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Background 

Past SLA studies in telecollaborative learning: 

�  Belz & Kinginger (2002) 

�  Belz (2003) 

�  Blyth (2012) 



Community of  Practice 

�  Wenger (2000): Learning is “an interplay between social 
competence and personal experience”, and continues to 
qualify it as a “dynamic, two-way relationship between 
people and the social systems in which they 
participate” (226). 

�  “Modes of  belonging”: 
�  engagement 
�  imagination 
�  alignment 

�  These modes usually coexist in a social learning system, but 
one “can dominate and thus give a different quality to the 
social structure” (228).  



Nature of  online discussion fora 

�  On WRF, there is not a direction for specific topics, 
but they are supposed to be related to language 

�  On WRF, the posters direct the topics of  posts, but 
there are moderators 

�  On WRF, moderators can merge posts and delete 
irrelevant posts 
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About WordReference 

�  Founded in 1999 by Michael Kellogg 

�  A word from the creator: 
The Internet has done an incredible job of  bringing the world 
together in the last few years.  One of  the greatest barriers has been 
language […] I have three main goals with WordReference.  First, 
continue to create free online bilingual dictionaries for English to 
many other languages.  I strive to offer excellent translations for "all" 
English words, terms, idioms, sayings, etc. into "all" languages [ …]  
Beyond English, I plan to do the same for Spanish, French, Italian 
and Portuguese.  Second, provide the world's best language forums, 
dedicated to relatively serious discussion about the meanings and 
translations of words, terms and expressions in many languages.  
Third, continue to innovate to produce the best website and reference 
tools for the world. (my emphasis) 
http://www.wordreference.com/english/AboutUs.aspx 
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What can we learn from WRF? 

�  What kinds of  questions do non-natives ask? 

�  Who responds to the questions? 

�  Tu vs. vous is a pragmatic variable 

�  What do the posts tell us about native and non-native 
pragmatic competence? 

�  Is there an aspect of  cultural exchange? 

�  Is this telecollaborative learning? 

�  Is there a pedagogical element that we can incorporate in the 
classroom? 
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Data 

�  Merged WordReference thread: 

 tu/vous-tutoyer/vouvoyer-tutoiement/vouvoiement 

�  As well as some supporting references from other 
related threads 
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Demographic information 
Native language Number of posts 

French 100 

English 90 

Other 13 

Bilingual 13 

Other languages included Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, Swedish 
Bilinguals: French-English, Hindi-English, British English-Russian 
 
Total number of posts: n=216 
Total number of  words from native French speakers’ posts: 10,433 
Total number of  words from non-native French speakers: 7,642 
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Participation of  Native 
Speakers 

�  42% of  the posts come from native English speakers 

�  46% of  the words come from native French speakers 

�  Many native speakers post more than once 

�  What is the motivation? 
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Analysis 

�  Affordances 

�  Disadvantages 

�  WRF as a rich source for CMC data 



Affordances 

�  Access to multiple speakers across the globe 

�  Free 

�  Can learn about different cultures when this sort of  
topic is discussed 

�  Engagement of  community members 

�  Guidance of  moderators 



Access to multiple speakers 

�  Native (emic perspective) 

�  Non-native (etic perspective) 

�  Anyone with Internet access 

 



Free! 

Free! 



Intercultural exchange 









Engagement of  community 
members 

�  Native French speakers are engaged in the community-
they care enough to answer questions about their own 
language 
�  46% of  the posts in this thread were by native speakers 

�  Many of  the native speakers post more than once 

�  Moderators are engaged in keeping the threads 
relevant/appropriate 



Guidance of  moderators 

�  Moderators have the ability to edit or delete posts if  
they feel that the content is not relevant to the thread.  

�  They can also merge threads if  they feel that there are 
too many separate threads discussing the same topic.   

�  They can even ban posters who do not engage or align 
appropriately with the task.  



Disadvantages 

�  Time differences 

�  No “instructor” guiding the discussion 

�  Cultural clashes 

�  Anonymity of  posters 



Time differences 

�  Sometimes there are several turns between non-native 
speakers, perhaps because the native speakers, who 
have sometimes a ~7 hour time difference, are asleep! 

�  This can lead to non-natives speculating, using 
“intuitions” that might not be native-like, and more 
limited experience/anecdotes 

�  The more general issue of  this being asynchronous 
communication 













No “instructor” 

�  No one is guiding the discussion 

�  Sometimes the discussion gets off-topic before a 
moderator can intervene (again, a disadvantage of  the 
asynchronous nature of  the fora) 



Cultural clashes 











Anonymity of  posters 

�  Who is posting? 

�  e.g. Is this really a native speaker responding to the 
question? 

�  Are they providing accurate information, or are they 
making things up? 



What can we learn from WRF? 

�  What kinds of  questions do non-natives ask? 

�  Who responds to the questions? 

�  Tu vs. vous is a pragmatic variable 

�  What do the posts tell us about native and non-native 
pragmatic competence? 

�  Is there an aspect of  cultural exchange? 

�  Is this telecollaborative learning? 

�  Is there a pedagogical element that we can incorporate in the 
classroom? 
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WRF as a rich source for 
CMC data 

�  emoticons 

�  users can embed images, links from Dailymotion; 
Facebook; Liveleak; Metacafe; Vimeo; YouTube;  

�  users can link to others’ profiles in their responses 

�  thanking/acknowledgement strategies 

�  greetings/addressivity 



Conclusion 

 Unlike Cultura (as analyzed by Blyth, 2012), WordReference is not an 
example of  directed telecollaborative learning, as the learners are the 
first participants to post threads, asking questions about anything 
ranging from simple grammar questions to the pragmatic nuances of  
the tu vs. vous distinction.  However, the presence of  moderators and 
engaged native speakers allows for the learner-directed threads to have 
some guidance from the more competent (Wenger, 2000, 227) members 
of  the group.  The fact that this discussion is online and is open 
internationally to anyone who wishes to post means that people move 
in and out of  the community, and that there are potentially newcomers 
(Wenger, 2000, 226) every day.  The presence of  the moderators and 
engaged senior members helps teach the newcomers how 
“WordReference is done”, so that when this community of  practice 
functions properly, posters not only learn the answers to their 
questions, they also learn how to interact in this particular community.  
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