fact, information can be analyzed, criticized, and even more 

data can be added, and finally the feedback returns to the individual who shared it from 

the beginning. Whenever a person has knowledge on a specific topic, there will be 

someone else with a different perspective on the same subject. Thus, by interacting, users 

are taking significant steps in the construction and improvement of knowledge in these 
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digital learning environments; the rationale of connectivism is such that knowledge is not 

an individual activity.  

The use of this collaborative exercise has grown increasingly common in 

classrooms and educational institutions. However, the use of social networks in learning 

has not been fully integrated at the curriculum level. It is thus necessary to mention the 

main advantages of their insertion, as long as the teacher encourages participation, 

motivation, and creates an ideal environment of trust and respect during the course: 

 

1. Students in this digital generation are largely familiar with the use of social 

networks, because they devote an important part of their lives to them. When 

students are involved in real communicative situations, the students are motivated 

to participate actively and creatively (Poore 2012). 

2. Communication in these networks is mainly through writing, so this skill is 

favored in TSFL, and also helps develop other skills simultaneously.  

3. Social networking can be a means of free written expression for shy students who 

are reluctant to participate in the activities of oral expression and interaction in the 

classroom (Walsh 2011). 

4. If properly used, the connectivism principles, collaborative learning, knowledge 

expansion, and learner autonomy will be facilitated, since the group is charged to 

assign responsibilities and strive to achieve common objectives by integrating 

multiple talents during both the asynchronous and synchronous virtual 

interactions. 

5. Interaction between teacher and student increases as a result of the immediate 

feedback given on the teaching materials used in the class, according to Yunus et 

al. (2012: 44). In addition, teacher and students are likely to share authority and 

the roles of regulator and regulated.  

6. Starting from simple concepts such as writing and grammatical corrections, a 

foreign language learner, as does a native speaker, improves by "doing things 

with language" (language as an instrument) in formation of sentence structures 

and essay writing and, over time, the student should be able to gain more 

experience in writing.  
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7. When these networks are incorporated in the classroom to motivate students to 

learn outside the classroom, “[they] can help students become academically and 

socially integrated as well as improving learning outcomes,” Wen Tian et al. 

(2011: 273), as there is a sense of community in them.  

 

  Therefore, it can be stated that social networks offer the" 3 Cs", established by 

Gomez (in Carilla 2011: 42): Communication (possibilities in the synchronous and 

asynchronous world), Community (profiles with interests in common) and Collaboration 

(shared actions). According to Zaidieh (2012: 18), integrating social networks into 

education has its benefits as well as obstacles. Some of these disadvantages when using 

these networks in the classroom are: 

 

• Participation in unproductive (the principle of least effort, leave the task to a 

native speaker) and idle tasks (socializing vs. learning collaboratively).  

• The misinterpretation of comments from users.  

• The violation of student privacy when sometimes the student unwittingly shares 

and sometimes others share information about the student without the student’s 

consent. 

• The unwanted advertising or spam that these websites can generate. 

 

Despite these issues, teachers must recognize the flexibility offered by these 

social networking systems in the education system, and of bringing the process of 

learning outside the traditional classroom, which “[…] would be beneficial to learners,” 

(Zaidieh, Ibid.) as they expand their knowledge.  

 

3. THE STUDY 

 

3.1. CONTEXT DESCRIPTION  

 

The participant group in this study consisted of two Canadian-born English 

speakers: a man and a woman 30 years of age, who had finished in December 2012 the 
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level A1 of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages of SFL 

(MCER 2001). The students took private lessons once a week for half an hour in a 

tutorial class in Canada. In regards to the tutors assigned to this group, it was agreed that 

one of them would teach the classes, while the other would follow up with students 

online, check their homework, their progress in each skill, and introduce students to the 

Spanish variants.  

The face-to-face tutorials began in August 2011 and followed the Communicative 

Approach; ergo, practice at home and online grammar and lexical content (focus on form) 

seen in class, as well as listening (repeating audiovisual clips), reading comprehension 

(when texts were long) and writing (which was reviewed every class), through interactive 

activities proposed in their book Plazas: Lugar de Encuentros (2012). Thus, sessions 

were dedicated, according to the tutor-training course from the Spanish Virtual 

Classroom (2011), to the actual practice of the language and collaborative activities 

focused on interaction and oral expression (socialized learning).  

A course of this nature lends itself toward extended and flexible processes of 

teaching and learning since it is adapted to the learner’s schedules and communication 

needs. This also allows them to assimilate learned content outside the classroom, even 

though opportunities for the students to practice Spanish are generally reduced outside of 

the language’s natural context. 

Normally, in this kind of context, student progress is not measured by a test 

application (obtaining grades), but via a self-assessment (by discussing their progress) 

that they have made at the end of each unit of their textbook. In this assessment students 

recount what they have learned and what they need to improve. Therefore, the flexibility 

of this type of course allows one "[...] to answer questions, go back, strengthen or expand 

contents, use different technologies or teaching aids, etc." (Extracted from La Tutoría en 

Educación a Distancia: Concepto y Tipos, 2012). 

 

3.2. ACTION PLAN  

 

Our action plan started after analyzing the results obtained at the end of December 

2012 from our adaptation of the Needs Assessment Questionnaire (García-Romeu 2006: 
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137), which was translated into the learners’ L1 because of the linguistic level they had at 

the time of its application. This instrument yielded relevant results for decision making in 

this study: 

• We found that students give priority to speaking over writing because they think 

they have a good level in that skill and they do not need to apply it in their lives.  

 

• These two students are highly motivated to learn Spanish, despite the fact of not 

living in the natural context of the language.  

 

• This group of students sees the collaborative work as a means to learn and change 

their negative attitude towards the concept of "task."  

 

• They also noted that the inclusion of activities in social networks would make 

learning Spanish fun.  

 

 

3.2.1. PHASE I: PREPARATION AND DECISIONS  

 

A week after obtaining the above results, a diagnostic test of skills was given to 

the group, with a similar structure to the Level A1 test of the Diploma of Spanish as a 

Foreign Language (DELE), in order to see if they were consistent with the students’ 

perceptions and the level they believed they had attained in each skill assessed. This 

examination collected the content of the last unit studied in class.  

  In this first stage of this pilot study, as tutors, we decided to follow the task-based 

approach in class, primarily because students were willing to do their homework in a 

digital environment to enhance the development (and improvement, if the plan achieved 

the anticipated results) of their writing skills, and even to achieve learning autonomy with 

tutor support through collaborative work.  

We chose Lang-8, a LESN created in Japan by YangYang Xi and Kazuki 

Matsumoto (University of Kyoto), for the preparation of a series of tasks in this project 
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after a rigorous comparison with other social networks, taking into account the following 

points:  

• Type: the intention of this LESN is purely academic compared with the 

socialization aspect of the other sites, which “[…] only take up academic 

functions by initiation of the concerned members,” as stated by McManus (2010). 

 

• Accessibility: signing up for this multicultural site is totally free and open to a 

specific audience: those who are learning and want to improve the skills of the 

written expression of one (or more) of the 18 languages offered.  

 

• Functions: online collaborative work when editing other users’ ideas, giving and 

receiving feedback to diaries or publications; promoting the written expression 

skills (socialization outside the classroom), negotiating the meaning of words and 

expressions with native Spanish speakers or competent users, and creating 

communities where common interests are shared with other users (sense of 

belonging).  

 

• Services: the participation of students in Lang-8 can be stored in the history of 

their profiles for future reference. Also, they can give "thank you or satisfaction 

points" to users, when those users have edited their work. Moreover, there is the 

option to have a premium account that allows students to add more than one 

foreign language they are learning and record their performances in PDF files. 

With this membership, users are able to write an unlimited number of sentences 

and messages. Note: the students of this project did not sign up for an account of 

this kind. 

 

• The apparent lack of scholarly studies and academic investigations of this LESN 

in foreign language classrooms. 

 

  In regards to the tasks, they were established by students but were negotiated with 

both tutors to have a proper structure, without being imposed, so that they could actively 
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intervene, contributing their ideas in written messages of different themes with special 

focus on the content rather than the form (properties of the tasks listed in the Diccionario 

de términos clave de ELE). 

 In order to motivate the participants of this study to write on this website, they 

were introduced to it in a special session to observe the tools offered and to highlight the 

fact that mistakes should not cause fear when writing, as in Lang-8 is seen as a way of 

improving, learning, and reflecting.  

 

  3.2.2. PHASE II: IMPLEMENTATION  

 

  The implemented tasks and activities plan followed the topics related to the 

course content, the extent of which was not to exceed two paragraphs, for a period of 

three months. The topics of the ten tasks proposed were: interacting with other Lang-8 

users, writing a news article, a biography, a description of incident, role-playing a food 

critic, talking about weather and clothing; writing about vacation time, creating an 

invitation to a birthday party, describing a birthday party, reviewing the students’ favorite 

song, and finally, doing a reflection exercise about what they learned with Lang-8. 

 

  3.2.3. PHASE III: EVALUATION  

 

  Once learners completed the series of tasks, an evaluation of the learning 

experience on Lang-8 was applied in the first week of the study. The results are related to 

the diagnostic test of skills, which was applied for a second occasion in order to compare 

the progress of students' skills during the three months they used Lang-8, which was 

monitored by an online tutor. 

 

4. RESULTS 

 

The diagnostic test of skills was applied twice to compare the levels of students in 

reading comprehension, listening, grammar, vocabulary, writing and speaking, evaluated 
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by the rubrics proposed by Eguiluz & Eguiluz (2004: 1005, 1025) and Bordón (2010: 

333) respectively.  

The results were consistent with the problem we saw in class and with the level of 

importance in the students’ lives, but they were not consistent in regards to their beliefs 

about the areas they needed to improve. Oral expression had higher scores on both tests. 

In contrast, the writing skill had was more advanced since Lang-8 was implemented in 

class after the first test they took.  Therefore we recommended using this LESN to 

achieve optimal long-term results. The applied tests are as follows:  

 

a) Reading Comprehension Test (RCT)  

b) Listening, Grammar and Vocabulary Tests (L & GVT)  

c) Writing Test (WT)  

d) Speaking Test (ST)  

 

  The results in the first application revealed that both students A and B had a 

greater mastery of skills in the RCT (A 100%, B 88%) and the ST (A 77%, B 72%), 

while they had low percentages in the WT (a 73%, B 66%) and the L & GVT (A 46%, B 

60%).  

  In the second application, the greater mastery of skills in each student was 

different: for A was 88% on the ST and the L & GVT with 86%, while B scored 86% on 

the WT and the L & GVT. 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

 

From these results we can interpret the significant progress in some skills, such as 

grammar and vocabulary, listening and writing (and speaking in A), after three months of 

this study and using Lang-8 to improve writing skill. Their progress is noticeable since 

they achieved 20% more in those skills, unlike the first application of the test.  

  Regarding the evaluation of the learning experience on Lang-8, this qualitative 

tool served to distinguish the importance of this network and its use in the development 

of writing expression while posting their tasks.  
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The results coincided with the features of this social networking system: it is 

accessible, practical and motivating because of the feedback students obtained. There is 

evidence that the sense of community helped them understand more about collaborative 

learning and to take responsibility for their own learning.  

Also, the use of Lang-8 helped them gain confidence to write in a foreign 

language, although the students consider that the process to improve writing skills is 

lengthy and they need motivation at all times. Regarding the concept of task, post-

treatment they saw it as a necessary activity without impositions by the “playful” nature 

that was promoted through use of the Lang-8 tool. 

Finally, the reflection exercise helped them analyze their own learning with the 

use of Lang-8, an innovative tool to perform writing assignments, according to their 

feedback. Learners also pointed out that they activated communicative and experimenting 

strategies while using this network; a fact that they consider as a major step to develop 

the skill marginalized by them at first.  

 

6. CONCLUSION  

 

  The Internet and social networks have become one of the most helpful tools in 

academia, as students and educational trends have adapted to technology adequate to 

their needs. With the implementation of this form of media in the foreign language 

classroom, students may value their use and form a critical perspective of the world, 

while knowledge, collaborative work and the development of foreign language skills are 

encouraged, giving unity to language, which in this study refers to the writing expression.  

  The data from the instruments of this study help support the perception within the 

classroom and with the use of the LESN Lang-8, which is conceived to improve writing 

expression for the following reasons:  

 

1. This tool, as both a formal and ludic way of learning, in addition to the activities 

done in class, can promote the principles of connectivism such as collaborative 

work, knowledge building with the negotiation of meaning, and the questioning of 
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ideas, not to mention the learner autonomy and improving of writing skills, as 

long as the methodology applied by the teacher is adequate. 

2. Frequent participation in this environment, among students and native Spanish 

users, activate collaborative editing (concept from Speck et al., 1999), in which 

the simultaneous roles of corrector and co-author of written texts are 

contemplated.  

3. Assigning tasks related to the context of the students may motivate them to write 

without fear in a foreign language, to use it in a free way, according to Trujillo 

(2012), to do things with it, and gradually this process will help the students to 

excel in the language.  

 

  It is important to point out that it is not the sophistication of the technology that 

will provide a suitable learning environment, as De Benito and Salinas (2008) agree, but 

the decisions of the teacher, motivation, active participation, the students’ needs, among 

other factors. This pilot study may serve teachers and researchers in the field of TSL as a 

reference for the development of further studies, more applications of this tool, and the 

update of this issue with the coming evolution of the Internet. 
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