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Abstract

The article looks at language learner autonomy sc&l construct in relation to the context
and its user based on the exampldtaki, a social networking site for tandem language
learning. Considering the two foci — the contexd dine learner — the study is divided into
two parts, both carried out from the perspectiverdine ethnography, each utilising different
techniques and tools. Part 1, based on participatbservation and user experience of the
author, was aimed at investigating the contexttalki as a language learning environment.
Its affordances, noted in the course of the stady, analysed against the three aspects of
social learner autonomy (Murray 2014): emotionablitigal, and spatial, in order to
investigate the potential dfalki for interdependent learning. In Part 2 of the gtwidth its
focus on the learner, the data were gathered bynsne& semi-structured open-ended
interviews withltalki users (N=10). One of these interviews evolved mtoase study, in
which elements of social network analysis (SNA) avatilized to look at learner autonomy
of an individual user.

The results of the study indicate that learner manay in the digital age can be both
self- and other-regulated; characterized by leaim#gpendence as well as interdependence.
All this is very much promoted by new tendencieslanguage learning and affordances
offered by the new media. At the same time, thouhé,nature of the autonomy exercised
will, to a large extent, be determined by indivitligarner agendas, motives and attitudes.

Key words: learner autonomy; tandem learning; online ethaphy

1. Introduction
Palfreyman (2006) argues that one needavw@yslook at learner autonomy in the context of
learning. Such contexts frame education, amongsthg providing resources, both material
and social. At the same time, though, central éséhcontexts is always the learner who uses
these resources, with his/her unique agenda, nstared attitudes.

With such a point of departure, this article pragmthat the contemporary concept of
language learner autonomy as a social construeh(2895; Little, 2004; Murray 2014) may
be investigated from two perspectives. On the arahlearner autonomy is about reaching

out as the learner’'s “means to transcend the lbarbetween learning and living” (Little,



Teaching English with Technology7(2), 3-28,http://www.tewtjournal.org 4

1995: 175). Living has certainly changed: the leeenmeans have become networked and
highly influenced by the ways of Web 2.0. This h#ered the nature of autonomous learning
in general and, in particular, the character of-getessed education. Social — or interactive
(Hauck et al., 2012) — resources are more eas#ylable nowadays, and, as a result, they
may prevail over the material ones. This results ainshift from independence to
interdependence in contemporary autonomous leariaogking at learner autonomy as a
social construct can involve examining the natureuch a shift vis-a-vis functionalities of
individual learning environments.

At the same time, though, it is equally intriguittgsee to what extent such a shift can
also be seen in learner agendas, motives anddatitun such a case, the research will focus
on:

(i) whether the autonomous learner of today utilizésrattive resources to satisfy

his/her individual learning needs well ago reach out téhe other

(i) if he/she attempts to transcend the barriers betiesaning and livingout also

communicative / cultural boundaries;

(ii) if he/she wants to utilize what others offamd to be a resource him/herself in

establishing different communities of learning.

The present article attempts to look at both thetecd and the learner in its
investigation of learner autonomy as a social gonstin doing so it is divided into two parts,
each presenting an aspect of an online ethnogragbhéty carried out in March-May 2015.
The article opens with a descriptionltdlki, a social-networking language learning website,
designed for formal and informal tandem learning w@rious world languages. This
description is based on the outcomes of Part 1lhef dtudy, carried out by means of
participatory observation as well as based on ezperience of the functionality of the site
and its affordances. These research results are dhalysed with reference to the three
dimensions of autonomy as a social construct (Mur2914): emotional, political, and
spatial. The aim of this part of the research was\vestigate the context and to determine its
potential for interdependent learning in its thobfferent dimensions. As the research was
planned as a thought experiment, this is donelatioa to the concept of learner autonomy as
a social construct anubt vis-a-vis research to date. Afterwards, the atpresents the results
of Part 2 of the study: the qualitative researcto ithe routines, motivation and partner
selection criteria of 1@talki users as autonomous learners of different langudgehis part,
data were gathered by means of semi-structured-epeed interviews. As one of the

interviewees agreed for a more in-depth study, aentiborough insight into the personal
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context of this user is also presented. His intevacnetworks are examined, mapped onto
collaboration graphs and subjected to social ndtvemralysis (SNA). During this part, the
study focuses on learner agendas, motives, ariddsts. Similarly to Part 1, the subsequent
data analysis pertains more to these factors, &@eonnected to learner autonomy as a social
construct, than to learninger se as such, it is not examined in the context ofviones
research efforts. The article closes with conclusidrawn based on the study as well as

teaching implications pertaining to language leaengonomy as a social construct.

2. The study

2.1. The aims of the research

The study ofitalki, a social networking site for tandem learning iffiedent world languages,
was carried out for three months, in March-May 20i.Bonsisted of two parts, each of which
had its own objectives:

(1) to investigate the functionality of the portabether with the language learning

opportunities it offers;

(2) to examine the routines as well as agendasivesoand attitudes dfalki users,

including the quantity and quality of personal cections created by such users.
Related to these objectives are, respectivelyresearch questions:

(1) Doesltalki have the potential for developing / exercising ablgarner autonomy

in its three dimensions: emotional, political, apétial (Murray, 2014)?

(2) Can the shift from independence to interdeperoede seen in the routines as well

as agendas, motives and attitudelalki users?

While the research as a whole was carried out ftben perspective of online
ethnography, each of its parts had its own datecodn techniques and tools.

Part 1 was based on online participatory obsemadiod collection of digital artifacts
(notes and their corrections, chat samples, édu@r a period of three months, 100+ hours
were spent on differeritalki activities (text and voice interaction, in-chatepe&orrection,
note writing, note correction, reflecting on thetenortfolio, browsing of site and its user
profiles, etc.). During this exploratory period 5@ifferent artifacts were collected and stored
in the form of researcher notes and screenshot®{she latter are presented in Figures 1-6);
additionally, a user interaction journal was ketgt ¢ontents were analysed and mapped into
the collaboration graph presented in Figure 7).

Part 2 was based on semi-structured open-endediewes with 10ltalki users. The

guestions of the interviews revolved around twoib&sues of why the interviewees used
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Italki and what their criteria for partnering were. Otighe interviews revolved into a case
study in which the user’s social interaction paitewere examined and mapped onto
collaboration graphs regarding both his learningvoeks as well as elements of his lifestyle.
As such, this part of the study utilized some elet:i®f social network analysis (SNA). This
was an attempt to place the motivation of an irdliad user in his own unique context, an
approach advocated by Ushioda (2011). Additiondte detailed description of such an
individual context served the purpose of a deepsight into the emotional, political, and
spatial aspects of autonomous learning (Murray4201

As for its scope, the two-partite study was a stsedlle investigation for a number of
reasons. As a learning environmdtdlki is rather elusive to a researcher. This, in pddicu
has consequences for research sampling procedtrssof all, the total number active
users is virtually impossible to determine withadimin-level insight. As a result, the size of
the population, which is a factor in selecting atistically valid sample, cannot be known.
Additionally, users tend to protect their privagyhich, in turn, makes in-depth interviews
very difficult to carry out unless trust has beearned as a result of long-term language
partnering based on regular interaction. A solutionthese two problems was recruiting
respondents from among thiglki contacts of the researcher (who chose to be anande
language learner for three months). The main geleatriterion was whether or not the
respondents were autonomous learners, which posgbea problem. The characterltdlki-
like tandem language learning — extracurriculatf-in@iated, self-regulated — makes it
justified to assume that learner autonomy in ear is a given. This is why the criterion was
refined based on Little’s (2002) definition of lear autonomy. As Little (2002) notes, “there
is a consensus that the practice of learner autgnequires insight, a positive attitude, a
capacity for reflection, and readiness to be proactive self-management and interaction
with other$ (emphasis added). Consequently, the study samadeselected from among the
researcher’s network based on the subjects’ praattehaviour as regards interaction: the
fact that they actively initiated and sustainedtaononitalki.

2.2. Research context: introducindtalki

Italki — along withlang8 Buusy MyLanguageExchangeeToM (electronic Tandem on
Moodle), Speakynd many others — is a social networking site aesigor tandem language
learning. Such learning is based on one-to-one angds between speakers of different
languages, who partner up to teach each other thatiner tongue (or a language in which
they are proficient) and to learn the target laggutom one another (Cziko, 2004). Apart
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from such language-for-language barter exchangedalp like Italki offer their users an
opportunity to learn with professional teachersdauition fee.

A registered user of italki.com has his/her owshteard, where different actions can
be initiated (Figure 1; with description of indivdl aspects of the site functionality 1-10);
and a profile (Figure 2), which can be personalifpkoto; description — 4, Figure 2).
Importantly, the profile serves as a learner ptidfomm which the learner can keep all notes
(including their corrections offered by othéalki users — 5, Figure 2) and which can be used
for revision purposes and, in time, for insighbioine’s language development.

Upon a newcomer’s first login, tHealki profile is randomly shown to other users,
which may result in the first text-chat contactgy(ffe 3). It is also possible to get in touch
with fellow Italkers, channeling the search through one’s target lagegi@r by publishing
notes in the languages learned — they are likelgtti@ct the speakers or teachers who can
make corrections or add comments (Figure 4). Tregsepotential tandem partners with
whom the user can subsequently initiate one-toemmtacts or schedule sessions. There will
also be system-generated suggestions ilDthgou want more helarea (Figure 5), based on

the notes published as well as the user’s prafiie. i
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Figure 1. Italki dashboard

1. notes written to-date; 2. scheduled sessionls tedchers; 3. friends; 4. messages; 5. naotifinati@f new
followers or friends requests); 6. currétatlki savings (ITC =ltalki credits, bought with real money — used to
pay for lessons with teachers); 7. profile; 8. guaxcess to various functions (slideshow); 9. irtgoar
information (incl. introduction tdtalki); 10.where you buy ITC
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User Profile Edit Profila
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Figure 2. User profile

1. points scored (can be exchanged for ICTs); Atamts; 3. padtalki activity of the user; 4. personal info; 5.
notes written to date with history of correctiols;past sessions; 7. a note (the most recent 8nejiother
tongue; 9. languages learned (with level marked).
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Figure 3. First contacts on Italki
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Figure 5. System activity upon a note published
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After the first contact, which can be carried outhelingua franca(Figure 3) or in
both languages simultaneously (Figure 6),lthkki users who are ready to partner up may
agree to have a voice chat via one of the popli&€ @ools (Skype), as italki.com itself does

not include voicechat functions.

Show More

Y BAC BCT HUKAKAR MAEA KaK Mbl MOKEM YUHTLCA BMECTE? m

Maybe | will write to you in English and you will write to me in Russian, for some time? And
then we can meet for a skype chat?

Yro BbI gyMaeTe?

rl Moi ckain marinamasloval8
Apr 10, 2015 19:27
SnowAnnieColour is mine.
Do we also write? Or do you want to talk only?

I I 51 joGasuna :) Ml MOKEM M NEPENHCLIBATLCA, W PA3TOBAPHBATE )

Awesome, thank you =) m

Figure 6. The bilingual text chat dtalki

As the number of contacts dtalki grows with use, after a time one is likely to
become a node in a network (Figure 7), in which isree node: (i) in relation to other nodes,
creating and maintaining ties which may be strormgexeaker; (i) engaging in voice, text or
voice-or-text exchanges; or (iii) free not to sustthe unwanted edges (=relations with
nodes).

Italki is an informal service in the sense that it is pait of any institutionalized
schooling system. Enrolment and participation areagter of choice for any user and so is
the agenda, which may range from mere exploratiomugh socializing in a foreign language

to informal (peer-to-peer) or formal (tutored) lalage education.
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Figure 7. Italki user as a node in the web of ccista

(color blue indicates the regular ones; ladigng indicates a proficient speaker of language a Iaghanguage

b; T=teacher)
2.3.1talki as a scheme for learner interdependence — discussib
Considering all its characteristics described ia frevious section — the non-institutional
character of education; self-direction; opport@stior self-reflection (portfolio); choice as
the basis for all user actionsltalki can be seen as what Little (2002) calls a seléssc
language learning scheme. As such, the portal rdaext in which autonomy can be
developed and exercised based on the resourceselhaccess scheme offers. These
resources are by all means social rather than rmatehich makedtalki different from the
self-access centers of the past. These centersdesigned for language learning which was
individual-cognitive rather than social-interactilsed on one’s capacity for taking on the
responsibility for (Holec, 1981; Little, 1991) ossuming the control of one’s own learning
(Benson, 2011)ltalki, in turn, with its architecture and dynamics adaial network, offers
its users a chance to develop and exercise leattenomy in interaction; autonomy seen as
a function of interdependence as well as indepeselenmore recent literature on the subject
(Little, 2004; Palfreyman, 2006; Murray et al., 20Murray, 2014). This section looks at
Italki vis-a-vis the three aspects of language learntwnamy as a social construct: the

emotional, the spatial and the political.
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According to Huang and Benson (2013), the capacigontrol one’s own learning is
based on three mainstays: the ability to take an résponsibility and to manage one’s
education; the desire to do so; and the freedotaki® action. Thé can — | want to — I'm free
to triad is translated by Murray (2014) into threefetiént aspects of learner autonomy as a
social construct. In the first place, these aspeutkide the emotionall (want t9 and the
political ('m free tg facets of being responsible / in control. Howewas Murray (2014)
notes, all the three components of autonomy prapdseHuang and Benson (2013) — the
ability, the desire and the freedom — should alwbgsconsidered in the context in which
abilities are developed, desires are formed, aetivm is granted. Such a context is the third,
the spatial, aspect of learner autonomy.

In order to evaluatdtalki as a self-access scheme, it is important to ansieer
question of how well the portal accommodates theetraspects of learner autonomy as a
social construct: the emotional, the political, ahd spatial. This will be done by analysing
the affordances of the site described in Sectionthe light of relevant literature to-date.

2.3.1. The emotional aspect of learning a language Italki

There are numerous links between the cognitive amedacognitive aspects of learner
autonomy (thé canfacet) and motivationl (vant). What is important is that the cause-effect
relation ofl can therefore | want tonay be as strong as the ond @fant to therefore | can
(Turula 2006) On the one hand, self-determination (Deci and Rg&42) is a powerful
internal drive which encourages learners to makartein spite of their limitations. On the
other hand, self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1997 an important factor in deciding to
undertake and persevere with education. The séesahing possible ortalki can be a
powerful motivator as well as create and reinfarek-efficacy beliefs in several ways. These
ways can be explained based on the three prindiptasulated by Little (2004) as a result of
his observation of Dam’s (1995) successful and lighotivating way of developing learner
autonomy through interdependence. These principledade learner empowerment, learner
reflection and the appreciation of the target lagguuse.

Learner empowerment, as Little (2004) points ait;losely related to the feeling of
being in charge / in control. As Murray (2014) aguin autonomy-promoting contexts, this
feeling has an equivalent: a sense of freedom. Ehithe case oftalki, where the user
entertains freedom in many different spheres: ito joe network; to initiate language contact;

to choose his/her language partners and / or tutmnespond to invites from other users; to
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select the functions s/he wants to use; to decae mmuch self s/he is ready to disclose /
invest. This gives a sense of power which addsdbwvation ( can therefore | want {o

Self-efficacy can also be formed / reinforced tlyloself-reflection. As Little (2004)
observes, it is impossible to accept responsibfbitylearning without thinking about it. In
addition to exercising control / freedom, settingalg and making choices, autonomous
learners need to reflect upon the outcomes, ewathatr progress, identify their strengths and
weaknessedtalki affordances — with special regard to the repositdnyotes which serves as
a learner portfolio — enable such reflection. Tleeository of notes can be a source of
satisfaction or dissatisfaction which emerge duthmgself-reflection phase and take the form
of emotional self-reaction (Zimmerman, 2013). Cdesing the fact that thitalki notes are
public and interactive (other users can comment @rdect), such emotions are social in
nature (Damasio, 2003).

Last but not least, based on his already-mentiatservations of Dam’s class, Little
(1999, 2004) emphasizes the importance of puttoggther school knowledge and action
knowledge. The latter is activated in authenticgleage use characteristic for autonomous
learning contexts (but is rarely found in more ifiadal settings — cf. Legenhausen, 1999).
Italki is an interactional context which gives numerouparfunities for the appreciation of
the target language authentic use. It is likelyowxur during less formal peer-to-peer
exchanges as a result of interaction in which esfeal (=real, meaning seeking) rather than
display (seeking to practice a language functiargstjons are likely to be asked. In response
to such questions, users are socially coercedpedls as themselves” (Legenhausen, 1999),
as people rather than as language learners, red@ygage their own motivations, identities
and personal interests in their conversations” (@i 2011: 15). What is important, in the
very context ofitalki — largely informal, out-of-class, freedom-basetthe- identities engaged
will be the transportable ones (who the personyésl rather than situated (who the person is
in the classroom) or discourse (what the persauposed to say) (Richards 2006). All this
Is a powerful social motivator underlying autonomdanguage learning.

Finally, there is a word to be said for one magfeetof socially grounded emotional
investment of the autonomous learning Italki: motivation as an experience of belonging
rather than a motivational trait, “the desire tdobg to multiple communities of practice”
(Sade, 2011: 53), whichalki has a potential to satisfy. Apart from being a elég learn
languages in tandem setting, the portal is alsbgiaharing economy. The question will be
discussed in more detail in the subsection devtudtie political aspects dfalki as a self-

access scheme. At this point, however, it needsetpointed out that the social architecture
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(community) and the interaction dynamics (langutiydanguage) of the portal may attract
all these who like to think of themselves as indelemt from the traditional market
mechanisms and forces; those who incline towardsigydor-goods or service-for-service
exchanges based on experience they may have in fotimes of community-based sharing
(car pooling, couch surfing, etc.). This brings tes integrative motivation in its new
understanding: seeking group membership based tinegndhat are very personal and linked
to one’s internal identification with one’s selfrmept (here: a participant in sharing economy)
rather than a certain external force (Dornyei, 2&I#9). Learner autonomy developed with
such motivation will be both “situated in termstbe institutional and cultural context and
dependent on learner goals and personality trdit® interaction of these internal and
situational factors will determine the degree ofoaomy demonstrated by the learner.”
(Leary, 2014: 17).

2.3.2. The political aspect of learning a languagean I talki

Promoting learner autonomy always happens in ai@llicontext. No matter whether we
understand culture as national, institutional shared way of life (Palfreyman, 2003), efforts
aimed at proposing, developing, and sustainingheraindependence and self-regulation will
need to take into account the specificity of thaatext.

In the case of the national and institutional ceisteas Murray (2014: 334) points out,

[w]e need learning spaces that facilitate actigitirat promote the development of learner autonomy
and self-regulation. These learning spaces wildnteebe equipped with digital and material resosirce
while at the same time enabling students to moweerat and work with each other. The creation of

these spaces is going to take political will andgation.

Such political will and imagination have to be partarly strong in educational cultures that
favor hierarchical organization of and in schoolimglue control and coordination over trust
and collaboration, and prefer teacher-fronted trrer-centered classrooms. This refers to
both national schooling systems as well as micrteods of individual institutions, with their
ideas of what should happen in the classroom aadsghe roles teachers and learners, the
routines of communicating, asking and answeringstjoes and other aspects of education,
which Jin and Cortazzi (1998: 37) call “key elensamnt cultures of learning”.

Learning a language in a tandem on sites lii&ki is a potential challenge to such
systems. It is extracurricular and teacher-indepetidt crosses the boundaries of traditional
education in many different ways, bringing togetther real and the virtual realms, the school

and the active knowledge (Little, 2004), the worldside and outside the classroom
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(Legenhausen, 1999). By making the language classhm-walled (Richardson and
Mancabelli, 2011), it requires a change in educatiich goes beyond minor improvements
into the realm of a paradigm shift. Opening a laggiclass to social networking does not
require an educationalfoem, it requires trarfermation (Richardson and Mancabelli, 2011).
And transformative changes can be of great, sonestumwelcome proportions, resulting in:
(i) hierarchy flattening — most exchanges talki, including student-teacher
interactions, are rather informal in terms of |laage;
(i) authority distribution —the teacher is replaced byumerousteachers, and the
learner moves from predetermined classroom settnipe freedom of choice
Italki grants;
(i) control loosening — ortalki the user is self- and peer- rather than teacher-
regulated.
In educational cultures — national or institutioralvhere hierarchy flattening and authority
distribution are seen as undermining the teaclpersstion, and control loosening is perceived
as a threat to both the system and the learneringndike language classroom walls thin by
encouragingltalki-like tandem language learning may indeed requioétigal will to
acknowledge the agency of the learner. It will aiske the imagination to think out of the
current educationatatus quawith its practices, assigned roles and institigiorhis does not
imply thatltalki users will always have political agendas when uaéteng tandem learning
on the site. However, their decisions to do so lmlical meaning (even if unintended) and
consequences (even if yet to be seen).
Italki-like tandem learning will also be political whenderstood as a way of living.
With their community-based, language-for-languggeer-to-peer mode of operation, such
portals are strongly embedded in sharing econonoptd®l in the changing attitudes to
consumption and facilitated by the Internet, stgrieconomy is also referred to as
Collaborative Consumption (CC) and defined as (Haetaal., 2015) “the peer-to-peer-based
activity of obtaining, giving, or sharing the aced¢s goods and services, coordinated through
community-based online services.” There is a gérteralency to relate these practices to
Web 2.0 and its defining characteristics, such sexr-generated content, sharing practices
(social media), collaborative online projects (eWikipedig, all of which are associated with
the following motivations (Oh & Syn 2015: 2045): j@yment, self-efficacy, learning,
personal gain, altruism, empathy, social engagenmmmunity, interest, reciprocity, and
reputation. Importantly for the present line of argent, most of these motivations are social

in nature. Like the use of social media as welp@ktices such as car pooling, couch surfing
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and other forms of collaborative consumptitialki tandem learning is not only an aspect of
contemporary lifestyle but also a challenge to itimolal consumption and redistribution

patterns, which, in the case of language learrang,organized private and public schooling.
As a result, exercising this kind of autonomy inueation is a political action (once again —

even if unintended or yet seemingly inconsequeéntial

2.3.3. The spatial aspect of learning a language otalki

When thinking abouttalki from the user perspective, it is only natural tealde it as “a
place where one can learn languages in tandemsisi@&ring the fact that this place is a
virtual space based on architecture which is primarily humas @oding being of lesser
importance here), it seems right to see this spabased on the general consensus among
theorists on human geography (cf. Murray, 2014:)33@&s a social construction. As such,
Italki has a number of autonomy-related spatial chaiatts:. its networked structure, its
flexible boundaries and its multidimensionality.

Engaging in the different forms of tandem languadg@ning onltalki, the user
gradually builds his own web of relations — witindaage partners, teachers, correctors —
which, as every personal learning network, is highdividual, in terms of numbers (how
many contacts), intensity (how often) and selettiywho with) of interaction, as well as
formal variety (which activities). The networkedustiure has consequences for the two other
spatial factors: boundaries and dimensions.

The issue ofitalki boundaries is associated with the idea of autonashcontrol
(Benson, 2011). Murray (2014: 331) questions tbisceptualization in relation to the spatial
dimension, proposing “in this social learning spaageonomy primarily manifests itself as the
possibility for learners to exercise their agencyhin the environment rather than their
control over the environment”. This is very muck ttase oftalki tandem language learning.
With the open, networked structure of interactidiodl, control seems impossible and gives
way to the freedom of choice. In this area, Ith&i user can exercise his/her agency as to the
shape of his/her network, the range of activitias, well as the personal and financial
investments s/he is willing to make. In practides twill translate into the user making their
choice of: potential language partners based on fteedom to favor the preferred
interlocutors and ignore those with whom learniadeiss effective or unenjoyable (or even
ban unwelcome contacts); teachers, following fraarher styles, preferences or agendas;
activities, which can cover a number of skills (feg, writing, listening and speaking; words,
grammar and spelling) or be limited to just onghem; and of the extent to which s/he is
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willing to make personal investments: disclosertame, face, communicator IDs, etc. In this
sense, by empowering its user with the freedom Hafice, Italki is a space with thin
boundaries which allows setting personal boundarisscial, formal, organizational,
temporary, etc.

This freedom of choice is closely related to theltidimensionality ofltalki as a
space. The user’s involvement may be deep or daopérflong-ranging or temporary,
comprehensive or channeled. S/he can broaden hisétevork or deepen the existing
relations; buy lessons with different teachersvianiety or in search of the one(s) that suit(s)
him/her. The learner may practice all languagdsskil a balanced way or decide one of them
(speaking? writing?) is his/her priority and coricate on it. And s/he may pursue learning
goals, learning and social goals, or purely sagiels, treatindtalki as a language class or a
social network, and the target language — as a&sy§&ubsystem?) to master or as a means of
communication.ltalki as a space understood as a social constructionisgits user the
autonomy in all these areas of decision makinglaaching management.

Overall, developing and reinforcing learner autogam Italki is definitely social by
way of the emotional, political and spatial chagaatf actions taken on the website. As a
result, as it has been shown in this section, ammus tandem language learning is likely to
generate emotions most of which will be of socidio, because, as Ushioda (2011) puts it,
they will be expressed in the social setting destifor autonomous learning as well as the
social setting will give raise to them. Learnercaustmy on sites likétalki is also political: its
users, even if unaware of the fact, challenge thisting educational practices, roles and
institutions as well as consumption patterns. Babdéing this, the site is likely to promote — as
well as to cater for — new attitudes, beliefs afestyles. Finally, autonomous education in the
form of tandem learning is social through its sggtroperties: a learning place understood as
a social construction, thin-walled and based oedoen, and multidimensional in its human
geography. In this sense, the answer to ResearehtiQu 1 is affirmative.

What is important to note here is that the abowesitlerations — the synthesis of
learner autonomy as a social construct #atki affordances — are rather theoretical and
speculative. What is interesting is hosal users ofitalki employ this potential. The answers

to this question are presented and discussed tin8ex2, presenting Part 2 of the study.

2.4. The learner: introducing I talki users
The insights into user routines, agendas, motiaed, attitudes were gained in two different

ways. First, a group of 1@alki users were interviewed as regards their motiveseamning
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on Italki and their partner selection criteria as well a®nale. This sample included 3 men
and 7 women, aged between 15 and 51, coming frossiRU?2), Poland (2), Japan (2),
Ukraine (1), Morocco (1), Great Britain (1) and irca (1).

After a series of semi-structured interviews, tneltalki users were asked to take part
in a follow-up study aimed at seeing their motiues unique, personalized context. The only
person who agreed was U7. He was a 24 male fromnBplvhere he had lived all his life
with the exception of the last 12 months, spenth@ United Kingdom (7 months, student)
and the United States (5 months, participant ofkvasrd-travel programme). He is a native
speaker of Polish, a proficient user of English @QESCambridge certificate, 2010, level C2)
and a learner of Japanese. He holds an M.Sc. italdgignal processing — a joint diploma
from two universities, Polish and British. His irgsts include artificial intelligence, natural

and artificial languages, literature, cinema aadétling.

2.4.1. The interviews

All ten interviews were carried out in May 2015.€elhlasted between 15 and 30 minutes
each. The CMC channel used was a synchronoushektAs mentioned above, the interview
was semi-structured, in the sense that all its tqpresrevolved around the two main issues:
the user’s motivation for usinigalki and his / her partnering criteria. The answerthef10
respondents are summarized in Table 1.

As it is shown in Table 1, the motives for tandearhing ontalki can be ascribed to
two basic orientations: instrumental and integetihe former is manifested by some
respondents in their linkingalki practice with present or future jobs or study pex$p (U1,
U2, U5); the latter — understood as an experiericbetonging, the desire “to belong to
multiple communities of practice” (Sade 2014: 53)somply to affiliate with likeminded
individuals — seems to be behind the interest heotultures and people a number of the
respondents express (U6, U7, U8, U9). These twodrsees are confirmed by the partnering
criteria reported: they range from goal-orientdgk (thoice of proficient / native speakers only
— U1, U4) to people-oriented (nice; the need tacktl- U7, U8, U9). Yet, the individual
motivations of the ten respondents need to be glame an instrumental-integrative

continuum rather than considered in terms of atrtungental-integrative dichotomy.
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Table 1. 10 Italki users’ motivation for languagaining and partnering criteria

Who [sex]
(proficient or native
user of .../ learning ...)

Why

‘Who with

UL [f]
(rus/eng)

U21[f]
(rus/eng)

U3 [m]
(fi/eng)

U4 (1]
(fi/eng)

U5 [m]
(eng/ger)
U6 [f]

(eng/mus)

U7 [m]
(eng/jap)

U8 [f]
(jap/eng)

U9 [f]
(jap/eng)

Ul0 (D
(rus/ang)

I want to learn English to be a
teacher of this language.

T want to pass my entrance exams to
university. I also want to
communicate with other users of
English.

I want to talk in English. I want to
check if T can be understood by a
proficient user of the language.

I want to practice speaking English.

Ineed German in my job.

I'm interested in other cultures.
English is just a means of
communication. a lingua franca.

T want to learn Japanese — the
laguage and its culture.

T want to speak better English. to
learn about foreign cultures and to
meet new people.

I want to polish my English. And to
meef new people.

Learning English is a hobby (I'ma
stay-at-home mum and I want to kill
time). Plus I want to talk in a foreign
language and see somebody
understands me.

I'm ready to learn with any proficient
user English. But I check their profile
first.

T learn with everybody who speaks
good English as long as they are
female and know a little about
language teaching.

I partner with anybody who knows
English and can teach it.

I only interact with native speakers of
English.

T'll learn with anybody.

I partner with anybody as long as they
want to learn. T'm not interested in
flirting

T’ll learn with anybody as long as we
“click™ (and it’s not about flirting). It
is also important that we understand
each other (I exclude users who speak
English poorly — with my only basic
Japanese we cannot communicate.

T parter with anybody who is a nice
person.

I choose my partners based on their
profile (they have to declare the will to
learn Japanese) and on the first-
contact impression: if they use my
name when they write to me.

I"'m ready to learn with anybody.

This is because the motives of most of them — withpossible exception of three persons
reporting exclusively instrumental orientation (M4 and U5) — are a combination of
different shades and degrees of both types of mndin. Another important observation is
that the motives are connected with the self:gbeceivedone as well as thigleal and the
ought-toselves (Dérnyei, 2005, 2009). The users state evtiery want to see themselves as a
result of tandem learning (the ought-to or the lide#f; U1, U2 and U5); and they are people

with identities: what and how they learn, as Lit{f#004) puts it, is part of who they are
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(matter-of-fact: U2, U5; nice, people-oriented: WMH). Finally, as shown especially by the
partnering criterialtalki as a learning context is characterized by the sisex¥édom of choice
which, based on very individual criteria (learniaga goal — U1, U3, U4; social preferences —
U2, U6, U7, U8, U9, personal safety — U2), is eisad by the users.

2.4.2. The case study

The data obtained in the in-depth interview with ke been mapped into three different
collaboration graphs in which U7 is the central erodisItalki web of contacts (Figure 8) as

well as two other networks accommodatitaki: his personal learning network (Figure 9)

and his collaborative consumption experience (ledud).

e W — \
| Hanako (japT) =l \I'.
\ J/ '

/ |
| Erico (japT) /.‘I e / ~
\ ) T User 7 Lvoice chat |
|Il|l /'
| Fei(iapT) | /
~ J T

Figure 8. User 7 as a node in the Italki network

As it can be seen in Figure 8, thalki network of User 7 is not too vast — it is limited
in three different ways. First of all, even thouthte user has tried lessons with different
teachers, his sessions are now regularly heldwithyMisa (whom he chose for her teaching
style and her interest in culture). He is similasiglective in his choice dtalki tandem
learning: he has two regular partners, and he dictimoose to report his one-time experiences
dismissing them as inconsequential. Finally,Itaki activities are restricted to speaking. The
reason for this can be noted in Figure 9: User < His own ways of practising vocabulary,

grammar and writing and does not have to relytalki peer correction of notes.
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Figure 9. User 7's online personal learning netw(@fke image is illegible and enclosed only to slbe/scale; the complete PLN can be demm6)
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Figure 10. User 7’'s collaborative consumption (@g)erience
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What can also be seen in Figures 8-10, is that

» the scale of the personal learning network of Usevhich is vast and diverse, his
areas of interests range across sciences and higsafiom linguistics through
philosophy and politics to computer science; amdraalized by means of an array
of new media;

* User 7 has experience in various forms of shaimguding social networking as
well as three different areas of the CC economy;

» Italki is the common node of the PLN and CC networks,ifhighere the learning

routines and collaborative consumption meet (Fig@and 10);
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« for User 7 theltalki experience has the-context-within-context quaktyit is
embedded into two much vaster networks of who teesgn is, in terms of

cognitive and affective needs, interests and lfest

2.5. Between independence and interdependence —adission 2

Similar toDiscussion 1the analysis of the data is carried out in refato the three aspects
of social learning autonomy: the emotional, thatall, and the spatial. However, the focus —
especially as regards the emotional aspect — ighencognitive-individual vs. social-
interactive, in an attempt to answer Research @me&t—Can the shift from independence to
interdependence be seen in the routines as wedlgasdas, motives and attitudes of Italki
users?

When it comes to the emotional aspect of learnesreumy, the responses given by
the ten users show thiaalki learners have a sense of empowerment, undertakeffsakent
actions based on reflexivity, and enjoy the auticaige of language. The results (Table 1; in-
depth interview with User 7) demonstrate that #reusers have well-defined expectations of
the portal as regards language learning as wel iasmost cases — their partnering criteria.
They also exercise the freedom to only use thetiome of the portal that help them meet the
expectations; as well as select the teachers amd path whom to learn in relation to their
agenda. Additionally, the integrative motives répdrby most show that they enjoy the
experience of using the target language. They irest

(i) away to talkas themselved.egenhausen, 1999; Ushioda, 2011) and hear others
do the samet@ learn about foreign cultures and to meet newppee U8);

(ii) a challenge of the sort commonly not offered in treglitional languagetd
check if | can be understood by a proficient udahe language- U3);

(iii) authentic in the sense that it meets current gaalstt- and long-terml’'tn a
stay-at-home mum and | want to Kkill timewant to learn English to be a
teacher of this languagdJ10).

An important point in the discussion of the respikstaining to the emotional aspect
of autonomy as a social construct is the questibrthe integrative and instrumental
orientations noted in the study. On the one hamel fact that some users (U1, U4 and U5)
demonstrate the exclusively instrumental drive nmalycate that, in their case, other people
(and portals, likdtalki, where they can be found) are self-access cemengir pre-Web 2.0
understanding. For such peofti@ki may not go far beyond a place where individuahdgs
can be implemented and not a community of praeticere one can learn not orfhlpm other
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people but als@boutthem andwith them. Oxford (2003) differentiates between these t
type of socio-cultural learning describing them @¥:individual learning in a group, the
socio-cultural aspect of learning limited to itsrgesituated in space and time, in context; and
(i) group learning, carried out in communities gfctice. If we adopt this division as the
basis for classifying user motives underlying aotapus learning omtalki, it needs to be
said that a shift in the learning model / new crtg®f autonomous learning (discussion

1) is not necessarily followed by a similar changeevery learner. In the research sample
described there are users whose autonomy can medeh the individual / (meta) cognitive
rather than socio-interactive terms. Their socgarhing is socially motivated only when it
comes to learningfrom (the self-access model) and not necessaaibyput or, more
importantly,with others.

At the same time, such an interpretation can bgstto two major reservations. The
first follows from the new understanding of theeigitative language learner motivation in the
globalized world (D6rnyei 2005 and 2009; Ushiod2l 2, Ushioda and Ddrnyei, 2012). Since
such motivation is seen as a very personal corisaulink to one’s internal identification with
one’s self concept rather than with some kind démal force (Ushioda 2006 and 2011), it
seems appropriate to expand integrativeness totefa generalized international outlook or
attitudes to the international community at larg@Jshioda, 2006: 150). This goes hand in
hand with Yashima’s (2002: 57) concept of “interoaél posture,” defined as “interest in
foreign or international affairs, willingness to gwerseas to stay or work, readiness to
interact with intercultural partners, and [...] apess or a non-ethnocentric attitude toward
different cultures”. As such, the concept includesth the intercultural friendship and
vocational interests, thus combining aspects ofiribegrative and instrumental orientations.
An attitude of this kind is manifested by all okthO respondents, and in each of the cases it
can be seen as an experience of belonging (Sad4):28artaking, through language, in
various cultures; being a member of a professi@oahmunity; belonging as opposed the
loneliness of a stay-at-home mother; etc. Thisalao be seen in the personal learning and
experience networks of User 7 — learning ltedki makes him a part of a number of
communities of practice: speakers of other langsiagelf-directed learners; collaborative
consumers. In the light of this, it seems a bitfef@hed to classify some learners as
independent-rather-than-interdependent, based @ir tinstrumental — as opposed to
integrative — motives alone.

The second reservation to be made vis-a-vis théndi®n between the cognitive-

individual and the social-interactive autonomyltadki is the one commonly expressed in the
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context of motivation research. As Ushioda (200@ues, in general the conclusions in
research into motivation are drawn based on statisiverages rather on insights into unique
characteristics of particular individuals. As aulgsironically, despite the focus on how
people differ (from each other or from a standatil)s research “concerns itself ... with the
shared characteristics of particular types of imhligls” (Ushioda, 2009: 12). The alternative
she proposes is a “person-in-context relationalvVief motivation: focus on real persons
rather than learner abstractions; focus on “thenegef a person as a thinking and feeling
human being, with an identity, a personality, aquei history and background, with goals,
motives and intentions” (12-13). The case studggméed in this study shows that a similar
approach may be desirable in autonomy studies. ffarspires from the complexity and
contextuality of User 7’s autonomous behaviors. &ionportantly, though, it also indicates
that before classifying users Ul, U4 and U5 as peddent-rather-than-interdependent in
terms of their agendas, motives and attitudes, lveild consider them in a broader and —
inevitably — dynamic context of their interactioms Italki and beyond. This being outside
the scope of the present study, no definite cormhssas regards their beliefs and attitudes are
justifiable.

When it comes to the other aspects of learner antgnas a social construct — the
political and the spatial — the results of Partf2he study seem to endorse the assumptions
presented in Sections 2.2 and 2.3.

As regards the political aspect of autonomy, itmanifested, first of all, in the
composition of the research sample. It is — mosbably like Italki population overall —
multinational. This means that learner autonomy ifeating itself in the decision to learn on
Italki is political in the sense that the tandem languedigcation happens across borders,
ignoring the administrative divisions in the conparary world. Other borders the study
participants cross are institutional: all of thehose to learn outside their own educational
systems. This transpires from the answers of alltedki users but is most clearly visible in
the personal learning network of User 7 (FigureTdle amount of knowledge he seeks and
finds out of his university shows how thin-walled tiecided to make it. It also brings up the
question of proportions and an observation thasuich PLN-based education prevails in
others like himself, the schooling systems worldwiduld soon be facing a major revolution.
Finally, based on User 7’'s CC experience networguiie 10), we can note that exercising
one’s right to autonomous learning dtalki goes hand-in-hand with a new model of
consumption: sharing economy; not to mention a featation of one’s lifestyle. In this sense

autonomous learning of this kind has political megrnand consequences, even if neither
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User 7 nor any other of thialkers studied admitted having a political agenda when
undertaking tandem learning on the site.

When it comes to the spatial aspectltafki learner autonomy, both the criteria of
partnering of the 10 users and the “Japanese” pbdiéser 7’'s PLN prove that the site is a
place characterized by the freedom of choice raim@n control. This freedom — to choose
who you want to learn with; to come and go; to @cotyour privacy; to invest your identity
(or not) — can be exercised because the sociakxbuoinder investigation is a truly thin-

walled classroom

3. Conclusions

In conclusion, it can be said that tandem langubsgening sites, likeltalki, have a
considerable potential to develop and reinforcenkeaautonomy. The results show that for
some users autonomy may be more about leafrongothers, which coincides with pre-Web
2.0 construct of learner autonomy based on indegpesed rather than interdependence.
However, as it was admitted earlier in the texsdohon a study as limited in terms of scope
and depth as the present one, it is difficult toide how social the autonomy of individual
Italki users really is. This is why the study offers ostyme insights into the problem and
delineates areas for further research rather thjainireg to any conclusions.

On a practical level, the pedagogical implicatidresed on the present studl
result in two recommendations. First of all, coesidg all its advantages as regards
developing and reinforcing learner autonomy inalisthree aspects, it seems advisable to
encourage tandem language learning in the langdagsroom as an activity extracurricular
to mainstream education. Secondly, sites litedki should attract language teachers. If
teachers are facing an inevitable paradigm chamgelucation — or if they think it proper to
induce such a change — the experience of the teawhea learner in the thin-walled
educational context (strongly advocated in Richandsnd Mancabelli, 2011) is likely to give
them a better insight into both the advantage$f®fiteractive learning of languages as well

as learner autonomy understood as a social construc
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