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ROBERT ESCOLANO-LOPEZ*, NATASHA LEAL-RIVAS*™, JOSE ROVIRA-COLLADO***

XARXAMOOC, THE FIRST LMOOC FOR STUDENTS OF XARXA
VIVES. A MODEL PROPOSAL FOR FUTURE MOOCS FOR
LANGUAGES FOR SPECIFIC PURPOSES

Abstract

This article presents the course entitled “XarxaMOOC: Introduccié al llenguatge
d'especialitat en les universitats de llengua catalana”, a project by the Xarxa Vives
d’Universitats coordinated by the University of Alicante providing an open-access
language learning model for LSP (Languages for Specific Purposes) in academic en-
vironments.

1. Introduction

Connectivist theorist Dave Cormier coined the term “MOOC” (Massive
Open Online Course) in 2008 to refer to online courses where contents are
accessible to all users and there are no limits on the number of people who
can sign up. In 2011 Sebastian Thrun, from Stanford University, launched a
MOOC in artificial intelligence with over 120,000 students enrolled. Prior to
these e-learning landmarks, a major methodological trend with a focus on
open access had already been developed: Open Course Ware (OCW). OCW
is an international program devoted to publishing academic materials for
further education and supported by flagship universities from around the
world.

The University of Alicante was one of the ten founding universities of
this program, which was launched in Spain and Latin America in 2007
[http://ocw.ua.es/]. So far, over two hundred courses with open-access mate-
rial available to all users have been published. The UA’s active participation,
number of courses, language offer and content relevance were recognised
with the Open Course Ware Consortium's first Reference Site Award in 2011
(Figure 1).

OCW is the institutional repository of a university consortium. The
courses offered range from short courses to enhance student interaction to full
courses with open-access teaching materials.

* University of Alicante, Spain, robert.escolano@ua.es
** University of Naples “Federico 117, Italy, lealrivas@unina.it
*** University of Alicante, Spain, jrovira.collado@ua.es
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Figure 1 - University of Alicante-OCW.

In some respects, the purpose of the University of Alicante's OCW program
and platform is common to all MOOCs: increased access to high-quality courses
and online learning for free; exchange and reciprocity between standardised
and non-standardised education; free access to learning and courses in a num-
ber of languages; self-assessment and peer assessment. 1

The methodological tsunami caused by MOOCs led some to question the ac-
ademic teaching model and even the learning models for the Twenty-first cen-
tury. This paved the way for various platforms which hosted MOOCs to vary-
ing degrees of success 1. Coursera, from the United States, clearly remains one
of the best-known platforms, a pioneering initiative with over 1,000 courses on
offer in 2016. Particularly remarkable in Spain is Miriada X, a well-established
platform launched by Universia in 2013. Universia is the largest network of
Spanish and Portuguese-speaking universities, comprising 1,200 universities
from 23 countries and more than 15 million university lecturers and students.
The platform currently offers over 200 MOOCs and two accreditation pathways.

The new approach to learning and knowledge-building initially proposed by
MOOQOCs focused on new content creation by students with an underlying prin-
ciple based on interactive-collaborative teaching. In this sense, MOOCsS respect-
ed two basic principles: an open-access training offer and interactive collabora-
tion in courses based on participants' proposals (scalability).

MOOCs, however, opened up multiple and diverse possibilities. Today,
commercial or semi-commercial platforms allow them to reach a greater au-
dience [3).

In the field of language teaching, there are already many different pro-
posals which, in one way or another, try to adapt to this new course meth-
odology. The growing interest in this area made us think of how the
MOOC methodological revolution and the self-paced (autonomous and
self-managed study), open and constructive learning they proposed could
benefit language teaching and learning with a focus on effective and inter-


https://miriadax.net/cursos
http://www.universia.es/
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cultural communication skills. In other words, this kind of learning pays
particular attention to skills which should also be constructive, collabora-
tive and responsible, allowing learners to “do things” with languages in
everyday life as well as in their future professional career. And yet, despite
the many studies on MOOCs available nowadays, it is difficult to effective-
ly design LMOOCs with a process and skill-based language learning ap-
proach in an online, open-access space. This is due to the fact that experi-
ments involving LMOOCs are still in their early stages (4, which also ex-
plains the marked differences among the over 1,000 European LMOOCs in
foreign language teaching/learning available on the Open Education Euro-
pa portal between 2012 and 2015. Spain, if compared with other European
countries, has a remarkable LMOOC offer in Spanish for foreign language
learning, with a total of 286 courses ranging from the humanities to lan-
guage studies. Many of these LMOOCs are based on conventional and tra-
ditional audio-visual and written material, as it is a suitable format to test
this new e-learning methodology. Furthermore, this format is easily recog-
nised by users ).

With the emergence of MOOCs, it would appear that other pedagogical
formats for online language teaching are now outdated. Nevertheless, it is
worthy to note that some digital language learning environments (namely
Spanish [http://ave.cervantes.es/] and Catalan [http://www.parla.cat/]) can
provide a wealth of top-quality methodological and technological resources
that can be employed to design more interactive LMOOCsS [¢). The reason for
this is that their pedagogical approach focuses on autonomous user learning,
peer assessment and the importance of tools to improve the learning process
for both teachers and students.

In November 2013, the Xarxa Vives d’Universitats, with the University of
Alicante as coordinator, launched the first MOOC in languages for specific
purposes run in Catalan. The primary objective was to make language train-
ing in Catalan easier for future exchange and new students enrolled in any
of the 22 universities within the Xarxa, located in 4 countries of the Mediter-
ranean basin: Andorra, France, Italy and Spain. The second edition of Xarx-
aMOOC: Introduccié al llenguatge d’especialitat en les universitats de llengua cata-
lana [http://xarxamooc.uaedf.ua.es/preview] (2014-2015 academic year), like
the previous one, offered learning tools to give students an introduction to
Catalan specialised languages and terminology of the main university disci-
plines, and also provided a representative cultural overview (educational
system, geography, tourism, language, media, etc.) of the territories where
Xarxa Vives universities are located.


https://www.openeducationeuropa.eu/
https://www.openeducationeuropa.eu/
http://ave.cervantes.es/
http://www.parla.cat/
http://xarxamooc.uaedf.ua.es/preview
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2. Theoretical framework for creating Open-Access materials aimed at
Second Languages and Languages for Specific Purposes

The pedagogical structure of XarxaMOOC was based on the notion that
a language should be learned as the means whereby social relations are es-
tablished, developed and maintained [71. Therefore, language offers a sys-
tem of options which are updated according to speakers' needs and the so-
cial context in which statements are produced, thus reinforcing the axiom
that all speech acts take place on a social and cultural basis and that effec-
tive intercultural communication skills in personal, academic and profes-
sional environments are essential to language learning. New technologies
and the potential methodology of MOOCs enable knowledge-building
based on collaborative interaction, which could certainly enrich learning in
a plurilingual social environment and improve language skills in universi-
ty studies.

Within the theoretical framework underlying XarxaMOOC's language
pedagogy, the metacognitive and metalinguistic dimensions are viewed as
a bridge between specific language and its abstraction process. Studies on
language interdependence developed by Cummins [s§ and on language
transfer, interlanguage and contrastive analysis for Iberian languages (9]
have been employed, as they make it possible to develop cognitive strate-
gies helping learners comprehend contents with a focus on their academic
or professional activity, starting from a basic proficiency in the second lan-
guage, their previous world knowledge and their first language.

Significant studies include those on multilingualism ) and plurilin-
gualism which point to a single skill allowing learners to develop better
and suitable communication, language and discourse strategies 115, bearing
in mind that plurilingual profiles do not necessarily entail rich pluricultur-
al profiles (121. There is frequent evidence that people learning a second lan-
guage at basic levels can have a good command of a language system and,
at the same time, ignore relevant details about the related culture.

The intercultural approach 13 to language as a process structuring and
building a certain way of seeing, understanding and re-proposing reality
(4] by means of a range of discourse-related possibilities enables effective
discourse strategies. In our MOOC, intercultural skills focused on universi-
ty and exchange students who needed to approach academic Catalan. For
this reason, XarxaMOOC reconsidered the major role intercultural skills
should play within communication skills applied to second language
teaching or learning and, above all, with a view to related Languages for
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Specific Purposes 151 from social and discourse-related language analysis to
improve actional competence in academic or professional environments.

The new possibilities and formats offered by the Internet, with intercon-
nected textual and audio-visual material, is an intercultural process in itself,
regardless of the tools employed or the contents shared. For XarxaMOOC it
was vital to go back to landmark studies on MOOCs p16) and LMOOCs 117, as
well as studies examining new methodologies and technologies applied to e-
learning and Second Languages ).

3. XarxaMOOC: the first MOOC in Catalan language
Educacion Digital del Futuro, a platform run by the University of Alicante,

provides XarxaMOOC [http://xarxamooc.uaedf.ua.es/preview] with a space
for ongoing teaching and technological experimentation (Figure 2).

duniversitats

Curs Forum Blooc Registre

XarxaMOOC - El MOOC en catala

) XarxaVives 2@;& XarxaMOOC 84 27 Inici de sessié

Oberta la segona edici6 de XarxaMOOC

«XarxaMOOC: Introduccié al llenguatge despecialitat en les
universitats de llengua catalana» és el curs obert en catala que
rensenyara llenguatge d' i amés deines i
recursos digitals, que necessites per als teus estudis

XarxaMOOC conté videos (docents, sobre terminologia.

a de recursos i blogs
etc.) i activitats autocorrectives. Després de cada unitat, pots obtenir
un digital d de 2

Inscriu-thi ja i tindras accés als videos i materials. Només necessites
disposar dun compte de Google.

Després de l'experiéncia obtinguda en la primera edici6, hem decidit
deixar obertes totes les unitats del curs fins al juny de 2015. Entra i
segueix el curs al teu ritme.

Universitat d/Alacant - Privadesa i condicions.

Figure 2 - Main page of XarxaMOOC - second edition.

This MOOC, launched in 2013 under the University of Alicante’s presi-
dency of Xarxa Vives, was the product of a complex process. XarxaMOOC,
which was originally intended to offer a course in Catalan for academic pur-
poses, developed into a multi-module course targeted at all university stu-
dents wishing to take any subject in Catalan.

Since its first edition, leading Spanish and international institutions and
associations have taken part: Institut d’Estudis Catalans, Direccié General de
Politica Lingiiistica de la Generalitat de Catalunya, TERMCAT, Academia


https://uaedf.ua.es/
http://xarxamooc.uaedf.ua.es/preview
http://www.iec.cat/activitats/entrada.asp
http://www20.gencat.cat/portal/site/Llengcat/menuitem.1ab5a94fef60a1e7a129d410b0c0e1a0/?vgnextoid=bcbb929450071110VgnVCM1000000b0c1e0aRCRD&newLang=ca_ES
http://www20.gencat.cat/portal/site/Llengcat/menuitem.1ab5a94fef60a1e7a129d410b0c0e1a0/?vgnextoid=bcbb929450071110VgnVCM1000000b0c1e0aRCRD&newLang=ca_ES
http://www.termcat.cat/
http://www.avl.gva.es/inici.html
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Valenciana de la Llengua, Research Chair for Science Dissemination
(University of Valencia), University of Naples “L’Orientale”, Federacid Esco-
la Valenciana, Softcatala, Un Entre Tants and El Tempir, among others.

XarxaMOOC comprises 12 specific units or courses. As shown in Table 1,
the first five are common to all students and the remaining seven are specif-
ic, according to the area of knowledge users wish to focus on.

. Presentation

. Education

. Language

. Media

IT

Law

. Geography and Tourism

. Economics

. Architecture

10. Biology and Natural Sciences
11. Medicine and Health Sciences
12. Literature

OO NDU R WN R

Table 1 - XarxaMOOC units.

Completing all 12 units is not required, as each has its own certification
badge on Mozilla/badges. Each of these certifications lists the contents and
skills covered in the unit. The Google Course Builder platform was em-
ployed because it was best suited to the objectives and structure of the
course. Furthermore, to reach a greater audience and given that massive
audiences are not specific, many of the videos, which are still accessible for
free on a YouTube channel, were subtitled in English, French, Italian and
Spanish.

Each unit aimed to provide a relevant sample of language for specific
purposes and tap into the new ICT learning potential. Table 2 outlines the
standard didactic structure of each unit. All sections of each unit included
comprehension activities. The 12 units feature over 100 teaching videos spe-
cifically made for the course, with interviews with specialists and leading
figures in Catalan culture, recorded lessons, lecture models and specific ses-
sions with the contents of each unit.


http://www.avl.gva.es/inici.html
http://www.uv.es/cdciencia/
http://www.vives.org/les-universitats/universitat-de-valencia/
http://www.unior.it/
http://www.escolavalenciana.com/
http://www.escolavalenciana.com/
http://www.softcatala.org/traductor
http://1entretants.ning.com/
http://www.eltempir.cat/

XARXAMOOC, the first LMOOC for students of Xarxa Vives 139

-Unit presentation

-Teacher’s lecture

-Interview with a specialist
-Language for Specific Purposes
-Terminology activities
-Specialized discourse

-Example of class or lecture
-Magazines and blogs

-ICT/LKT tools

-Catalan learning assessment test

Table 2 - Contents of XarxaMOQOC units.

XarxaMOOC was one of fourteen MOOCs selected for funding by Catalo-
nia's Office for Universities. This selection of projects made up a research group
to share an experience whereby a MOOC, called #14MOQOCs14, would be creat-
ed. According to the final report and the annexes 9}, it was one of the most pro-
ductive courses in the Catalan language and received a number of awards rec-
ognising its quality and the interest of the teaching material. At present, it is still
available to anyone who wants to complete it, as part of the UA's OCW.

This model has served as a basis for various projects run by the Universi-
ty of Alicante at different stages of development, focused on literary con-
tents 201. In addition, it was even taken as a model for projects on Spanish for
specific purposes on open virtual platforms targeted at native Italian univer-
sity students and medical doctors p21.

4. Conclusions

Ever since Cormier coined the term MOOC in 2008 and Thrun proved ac-
tual massive potential of this type of courses in 2011, many universities have
taken MOOC:s as a model for teaching innovation. In this regard, the Universi-
ty of Alicante became a reference in MOOC design throughout the 2012-2013
and 2013-2014 academic years. This was possible thanks to UniMOOC, fo-
cused on the digital economy and a pioneering model which has enjoyed
worldwide success, and XarxaMOOC, developed in cooperation with the
Xarxa Vives d’Universitats and an educational flagship in the Catalan language.

The concept of connectivism has been mentioned in this work as a new
pedagogical approach or a new learning theory. In our view, even if it is not
easy to apply this concept to language learning, it is the best principle seek-


http://unimooc.com/
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ing to explain — and above all integrate — the many changes technology has
brought about in education in the Twenty-first century.

The theoretical framework of this article highlights that XarxaMOOC is a
new LMOOC model which can advance towards more interactive proposals.
It also points out that MOOCs can still make major contributions to lan-
guage learning courses.

Obviously, interuniversity cooperation existed long before the Internet,
MOOCs or connectivism appeared. Those who took part in their develop-
ment, however, have indeed witnessed how knowledge generation and ex-
change have evolved in less than twenty years. This cooperation also sets the
foundations for all connected learning where LMOOCs represent a key
space for development to improve communication between users of differ-
ent languages and enhance plurilingualism.
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