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Background of the Project

Previous research on our campus confirmed that the majority of our students own
mp3 players or other mobile devices, but most are not using these technologies to support
their language studies. For example, of 349 students enrolled in language classes
completing a survey during fall of 2008, 87% reported that they owned some type of mp3
player or mp3-capable mobile phone. Of these 87%, only 32% indicated that they used
their devices for language learning. Nonetheless, these devices, which have been referred
to as a “pocket” language lab (Sathe and Waltje, 2008), could allow students to engage in
many of the same types of learning activities that institutions invested thousands of
dollars in the past to provide equipment for: listening to, recording, and exchanging audio
and even video files, interacting with native speakers, etc. A follow-up survey with
students in Japanese classes showed that 45% of the students had never thought of using
their mp3 player in this way, an additional 20% had thought of it but hadn't tried it yet,
and 30% did not know how to do so. Only 15% reported that they did not think it would
be useful.

As we undertook a case study in the Japanese department to explore how we
might encourage students to make more effective use of "mobile-assisted language
learning,” both while in college and throughout their lives, we asked students what types
of learning strategies they were most interested in. Young (2007) suggests that educators
focus on activities based on communication, interaction and collaboration: "Activities
that are engaging, problem-solving, and task-based, and that encourage authentic self
expression for a purpose, are more appealing than listening to mechanical discrete-point
verb conjugations or prefabricated audio files” (p. 45). However, our students' responses
indicated a surprisingly high level of interest in many of those more "mechanical™ types
of activities. For example, "Listen to vocabulary words and sentences™ generated a mean
interest level of 3.9 (on a scale of 1 = "no interest” to 5 = "very interested), while "Create
and record a radio program with classmates™ earned an average interest of only 2.6.
Being reluctant to encourage less-than-optimal learning conditions, we decided to try
using Twitter, as suggested to us by one student: "I think it might be fun to connect with
students in class via a webservice like Twitter. We could practice Japanese together in
short little spurts.” The Japanese faculty felt that Twitter might also fulfill students' need
for more exposure to the kanji studied in class.

The Basics of Using Twitter

“Twitter” (http://www.twitter.com) is one example of a “microblogging” service:
users post short messages (limited to a maximum 140 characters), like keeping an online
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diary or journal with brief entries. Keeping with the avian theme, these messages are
called “tweets;” the act of posting messages is referred to as “tweeting” or alternatively
“twittering.” Twitter can also be considered a social networking service, as users can
choose to “follow” each other. After creating a free account with Twitter, when you log
in, you will see your timeline or feed, which displays all of your own tweets and the
tweets of anyone you are following, in reverse chronological order. Other users can also
browse your profile, which includes lists of everyone you are following and everyone
who is following you. If you are followed by someone with whom you do not wish to be
associated (spam is unfortunately a regular occurrence on Twitter as in email), you can
choose to “block” that user, removing him/her from your follower list. (For more detailed
information and instructions for getting started with Twitter, we refer you to Twitter's
help documents located online at http://twitter.com/help/start. There are also numerous
guides to Twitter created by users, which can be found by searching terms such as
“Twitter how-to,” “Twitter step-by-step,” or “Twitter tutorial” with a search engine such
as Google.)

It is important to keep in mind that your tweets are essentially public; they could
be found and read by anyone searching Twitter or even through search engines such as
Google. (It is possible to “protect” your Twitter account, so that only users you approve
can view your tweets; however, that would negate what we believe to be one of the major
benefits of using Twitter for language learning; see further discussion below.) In addition,
your Twitter account includes a number of settings that you should review carefully: Do
you want to use your real first and last name, or perhaps a nickname? Do you want to
turn on “location services,” allowing your current location to be added to each of your
tweets? Despite their apparent facility with all things digital, our students may be
woefully naive about privacy concerns; as educators, we believe that it is our
responsibility when integrating a public web service like Twitter into our courses to bring
these issues to students' attention and to provide some guidance in safe practices.

Twitter users have developed a number of conventions to facilitate
communication with each other. To reply to someone's tweet, you can direct your tweet
“@ that user, i.e., by typing “@username” usually at the beginning of your tweet. On
Twitter.com, there is a “Reply” button displayed after each tweet which automatically
adds “@username” to the text box where you type your message (“username?g’ is used in
Japanese). Like other tweets, @ replies are public. To respond privately to another user,
you can send a “direct message.” Twitter.com provides a link for direct messaging on the
right side of the page, but you are only allowed to direct message users who are following
you. If you see a tweet that you find particularly interesting, you can “retweet” it, thus
sharing it with all of your followers. Again, Twitter.com provides a “Retweet” button, but
retweeting can also be done manually by typing “RT @username” and copying the other
user's message. Finally, tags are used to facilitate tracking of specific topics. Tags are
included in tweets by adding the hash or pound symbol (#) to the beginning of any word.
The word can be a part of your message or isolated at the beginning or end of your tweet:

langology RT @CASLS_NFLRC: #Spanish teacher uses text messages as a way
to practice the #language. 3:20 PM May 4™ via web
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mhc_Irc_db See “Trimmerfrauen” (MHC students' entry in Deutsches Theaterfest
2010): http://www.youtube.com/user/MHCLanguages #German 3:33 PM May 6™
via web

Twitter.com automatically converts any tags in your tweets into clickable links
that generate search results for all tweets including that tag. You can also search for tags
using a search box . Groups using Twitter often designate a unique tag for all members to
include in their tweets; any member can then search Twitter for this tag to generate a
timeline of all of the group's tweets. For example, in our project, we chose the tag #mhcj,
after searching Twitter to confirm that it was not already in use. We asked the faculty and
students participating to include “#mhcj” in any tweets they wanted to share with the
Japanese-learning community at Mount Holyoke College.

Users can choose a number of means through which to receive and post tweets,
the simplest perhaps being to access http://www.twitter.com through an Internet browser
on a personal computer or a mobile device. Alternatively, you can choose to associate
your cell phone number with your Twitter account and then send and receive tweets as
text messages (your cell phone carrier's text messaging rates apply). A third option is to
install a third-party software for accessing Twitter on your personal computer or mobile
device. Our 2" and 3" year Japanese classes were piloting the use of iPod Touches to
assist their studies, so we loaded the free “IM+ Lite” app which enabled the students to
access Twitter (and any other instant messaging accounts they might use) on the iPod
through a wireless Internet connection. On campus computers, we use the Internet
browser “Firefox,” and we found an advantage to our students for tweeting through
Firefox was the availability of “Rikai-chan,” a free add-on tool which automatically
performs a bilingual dictionary/character look up when the user moves her mouse over
any Japanese text on the webpage.

Why Twitter for Lifelong Japanese Study?

As a service designed for native speakers (of any language) to communicate with
one another, Twitter offers language learners a unique opportunity for authentic
communication through an authentic medium and interaction with authentic participants.
At any given moment, there are users all over the world tweeting their thoughts and
experiences in their preferred language of communication, including Japanese. Students
may follow other users, including native speakers, who are tweeting in Japanese and who
may even follow the students in turn. As most tweets are posted publicly, students may
freely read anyone's tweets in Japanese and may reply if they choose. If a student tweets
about a topic of interest to other Twitter users, she may find that they begin to follow her
and may even send her a reply. Unlike almost any other context for communication with
native speakers, no introduction or prior acquaintance is needed to initiate interaction. In
Twitter culture, it is perfectly natural to follow someone you've never met, and it is even
acceptable to reply to a stranger's tweets (although you may or may not receive any
further response).

Another advantage of Twitter for language study is that it allows the learner to
participate at whatever level and pace she is comfortable. In our project, the students
could read tweets to develop their receptive language skills, however frequently or
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infrequently they chose. If the student desired, she could also post her own tweets,
practicing her productive language skills and providing more text for her peers to read. In
this way, using Twitter is not necessarily an instructor-centered activity although from
our initial experience, we have found that the involvement of the instructor can be very
important in engaging and motivating the students to participate (see Discussion below).
We hope that by providing a resource that allows the opportunity to make these choices,
we are helping the students to further develop their autonomy as language learners and to
take control of their language learning process.

Text length and frequency of exposure also seem like beneficial characteristics of
Twitter for language acquisition. Because of the 140-character limit imposed on the
length of Tweets, the messages are more accessible than other sources of text for learners
who are developing their reading skills, and the idea of composing such a short message
is also seems less intimidating. (Nonetheless, tweeting in Japanese is, however, quite
different from tweeting in English as 140 Japanese characters can convey significantly
more content than 140 characters in English). On Twitter, users tend to tweet at sporadic
intervals, so new messages may arrive in your timeline sometimes once per day, at other
times perhaps more or less often, depending on the number of people you are following.
For learners, that means that several times throughout the day, they may have an
opportunity to take a few minutes to read a new, short text in Japanese. Thorton and
Houser (2005) studied a similar strategy, in which they sent vocabulary “mini-lessons” to
their students cell phones as text messages. They concluded that shorter and longer
messages were equally as effective, but what was most successful about the strategy was
the “push” aspect whereby the messages were automatically and regularly delivered to
students. Twitter may offer the same advantage, and students can even receive the tweets
via cell, if they choose to connect their phone number to their Twitter account.

In addition to Twitter, there are numerous other social networking and/or
microblogging services available, including some that are specifically designed for
education. For example, Edmodo (http://www.edmodo.com) allows instructors to create a
private social networking space online which is limited in access to only their students,
eliminating some of the above concerns about privacy. Although this would offer some
obvious advantages, we felt that these did not outweigh the disadvantage of isolating
learners from the potential interaction and the exposure to authentic Japanese text as
tweeted by native speakers. Edmodo would also function only within the context of the
course—once the semester ended, learners would have no reason to continue visiting and
participating in the space, whereas we expect Twitter to continue to be popular, the world
over, for the foreseeable future. On the other hand, another option would be a social
networking space that learners might already participate in personally, such as Facebook
(http://www.facebook.com) or a space that is popular among young people in Japan, such
as Mixi (http://mixi.jp). However, we liked the simplicity of Twitter—its social-
networking functions are limited (there are no photos/videos, walls, chats, etc.), keeping
the focus squarely on the tweets, in other words, on the target language text.

From a pedagogical standpoint, one potential concern that we discussed was the
possibility that student-initiated tweets might include language errors, and that these
errors might be picked up by other learners. A review of the literature indicated that in
peer-to-peer interaction, learners do not usually acquire errors of non-native speaking
peers (e.g., Bruton and Samuda, 1980; Gascoigne, 2004; Gass and Varonis, 1989; Jacobs,
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1989) although Gass and Selinker (2008) emphasize that the mediation of the instructor is
still often needed to clarify which are the correct language forms. However, most of this
research focuses on face-to-face, oral interaction among peers. Would the results be the
same in the written, online, asynchronous environment of Twitter? To date, we do not
have enough data from learner tweets to begin to explore this question, as most of our
students who chose to participate did so passively through reading the tweets of the
faculty.

Kanji Learning and Twitter

The main textbook of our 2™ year Japanese courses is Nakama 2 (Hatasa, Hatasa,
& Makino, 2000). Each chapter of this textbook introduces approximately 30 kanji with a
few example sentences. It does not seem that all of the kanji of the chapter are necessarily
related to the contents of the chapter. It follows that the learners may not have a chance to
see some of the new kaniji in either the dialog or the reading. The instructor prepares a
kanji handout that introduces several of the chapter's kanji each day and provides
additional compounds and example sentences. However, the learners can definitely use
more opportunities to see the kanji that they are learning.

It is most desirable if the learners can encounter the target kanji within a natural
context. For example, Kawaguchi (1989) introduces his attempt to assign the learners to
bring printed materials such as newspaper articles, manga, or advertisements with the
kanji that they are learning. One of the problems for the non-advanced Japanese learners
who live outside of Japan is the lack of opportunities to see Japanese writing outside of
the classroom. Thanks to the Internet, more and more materials with the Japanese
language are available even for those of us who live outside of Japan; however, most of
them are much too difficult not only for beginning-level but even for intermediate-level
learners.

What we attempt to do with Twitter is to provide the learners with sentences with
the target kanji in a natural context that they can relate to. For example, our class had a
nicchoku (H &) who does a short presentation on the assigned topic of the day at the
beginning of class. As shown in an example from our Twitter account (below), the
instructor or the teaching assistant tweet later in the day on something related to the
nicchoku's presentation. On March 1, the nicchoku was “Shin-chan,” and she talked about
how Japanese people celebrate New Year’s Day. The instructor first praised her drawings
of Japanese New Year decorations. After that she added some cultural notes to Shin-
chan’s presentation, using the target kanji, which are in the current or previous chapter
that the class is studying. In the example below, the targeted kanji are shaded.

HMHC] A HOHEIZY v B AT, BIEHDOBHWIC OV TTLE, M
EPOENIEIR ! EF TR, BEAOBMWMEE 21X, TBEYIZ]
TT, AT, BENC X > TR RRES L5 TF, BlZiX, BEFEITL &
IDWPRTT N, EEITAAZH], MNECITHENES T, BLHHER
I T, BIEIZHILTT, 4:56 PM Mar 1st web 725

On April 6, the nicchoku “Shan-chan” talked about the results of a survey that she
conducted with some Japanese college soccer players who visited our campus in late

56



March. The instructor reported on Shan-chan's remarks and at the end, she introduced an
idiomatic expression using the target kanji.

BMHC] A HOHEIZY ¥y bR ATLZ, 7o — MO R TIX, ¥
v AR TIIRRMAEEHEY Lo LWTT, D 72nE &
BIRESTNT, ¥ rboATRo<K VW LEES T, by —RFD
RIS TS T, BEITKDPHEATLZ L D « + +7:33 PM Apr 6th web 7>
5

Sometimes we tweet on the current news, as shown in the example below.

HMHCT 4 HiZ, 7TA A7 ROKIERICE DT, 93— v/ SDOZERIZ
Xy UEADBHRNES LWTT R, RBELHITERERLE L S>TnATL
L OM, RATHEDPIBEDE D L0, EETRLNTWZIZORELEEE ST
IFLV, i, #HERHWAWNAH Y 94, WITEZ TR, &, DALT
4, 7:09 PM Apr 15th web 725

Moreover, we can introduce interesting articles on the web that include the topic
and/or the target kanji.

ey BB LS5 A b S B At b K, Sk R BB
AT BIZAMR 2K > T NDZE D TY, fFROBELENL, TLeH
x5 &, EARSHICRIAZZ XY 72?2

http://www. asahi. com/ job/news/TKY201004210270. html 3:25 PM Apr
22nd web /25

Sometimes making a good message using the target kanji is not easy; however,
even the following can be helpful for the learners.

WMIAH%%%Ef"T%ﬁ#%°74f@T%W%EJ&ﬂf4ﬂ
%#Méjk#ﬁﬁii#0°°-9ﬁ@*ﬁ?47ﬁ§%ﬁk<éh
bV E9 i, A, EE, D, KK s BIRS A, BDOENCHRT D
e Ay éﬁ%éﬁVBLiuiﬁ%da 246PMAm~mnhwa>;®%

Although replying to the instructors’ tweets is optional, sometimes we got a nice
reply that was worth re-tweeting. The second message below, with “@MHCJ,” is a reply
from a learner to the first message from an instructor.

BMHC] 4 B OG5, 74 TV 7 4 T O LI EA T D KA S EEHEN
ol ATET E, EEETICAIZ Th, EnRFEoTHRE ! &, ZTHLIEEN
TRk, E2AT, “HFEAFEAZTABEREZRDRL B bR
T, B AR DENCHEN AR L7z 2 Bk & 2k Z L 2B 2 Tk
D= ?4:03 PM Mar 30th web 725
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@MHCJ S > K IE B I —FADORM 2RO 4o 0 T Lz, #HEIZHHR
Loz &L BT L H D 7=ATT b, [EHEREGE T L, [EHEEELE
EEIIEMIITR AN RBIENEENTWT, BT TTAREMER
DI=DITBIR DN 2L R 2720 EFUZSEISIE-TW5H, WD
*4 4, 6:10 AM Mar 31st web 25 MHCJ %6

In addition to the messages that aimed for learning kanji from the textbook, we
have tweeted regarding big news, in particular about natural disasters. For example,
during the spring semester of 2010, there were three big earthquakes in Haiti, Chile, and
China. Since earthquakes are something that people who live in Japan must worry about
constantly, we hope that learners of Japanese can recognize the kanji such as &=
“earthquakes” and ;& “tsunami”. The following messages are exchanges between an
instructor and a learner from China regarding a big earthquake that occurred in China in
April 2010.

AMHC] F[E HF A EA Ty MERTRINEBIR T, M7. 1 OMENH - 72 &
9 TI 4, 8:52 AM Apr 14th web 75

@MHC] F7-#1ZE2D>, . . 2:08 PM Apr 14th web 2>5 MHCJ %4

BMHC] #2972 ATT X, BICE TN THERNZ S TWARHRT-VW ] 55T
WX 91, EDOSHBVWDOHERATLLE I N? FEO=2—ATITE
IR HEZ L TCWADLEH L TL72&V, 7:54 PM Apr 14th web 205 xx %8

@MHC] ERfoOMIEICIZ, © 9 114 4 NIFATEZEH T, EtowkIX
4000A—hMLENSL, ZLTEMIESTH/AIV, BENI 20
NH, WERIRIFH LT, 74 AT RHEAKIER LTI, . .
b, DECTY, 1:27 PM Apr 16th web 75 MHCJ %G

Discussion: After One Semester

We started tweeting at the beginning of February 2010. Since it has only been
three months, it is not easy to draw any conclusion. However, let us remark on some
points that we think are valuable.

There were 12 learners who participated in this project: nine of them were taking
2" year Japanese with us, while the other three were taking 3" year Japanese. Among the
12 learners, 10 participated in a formative feedback survey (8 in 2" year Japanese course
and 2 in 3" year Japanese course). When we started this project, none of the learners had
used Twitter actively before although some of them did already have a Twitter account.
In the 2" year Japanese class, we showed our Twitter site and read it together in class
during the first week of this project. However, after that, we encouraged them to read the
messages on the site but it was totally optional for the learners whether they use this site,
in particular it was totally up to them to decide whether they tweet or not.
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Two weeks after the initiation, seven of the 10 survey participants said they read
our tweets every day to occasionally, while three said they rarely read them. At the end of
the semester, we found that among the nine participants in 2" year Japanese, three
continued to tweeted very often throughout the course, three did a few to several times,
and three did not tweet at all. Among the three participants in 3" year Japanese, one of
them tweeted quite often for the first two weeks. In our survey, she said that she read our
tweet every day and commented “I like trying to get across what’s going on in my daily
life in a short manner instead of through an essay.” However, she stopped tweeting
completely after the third week. The other two in the 3" year class were invisible for this
project (the one of the two did not even “follow” the faculty).

The three learners who tweeted regularly were all students from China. It suggests
that with their superior kanji reading skills (as compared to non-Chinese learners), our
tweets were easy for them to understand, and therefore, it was easy for them to reply.
They not only replied to our tweets but also initiated new ones. They were the top-
performing learners in the class; therefore, Twitter activities were a good challenge for
them. On the other hand, it was not the case that the learners in 3" year class (who should
also have superior kanji reading skills) tweeted more often than the learners in 2" year
class.

Although it is difficult to generalize due to the small number of participating
learners, especially from the 3" year Japanese class, we may be able to say that the
participants in 2" year class were more interested in this project than the participants in
3 year class, for our daily tweets were aimed at the participants in 2" year class and
often talked about what happened in their classroom. Personalizing messages seems to be
an important key to motivate learners to keep up with this kind of activity. Indeed, one
participant noted that “I read [the tweets] more for funny observations made about people
in class [than for learning kanji].”

Interestingly, students' perception of how reading tweets might benefit their
process of learning kanji did not necessarily match ours. For example, some of the open-
ended responses indicated that students' conception of what it means to “learn” a kanji
centers on repeatedly drawing the character until memorized. Therefore, they felt that
reading the faculty's tweets did not really help them to learn kanji as it didn't involve
drawing the characters, but only recognizing them (a stage in the learning process that we
do feel is important). Nonetheless, all but one participant in the formative survey
(conducted 2 weeks into the project) said that when they encountered unknown kanji in
tweets, they tried to guess from the context, and if they still did not understand then used
some type of dictionary, often online dictionaries and/or the Rikai-chan tool.

Conclusion: Future Plans and Ultimate Goals

In the coming year, we plan to continue the Twitter project. Current 2" year
students will be encouraged to continue reading and/or tweeting as they enter 3" year.
Some of these students will be studying in Japan, and in exchange for the loan of an iPod
Touch to take abroad with them, we will be asking them to tweet from overseas, hoping
they will connect with the students studying Japanese on campus. The faculty will
continue to tweet with a focus on the new 2™ year class, personalizing the content to
engage their interests and present the textbook kanji in context. We are interested to see if
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the current 2" year students will continue to participate in the Twitter community as they
become 3" year students—will this habit continue or will their interest wane when the
content is no longer tailored to match their current course? Ultimately, we hope that
participation in Twitter will help students to overcome their initial hesitance, building
self-confidence in their ability to communicate in Japanese. In addition, by developing
Japanese connections and interests on Twitter, we hope that they will be motivated to
continue developing and practicing their Japanese skills through tweeting throughout
their future lives.
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