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Abstract 
So far language learning in e-tandem has been understood as an online language exchange between 
two native speakers of each other’s target language [1]. The positive effects of e-tandem, providing 
speaking practice with native speakers of the target language through computer-mediated 
communication (CMC), have been researched extensively in the last two decades (e.g. [2], [3], [4], [5], 
[6], [7]) However, in a globalized world the chances of speaking a second language with a native 
speaker is equally as likely as communicating in the L2 with a non-native speaker, using the L2 as a 
lingua franca. Therefore, exploring the benefits of carrying out speaking practice between non-native 
speakers in e-tandem could bring new pedagogical insights for language learning in e-tandem while 
also freeing up a larger community of partners for speaking practice in order to guarantee more 
opportunities of language exchange. From the Sociocultural Theory perspective, the expert/non-expert 
relationship in which the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is created [8] can also be possible 
between two non-native speakers even if they have the same proficiency level [9]. In this case, the 
learners play both roles (expert and apprentice) indistinctly as has been showed in different studies 
(e.g. [10], [11] , [9]). Based on an action research praxis the present study aims to explore the 
affordances and limitations of the SpeaQ With Me project, an online language learning environment, in 
order to better provide online speaking practice to learners. The website is inspired by social networks 
interfaces and offers peer to peer speaking practice in a community of language practitioners (native 
and non-native) from all around the world. The site also provides language learning activities that 
speaking partners can use during the chat to guide or support the conversation. The study explores 
the ecology of the language learning environment created by the SpeaQ With Me team. Therefore, the 
affordances of the communication tools, learning tools and the different communicative task types 
implemented in the platform are carefully analysed from the platform users, designers (Saarland 
University) and researchers (Universitat Oberta de Catalunya) perspectives. In addition, the study 
examines the affordances of traditional e-tandem versus e-tandem between non-native speakers 
aiming to better understand the pros and cons of practising a target language either with a native or 
non-native speaker. This article first reflects on the affordances of video conference for speaking 
practice (e-tandem) in a task-based environment to, later on, introduce the controversial reality of 
speaking practice among non-native speakers of the target language. The action research design, 
development and implementation are showed in the methodology section as well as the preliminary 
results of the study. 
Keywords: Speaking practice, CMC, e-tandem, tasks, affordances. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
It is widely known how technology has affected education since the emergence of the web 2.0. The 
apparition of new educational tools has promoted the development of new pedagogies and practices 
all around the world [12]. Supported by the growth of the internet and adoption of new user interaction 
paradigms, we have witnessed the blooming of several educational projects promoting open education 
from open educational resources (OER) to the massive open online courses (MOOCs). Having access 
to learning and knowledge it is now a matter of being willing to learn and find a device with an internet 
connection.  

These new communication tools had a great impact on our society, although teaching practices seem 
not to have fully made the most of their potential [13]. For instance the use of computer mediated 
communication (CMC) has not yet completely flourished in the formal language setting. Online 
language practice and language exchange projects are still not implemented as part of the curriculum 
in the vast majority of educational institutions. Although there is a concern about the low achievements 
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of students in the foreign language classroom language learners in formal learning environments are 
still experiencing a lack of language practice. For instance, in Europe where students spend at least 
10 years learning a second language, just over half of Europeans believe that they are able to hold a 
conversation in at least one additional language, whereas less than half of them (44%) claim that they 
can understand at least one foreign language well enough to be able to follow the news on the radio or 
television [14]. 

In the field of language learning many initiatives have brought new opportunities for open learning and 
language learning online. The motivation behind the SpeaQ With Me project was to create an online 
application to encourage and facilitate language exchange between language learners of different 
nationalities and language backgrounds. The inspiration for the project stems from the researcher 
Patrick Carroll’s experience with live conversation exchange, and the desire to bring this activity to a 
digital medium in order to expand the potential pool of conversation partners (both native speakers 
(NS) and non-native speakers (NNS)). The project has been supported by the German federal grant 
EXIST gründerstipendium as a university spin-off startup.   

The core purpose of the SpeaQ With Me online platform is to offer social networking and 
communication functionality specifically designed for language learners and language exchange. On 
the platform, users create a profile describing themselves, their language abilities, and personal 
interests to introduce themselves to the community. The user can then view their available 
conversation partners based on their language settings, and other optional filters such as language 
ability level, age, friend connection, etc. The platform, then, offers communication tools for 
conversation partner to contact each other and share conversation. The text chat tool offers language 
learning support in the form of conversation topic suggestion, translation and text correction 
functionalities. Lastly, the video chat which allows the users to have a spontaneous language 
exchange, or to use didactic helper activities such as ice-breaker questions, and scripts to guide the 
conversation.  

As the interface of the platform has been designed according to the social network structure the 
language exchange is self-managed by the users. The platform allows a user to practice any target 
language of their interest as far as they can find a partner for this purpose. Because of this wide 
variety of target and native languages the principle of reciprocity [2] between natives of each other’s 
target language in this platform cannot be guaranteed by the learning environment. The advantage of 
this variety of native languages is that it also provides language practice to less common target 
languages. However, the possibilities of pairing up users accomplishing the requirements of traditional 
language learning in tandem (NS/NNS in switching roles) are reduced among learners of less popular 
languages. It is also challenging to provide all the language learners with communicative tasks with 
which to scaffold the language practice. The evolution of the type of language learning on the platform 
has been almost self-created by the learners as the platform did not shape the way learners should 
learn the language and interact. The platform only offers a learning environment in which to find 
partners and interact / practice languages through the provided communication tools. Due to the lack 
of active participants, as the platform is still running in beta version, the interactions started to occur 
between NNS who shared the same target language. Hence, tandems formed between practitioners 
of the same L2 who supported each other playing the expert/novice role. Indeed, this interaction 
between NNS-NNS reflects the social reality as very often communication in the foreign language is 
done between non-native speakers, using the foreign language as a lingua franca. As a result, one of 
the main interest of the Speaq With Me research team fell into exploring the differences between 
these two types of language practices, the traditional e-tandem (NS-NNS) and the new language 
practice that emerged in the platform (NNS-NNS) as one of its language learning affordances. How 
did learners perceive language practice with another learner who is also a NNS? To what extent do 
learners prefer to practice with native or with non-native speakers? In that case, which are there 
perceived differences (advantages and disadvantages) between each type of interaction? In order to 
answer these questions, this research explores the users and experts perception of the platform and 
the activity of users on the platform as part of an action research project as described in the following 
section, Methodology. 
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2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Participants 
The sample of the study is conformed of the users of the platform (n=2040), users who participated in 
the questionnaire (n=40), users interviewed (n= 5) and the researchers from the PhD program in 
eLearning at UOC (n=6) who worked as a group of experts.  

2.2 Setting 
The study takes place on the SpeaQ With Me platform, a web-application designed for live 
conversation exchange between language learners. The platform is a free social networking and 
language exchange service. Interaction between users is open ended, meaning users interact with 
one another on a voluntary basis according to their personal level of engagement on the platform. The 
platform allows for communication between both NS/NNS and NNS/NNS pairs. In the case of 
NNS/NNS pairs, the platform prioritizes pairings where at least one of the conversation partners has a 
self identified language level of B1 Common European Framework of References for Languages 
(CEFR) [15] or higher. 

The platform offers two communication tools. The text chat tool which is quite similar to other chats in 
social networking or communication platforms (e.g. FaceBook, Skype) but also offers additional 
functionality specifically designed to help language learners break down communication barriers. The 
first of these functionalities is a conversation starter widget that allows chat partners to suggest 
interesting questions (currently only in English) to increase discussion. The text chat tool also offers a 
translation widget for single words or short phrase translation using the the Bing API, and a text 
correction tool for users to edit the spelling and grammar of their partner’s text messages. 

2.3 Methodology 
The methodology of the study is an action research design developed as a means to plan the next 
plausible technical development of the e-tandem platform, SpeaQ With Me. The first stage of the 
action research presented in this study has been based on the ecology of language learning [16]. The 
aim of the first stage is a two sided analysis. On the one side, it is an exploratory study aiming to 
analyse the use and perceptions of the platform by users and experts in order to better identify the 
learners’ needs and interests in the near future. On the other side, it is an analysis of the affordances 
of interaction between native speaker (NS)/non-native speaker (NNS).  

For the analysis of the platform the data used is a combination of the users’ profiles (age, nationality, 
native language and target languages) and their activity recorded by the platform (type of interactions, 
NS/NNS vs. NNS/NNS, on the video and text chat) with the data gathered by the online questionnaire 
and online semi-structured interviews. The questionnaire, a 31 item questionnaire with open and 
closed questions, sent by email to the users aimed to analyse the users perception of the platform and 
how they have used it for their language learning process. The online semi-structured interviews 
pursued the objective of understanding more deeply the users perceptions of the platform and the 
types of interaction allowed on the platform.  

The analysis of the platform carried out with the collaboration of the eLearning doctoral program 
researchers at UOC was structured in two sessions in which data was collected by open 
questionnaires and audio recordings. The first session was developed one-on-one on the platform so 
each member of UOC´s team had an online video-conference with the main researcher of the study 
(N=6) to explore the platform. After each session a six item open questionnaire was sent to collect the 
experts perception of the platform. The second stage was a focus group lead by the main researcher 
with the participation of the six researchers (experts) which lasted one hour and was audio recorded 
for posterior analysis. After the focus group a 3 item open questionnaire related to NS/NNS interaction 
was sent by email to the group of experts. 

3 RESULTS 
A general overview of the data from the users questionnaire states that 80% of the learners are 
between 18-35 years of age, 52 % of them are students and 43 % employees. Among the learners, 
73% speak 2 or 3 languages fluently and 70,3%  have learned languages online before. However, 
only the 40% have done so in face-to-face tandems. In terms of motivation for learning foreign 
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languages the main reasons expressed by the participants are because of their career, moving to a 
different country and travelling.  

Participants of the questionnaire expressed that they have practiced more with native speakers on the 
platform, what is also shown by the data collected from the use of the platform “Table”. Nevertheless, 
the disparity between target languages and nationalities brings to the front the main problem of the 
traditional tandem in this platform. The main users of the platform are German, Turkish, Spanish, 
French and English (GB & US) speakers “Fig. 1”. However, the more demanded languages according 
to the questionnaire are English, French, Spanish and German. There are, for instance, no learners of 
Turkish so as a result Turkish learners willing to carry out speaking practice will find it difficult to 
reciprocally practice English-Turkish with someone. However, finding others learners of English to 
practice with will be easier as almost the 50% of the users are learning English. 

 
Figure 1. Users’ native languages. 

3.1 Perception of Interaction with native and non-native speakers 
The analysis of the perceived advantages and disadvantages of the interactions with NS and NNS 
also shows a disparity between users’ perceptions and their activity in the platform. According to the 
questionnaire they still perceive that they have learned more while interacting with native speakers 
(81%) than with non-native speakers (70%). Nevertheless such perception is probably resulting from 
previous language learning experiences than from the experience on the SpeaQ With Me platform as 
the video calls are not frequent “Table 1“. Indeed the 62% expressed that they never or almost never 
have carried out speaking practice on the platform. On the contrary the 68% have used the text chat 
often or very often. In this case perception and use are clearly not aligned as participants in the 
questionnaire stated that they find speaking (95% of users) and listening (78% of users) a highly 
important skill in contrast with the perception of writing (32% of users) and reading (35% of users) as 
very important language skills. However, the main communicative tool used for interaction is the text 
chat. 

Table 1.  Participants interaction on the platform. 

Type of activity Number of users 
(N=2040) 

Type of 
Production 

Number of 
productions 

Type of 
interaction 

Number of 
interactions 

No video -No text 83 - - - - 
Only text chat 1879 text message 8729 - - 

Videochat 78 Videochat 
(total) 

238 NS-NNS 
NNS-NNS 

NS-NS 

130 
61 
47 

From the results of the group of experts and semi-structured interviews the main problem regarding 
language learning with NNS is the expressed fear of not learning the foreign language in a correct 

2012



manner. Interaction with native speakers is seen as a sign of quality and accuracy. However, 
participants have also highlighted the benefits of the speaking practice with non-native speakers as 
they are aware of language structures so are able to better explain language rules and grammar 
“Table 2”. 

Table 2.  Perceived advantages and disadvantages of interaction with NS/NNS. 

Interaction with native speakers (NS) Interaction with non-native speakers (NNS) 

Positive Negative Positive Negative 

• Quality of speaking 
practice 

• Quality of input 
• Real use of the 

language 

• Contact with the 
cultural environment of 
the target language 

• Accuracy 

• Lack of interest in 
helping 

• Incapability of 
transferring 
knowledge 

• Difficulty to 
understand 

• Difficulty to be 
understood 

• Difficulty in finding 
partners 

• Provides speaking 
practice 

• Are also learners 
• Awareness of 

language structure 
and rules 

• Patience 

• Capability of 
transferring 
knowledge  

• Speak more slowly 

• Wrong use of the 
language 

• Wrong pronunciation 

• Grammatical errors 
• No contact with the 

culture of the target 
language 

• No real use of the 
target language 

• Less amount of 
language learning  

The results from the questionnaire and focus group also brings the affective factors to bear as the 
40% of the participants have indicated that they have not used the video chat because they are too 
shy. On the other hand although the 72% of the participants said they would like to carry out 
spontaneous speaking practice, they also indicated that they would like to have some scaffolding for 
their conversation (communicative tasks 30% and conversation topics 60%) what can also be an 
indicator of anxiety as this could reflect their lack of self-confidence while speaking the foreign 
language so they feel the need of support in their speaking practice [17]. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
In terms of participation and use of the platform so far, the implemented tools for language learning 
are being evaluated positively. The recommendations for enhancement have been very meaningful 
and will be taken into account for future development. However, the main problem of the platform is 
the lack of active participants carrying out speaking practice. The 50% of the participants indicated 
that the reason why they did not carry out speaking practice on the platform is that they did not find 
partners. Although all the researchers agreed on their impression about the platform: “it looks very 
appealing and offers many options for language learning”, nevertheless, it seems that learners do not 
know how to make the most of the platform for their learning. The impression is that learners need 
more motivation and scaffolding in their language learning and practice. In order to explore the 
limitations of the SpeaQ With Me platform within informal learning practices, the next step of the 
research will be to develop more structured learning environments in which the platform will be used 
for speaking practice integrated within planned language learning activities. The first project has been 
developed in collaboration with a Massive Open Online Course (MOOC), an open course on how to 
develop a personal language learning environment (PLLE), in which the platform will be included as a 
tool for speaking practice. The integration of the platform in the MOOC aims to explore the 
affordances and limitations of the platform. In this MOOC on PLLE the issue around language practice 
with native/non-native speakers will be a debate between the course participants structured as an 
online focus groups.  The second project is a case study implemented in the platform, which will carry 
out 5 structured e-tandem sessions with 10 communicative tasks and data collection tools designed 
specially for the study. The case study aims to explore the interactional affordances of the platform 
and the effect of tasks on interaction and anxiety. The affective factors are also explored in this case 
study as there are indications that this type of speaking practice could be a source of foreign language 
anxiety (FLA) as, aforementioned, the 40% of the participants did not try to start speaking practice by 
video-conference because they expressed that they were too shy. 

Regarding the perceived affordances of speaking practice with NS and NNS the relation between 
native speaker and quality of input expressed by the learners is a perception to be explored as it is an 
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arguable fact, being native speaker cannot guarantee accuracy. Many native speakers do not speak 
their native language flawlessly. In addition, they are not aware of their native language structure and 
rules as they learned the language naturally. Their capacity to lead to a collaborative dialogue [9] in 
some aspects is more limited than non-native speakers who had experienced the process of learning 
the foreign language. As expressed by the group of experts in the questionnaires and focus group, 
NNS are more able to explain the rules of the target language and, as learners, are probably more 
patient with their partners “Table 2”. Nevertheless, NS offer an invaluable source of real use of the 
language, pronunciation, and culture of the target language. The expressed willingness of users to 
help other learners on the platform, expressed by 43% of the users, seems to reflect the basis of a 
virtual community of practice [18]. However, if the more in demand native speakers cannot find other 
users to practice their target language it is very likely that they, eventually, will not actively use the 
platform.  

The preliminary results of the study seem to indicate that the combination of speaking practice with NS 
and NNS could be the best solution for the SpeaQ With Me users. Offering perceived quality of 
interaction with native speakers and more opportunities of practice with non-native speakers. The 
actions to take in order to promote both types of interactions are still unknown as these preliminary 
results do not answer real needs of the users. It is yet unknown if the platform can work independently 
as a community of practice or if it will require to be implemented in language courses.  

4.1 Limitations 
The low frequency of activity of the users on the platform have generated a small amount of data. In 
some aspects it has been a source of challenges to carry out the statistic data analysis in order to 
conclude with satisfying and meaningful results.  However, the multidisciplinary work and the mixed 
methods approach have allowed to set the foundation for the development of the action research 
study. The participation of the main researcher during the data collection and data analysis process in 
the qualitative part of the study could have an effect on this preliminary data analysis. Therefore, the 
results presented in this first stage of the study, as it is in its embryonic stage, are merely informative 
as it is too early to reach to conclusions to inform future improvement in the platform. 
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