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Abstract / Summary

This publication introduces, gives an overview and exemplifies the concept of Peer Language
Learning (PLL). PLL capitalizes the already existent terms of “peer learning” and “language learning”
into one item referring to non-institutionalized (informal) adult language learning interactions. PLL is
based on, yet expands beyond the traditional understanding of “language tandem” (Brammerts,
1996a).

Section one describes the concepts, principles and history of “peer learning”, followed by a
discussion around the expansion of PLL through social media, exposing the new dimensions which
emerged with the evolution of the Internet and web 2.0. Section two focuses on analysing 14
instances of naturally - occurring PLL adult interactions (corpus PEER). Both the concepts and
phenomena discussed in section one, and the analysis of PLL interactions of section two feed into
the recommendations, which constitute section three.

The current publication is of interest for: PLL plurilinguals who, drawing from previous PLL
experiences, could use the publication to integrate peer learning into their language learning; for
teachers and coordinators of language learning programs; and also for researchers.
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Body

Peer Language Learning: Theoretical considerations
1. What is Peer Language Learning (PLL)?
1.1. From Apprenticeship Learning to Informal Peer Learning

In previous times very few people would go to school in order to acquire skills necessary to
accomplish different types of jobs. Talking about the evolution of apprenticeship, the way it came
into place at first, and how it has evolved, Lave & Wenger (1991) show that one of the first ways to
improve knowledge was for people to interact with each other. Over the centuries, people have
always learned from each other, not only daily tasks that one could learn from the parents, but also
jobs, in which the experienced persons could instruct the newcomers (Boud & Cohen, 2001). People
engaged with each other in all types of activities and in all kinds of places, the ‘skill/job” and the
‘'workplace’ being one of the most common. Although the more experienced person was not a
trained teacher/trainer, he/she was able to transfer his/her knowledge to others, and the apprentices
would watch and try to reproduce/acquire what the experienced one did. It might not have been the
best way to learn, and might not have given all the necessary skills to the apprentices, but this was
aligned with the existent needs and training possibilities available. Furthermore, this kind of learning
was matching the apprentices’ expectations about specific skills and had the advantage of providing
knowledge from experienced people who themselves had undergone a learning process (Boud &
Cohen, 2001). One of the main features of this type of learning was the output, or the practice
resulting from such learning: rather than acquiring their knowledge through passively watching the
experienced peers, the apprentices were doing what the experienced ones were doing.

Nowadays, people go to school/institutions in order to acquire these skills and obtain recognition
which is needed for most of the jobs; however, people still learn from one another while performing
daily tasks, or when in a working environment, because studies don’t always provide a complete
understanding on what every job is about. Following the development of teaching/training
institutions where people could learn from trained teachers or experienced trainers, the value of
"apprenticeship” and the value of learning from and with each other, has diminished in recognition.
It is now considered to be informal peer learning and not valued anymore by employers or different
parties in official documents.

The current publication applies the notion of “peer learning” (“learning with and from each other”) to
language learning, and is referred to as “Peer Language Learning” (PLL). Peer Learning and Peer
Language Learning in particular, come into focus as beneficial on at least three levels:

i) Collaboration: peers working together, helping each other in their work

i) Levelling: peers have different degrees of expertise
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iii) Learning: the importance of peers learning from their peers

A lot of the current research declares that PLL is beneficial and accomplishes many learning goals,
not only in informal settings, but also in formal ones, like school settings or work contexts (Boud &
Cohen, 2001). Block (2003) argues in favour of PLL, considering for example that input for language
acquisition is necessary but not sufficient, and stating that we have to consider both the interaction
and the output when designing language learning.

Language learning was previously considered as structural learning, where teaching was done in a
one-way pattern, and the teachers were transmitting their knowledge to the students who were not
necessarily able to put into practice this knowledge; in the recent years, it has encountered a social
change. We have therefore switched the focus from linguistic competence to communication
competence. It has now taken into account the social aspect of the learning process. This social
change appeared during the last few decades (Block, 2003), and peer learning has become a popular
concept in the learning environment.
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