MOO-ing in a Foreign Language!

The claims investigated in more detail

Ton Koenraad and Lien Goedemé

MOO is an internet application that allows multiple users to
communicate simultaneously. MOO users interact in a virtual
world that can be expanded with people, rooms, or other
spaces at will. This literature study focuses on the use of MOO
technology as a didactic tool and learning environment. What
are the possibilities of MOO technology, and does MOO offer
added value compared to chatting? These are some of the
questions answered in this article.

Some contributions in this issue describe the possibilities of
chatting and second and foreign language education. The
technology commonly used for this is Internet Relay Chat
(IRC). MOO technology supports all work forms and tasks
described in this context. Additionally, MOO technology offers
functionalities that align with concepts such as collaborative
and productive learning, independent and self-responsible
learning, and place- and time-independent learning. The
relative unfamiliarity in this country and several enthusiastic
publications in the international literature concerning modern
foreign language education and computer-mediated
communication (cmc) prompted us to focus on documented
experiences using MOO as a didactic tool for written
synchronous and asynchronous communication and in modern
foreign language education. We map out the usage experiences
and empirical research available on MOO in modern foreign
language teaching. By doing so, we also hope to contribute to
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the research and discussion on the significance of internet
technology for modern foreign language education.

After a brief introduction to MOO, we outline the claims
formulated about MOO in modern foreign language education.
We then examine which claims are supported by empirical
research reports using the language acquisition model
described in "Cars with Oval Wheels" (Corda & Westhoff 2000).

What is a MOO?
MOO stands for MUD (Multi User Domain) Object Oriented. It is
a text-based, virtual reality internet application that allows
multiple users to communicate simultaneously.
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MOO-ing in a Foreign Language
The Claims Further Investigated

MOO users request a character that allows them to navigate
through the virtual, mostly text-based environment. Each
character has a name, but users can also give their character a
physical and/or characterological description. Each space in the
virtual environment—this could be a room, a street, a shop—
consists solely of a textual description. By reading, the MOO
user forms an image of the world they are in and the people
walking around in it. In many MOQOs, there is the possibility to
add spaces simply by describing them. Of course, there is also
a lot of chatting between MOO characters.

MOO environments do not match the mental schemas most of
us have developed about web applications. Reading or hearing
about it often leads to a limited or incorrect image. MOO usage
is something you have to experience to be able to judge it.
Certainly, at first confrontation, there is a threshold. Ironically,
it draws a comparison to visiting a country whose language you
do not know: literally, you need a new language (commands),
you don't know the way, and you are unsure how to behave
because you do not yet know the conventions of the community
(part of the culture of the people). For descriptions of possible
activities in a MOO environment, see Goedemé & Koenraad
(2002), Backer (2001), and Corda (1999, 195-199).

Why Focus on MOOs?

In various publications over the past decade, claims have been
made about the usefulness of (educational) MOOs. In short,
these boil down to the following:

- MOOs provide a (safe) place to interact with native speakers
or other L2 learners outside the classroom, school, and country.
This offers a context for real-life and meaningful use of the
target language and for getting acquainted with another culture
(Turbee 1996a, Sanchez 1995, Shield 1999a).



- Due to their textual nature (descriptions of people, spaces,
and objects), MOOs elicit a range of reading, writing, and chat
activities (virtual immersion) (Epstein 1999, Turbee 1996D,
Pinto 1996).

- Partly due to their adaptability, MOO technology supports
constructivist approaches and collaboration (Holmevik & Hayes
2000, Schwienhorst 1997, Younger 1996-1999) and enables
interactive fiction, simulation, theater, and adventure
(Fanderclai 1996, Schneider 1996, Goedemé 2001).

- Familiarity with (educational) MOOs contributes to the
development of social and communicative competence and
lowers the barrier to autonomous, also out-of-school, use of
online learning and social environments that are internationally
available (Turbee 1999, Shield 2000).

- MOO technology offers specific functionalities and technical
features that enable several of the aforementioned activities. In
summary, the added value of the MOO environment compared
to IRC lies in:

- A stable context: the environment remains even when users
are not online;

- The possibility of interaction with context: exploration of the
environment and the objects present, and interaction with
virtual characters (so-called bots) are significant advantages
over a standard chat facility that only offers interaction
possibilities when one or more people log in simultaneously;

- Opportunities to develop a connection with the environment
(ownership) as users can individually and collectively create
their own environment.

Methodology

In studying literature concerning computer-mediated
communication (CMC) in modern foreign language education,
we have paid particular attention to MOO projects related to
guided language acquisition. From reports on such projects, we
have mapped characteristics of the research design (Chapelle



2001), the participants, and the organization of the MOO
practice. To answer the question of whether MOO environments
are suitable for activities that contribute to language
acquisition, we organized the reported research data using the
language acquisition model in "Cars with Oval Wheels" (Corda &
Westhoff 2000). For an explanation of this model, see the
article by Nanda Poulisse in this issue.

Input and Input Processing

The language input in the MOO environment consists on one
hand of the language material produced by residents and
guests and on the other hand of the textual virtual environment
itself. The entire environment, including the objects and
participants, essentially consists of language. However, Hudson
& Bruckman (2001) point out the disadvantages of non-
educational target language concerning MOQO’s and IRC
channels: there is often incompatibility of interests, goals, and
interests. The interaction pace is often too high for language
learners, and the risk of inappropriate language use and
intimidation is not negligible. MOO environments specifically
desighed for modern foreign language education have
advantages: objectives can be shared with potential partners,
while activities and the difficulty level of the language material
can be tailored to the learners' level. The further development
of the virtual environment is carried out by the participants
themselves. Especially with the participation of advanced
learners and native speakers, natural proficiency level
differences become visible, creating the basis for the dynamic
of meaning negotiation deemed necessary for language
acquisition (Pica et al. 1996). This synchronous communication
with other users can arise in response to the environment and
objects created by the users (Von der Emde, Schneider & Kotter
2001, Grether & Cogdill 1998). Additionally, tasks and self-
chosen activities can be carried out that require synchronous
consultation. Goodfellow & Lamy (1999) demonstrated that
tasks leading to reflective 'conversations' are more educational
compared to social ones because they often lead to consultation
about the content and course of the conversation. Blake (2000)



found that problem-solving tasks with only one specific
outcome yielded the most and highest quality interaction for
language acquisition, confirming earlier research (Pica 1993).

Regarding content processing, written synchronous
communication has the advantage over oral communication
that the "spoken" text remains visible and available while the
conversation develops: (complex) sentences can be reread, and
a dictionary can be consulted if desired (Warschauer 1998).
Additionally, interventions aimed at content and the course of
the conversation are possible and socially accepted. In many
online communities, it is customary to carefully handle each
other's understanding of the situation and the course of the
conversation (caretaking) (Ebeltoft & Nyrop 2002). Bruckman
(1997) notes that even young children support each other's
understanding. Von der Emde et al. (2001) observe that the
group process based on the MOO structure and applying
tandem learning principles leads naturally to collaborative
learning and reciprocal caretaking: more than in the regular
classroom situation, translations of words and clarification of
concepts are requested, and T1 speakers proactively provide
tailored language use. A final interesting point in this regard is
found in Von der Emde et al. (2001): the MOO environment
supports a process whereby users develop their own (and
therefore inherently meaningful) and shared learning
environment and resource collection by producing materials
themselves (descriptions, objects, records of discussions,
contributions from guests and passersby), which they can then
also use themselves.

Form-Focused Processing

The conventions of written synchronous communication also
allow "pauses" that are generally longer than in conversations.
Beauvois (1992) refers to it as Conversation in slow motion.
During the interaction, spontaneous consultation about form
aspects occurs, and T1 interlocutors provide corrective
feedback on lexical and morphosyntactic aspects of the target
language, according to Von der Emde et al. (2001). Pelletieri



(2000) reports similar findings in a study on the development
of grammatical competence. Blake (2000) supports these
observations but nuances by noting that lexical aspects, in
particular, receive attention. He notes that this is not surprising,
given the limited grammatical knowledge of the students
involved in his study. Furthermore, he found no confirmation of
the concern that students would adopt incorrect language use
in online discussions (see also Kern 1995). Sanchez (1995)
points to more attention to form (greater grammatical
correctness in the output) if users can first formulate their
message and determine the moment of sending themselves.
Tasks that also contain a form-focused aspect (e.g., jointly
writing a text) prompt more negotiations about
morphosyntactic matters (Loschky & Bley-Vroman 1993).
Finally, the logging capabilities of the conversation scripts
facilitate processing (parts of) the "conversation" in terms of
form and support the possibility of a debriefing focusing on
form (a grammatical session).

Output

With (MOO-)chatting, a practice situation is realized where the
student's actions are practically identical to many application
situations as they currently occur in extracurricular reality.
Other web-based (MOO-)tools (e.g., MOO-mail or an "canned"
slide or video presentation with accompanying text) offer
possibilities for asynchronous communication and presentation.
Turner (1995), Shield, Weininger & Davies (2000), and Backer
(2001) emphasize the importance of well-designed tasks
(realistic, prompting consultation about meaning). Grether &
Cogdill (1998) report that students use the possibilities MOO
offers to expand the environment by describing objects and
virtual persons (bots) and thus manifesting themselves
personally in the group and on the web. The greater freedom
students experience in participating in (MOO-)chat sessions
leads to more courage: more language structures are tried out
(Kelm 1992). Compared to traditional classroom conversation,
participation is greater (Hudson 2001), stress is lower
(Warschauer 1996), and gender and level differences play a



smaller role (Wang & Hurst 1997). There is also considerable
discussion about which skills are precisely trained with chatting.
Although the communication is undeniably written in nature,
chatting also has many characteristics of oral communication
(Shield 1999). Chun (1994) and Beauvois (1998) observe a
transfer to speaking skills (better performance, more self-
confidence). We found only one reference to quantitative
research (Payne & Whitney 2002) concerning the improvement
of oral skills through interaction based on written texts.
Weiniger & Shield (2001) are currently conducting a corpus-
based study on the characteristics of the language used in
written synchronous conversation. Initial results point towards
similarity with oral communication.

Strategic Behavior

The rapid pace of conversations often forces students to search
only for the main idea and respond to it. In this way, they
engage in reading for meaning (Kelm 1992), using strategies to
uncover the global meaning of sentences. As is also the case in
native language communication, language errors are not simply
corrected. Students rarely correct each other, and native
speakers only correct language errors of students when they
occur too frequently or can lead to misunderstandings (Kelm
1992). Goedemé (2000) reports that students who suspect
things are going wrong or who do not know how to say
something take the initiative themselves to ask for the correct
expression. Adopting and building on expressions used by
others is a common strategy. Asking for clarification or
confirmation, language functions that occur very naturally in
oral conversations but are often more challenging to realize in
classroom situations, are frequently used with MOO chat.

Memorization

As mentioned above, many MOOs offer facilities (in the form of
recording a dialogue or an archive for storing private notes)
that support learning activities such as rereading a "written
conversation," listening to an audio message again, or studying
descriptions of objects multiple times. We also point to the



memorization effect that the active use of MOO commands has
(provided, of course, in the target language). One of the MOO
components with which users can interact are so-called bots.
These are objects activated (say or do something) by the
proximity of people or by specific commands or text (parts). In
the MOO practice of Grether & Cogdill (1998), some students
experimented with bots. To realize the human-machine
interaction and limited dialogues they envisioned, several cycles
of refinements and adjustments of the scripts for these bots
(including the relevant language utterances) were undergone.

Other Aspects

For software applications to be implemented on any scale,
besides effectiveness, they must offer users ease of use and a
certain degree of satisfaction (Collis & Moonen 2001). The
opinions of authors and reported statements of users vary
considerably regarding the required learning efforts for using
the MOO environment. All projects report introduction and
explicit training. Shield, Weininger & Davies (2001) recommend
"warm-up activities." Donaldson & Koétter (1999) report
satisfaction, greater interest and motivation among students,
while Sanchez (1996) found those effects also among high
school students. They worked longer on assignments than in
the classroom situation, mainly due to the individual,
interactive, relaxed, and creative nature of the MOO. However,
there were also some students who complained about
disorientation and boredom. Backer (1999) also found that this
target group found MOO less motivating than expected. Turbee
(1999) and Shield et al. (2001) observed, however, that the
personal relationships with other users and L2 speakers and the
meaningfulness of the learning environment motivated students
to return to the MOO, even outside school hours and after the
project ended. Shield, Davies & Weininger (2000) also point to
the possibilities for the hearing-impaired. Finally, the now-
classic statement also applies to this application: 'It's not so
much the program, more what you do with it.' (Jones 1986).
The teacher's role is a significant factor in this. A comparative
study (Warschauer 2000) on the use of CMC by three teachers



in three different organizations shows that the teacher's views,
the institution's culture (vision on education and upbringing,
ICT policy, etc.), and the content, form, and organization of the
other learning resources in use largely determine how mail,
chat, and MOO facilities are used.

Some Conclusions

Experiences with MOOs are generally gained in small-scale
projects with limited numbers of participants. Exceptions are
the Lingo project and the Bochum project (Schwienhorst 1999),
which describe experiences with at least 200 participants over
several years. Most of the MOO projects we examined were
carried out at universities, with English relatively often being
the target language, and German as a good second. In the
literature, we have only been able to trace two studies in the
context of secondary education (Sanchez 1996; Backer 1999).
When we look at the activities with which one wants to test the
MOO for its possibilities for modern foreign language education,
we see that the chat function is mainly used: group discussions
and class debates are present in most task packages. Most
activities are carried out in pairs, even where tandem learning
is not used. Apart from arrangements based on the tandem
formula, two projects involve native speakers in the online
activities, while the others limit themselves to their own group.
Describing one's character is practically the most common MOO
task. The more constructive activities, such as building a room,
occur to a significantly lesser extent. Some projects make use
of role-playing games or situational games, such as a treasure
hunt, where one searches for the solution to a riddle
throughout the virtual environment.

Collaborative activities are also reported, aimed at reaching
consensus and solving issues. Furthermore, the MOO is
sometimes used as a project space for jointly building web
pages. Chatting is appreciated as a working form by language
learners. Compared to face-to-face practice situations and
discussions in class, more participants are involved, and
language production is greater. The written language



expressions are generally slightly more formal and complex.
Tasks aimed at collaboration, reaching unambiguous solutions,
or reaching a consensus contribute to processing in terms of
form and content. Given the limited number of empirically
based studies and their differences, we can only draw a few
tentative conclusions, especially regarding the importance of
MOO for modern foreign language education.

There is insufficient research available to make statements
about the specific contribution of MOO technology to the quality
of chat sessions (in relation to language acquisition). The added
value compared to IRC software lies mainly in the specific
possibilities to tailor a virtual environment for and by groups
and individuals, which is available 24 hours a day. Language
games can be performed, and MOO communities offer
opportunities for socialization in the target language. This
suggests that MOO has potential as a learning environment for
modern foreign language education. However, it should be
noted that working with MOO as a software application requires
more attention than is usual for modern ICT applications for
education. Tandem learning using MOO can support the
development of self-responsible learning of a foreign language
and culture by (young) adults studying a language at an
academic level. For this motivated target group, MOO use
proves to have added value. Further research is needed to
determine under which conditions task-based MOO use can
contribute to language education for other target groups,
including adolescents, for whom learning foreign languages is a
compulsory part of the regular schooling program.

Finally

Although this study has focused on the contribution of MOO-
related experiments to research on computer-mediated
communication, for us, it is not so much about the MOO as a
software application but rather about the initiatives taken by
the involved pioneers towards the development of what we
could label as network-based didactics for modern foreign
languages. The technology that supports computer-mediated



communication and collaboration will continue to develop. The
MOOs in which some of the projects we investigated took place
can hardly be compared to the currently available environments
(Schank 1999). What the study also makes clear to us once
again is the necessity and urgency for education in general and
modern foreign language education in particular to develop new
concepts of teaching and learning. This thought formation
should, in our view, start from the realization that new forms of
literacy are needed, that people - already at a young age - see
and use the internet as a means to function in a network
society. In our opinion, there are enough indications in the
literature to experiment motivatedly with computer-mediated
communication in modern foreign language education. With
MOO software, we can start tomorrow; it is also free and
therefore very suitable for countries that want to be in the front
row with their education for a penny!

Comments, Questions, Literature

For links to MOOs in modern foreign language education and
literature references in this article, we refer to the web
bibliography at http://www.koenraad.info/ton/moo. Here, a
more extensive version of this document is also available in
hypertext form, where you can place comments, questions, and
additions at paragraph level. An interactive version of our
contribution to Levende Talen Magazine 'MOO-ing in a Foreign
Language: suggestions for practice' is also available here.
Those who want to become more familiar with concepts of
network-based language education and get acquainted with
MOO environments in collegial settings are directed to the
information about a professionalization trajectory: available at
http://www.feo.hvu.nl/koen2/MOQ/info.html.

Notes

1. We base our reports from abroad. Most experiences in the
Netherlands concern the use of chat applications in Dutch
as L2 education.

2. A striking example in this context is the adventure project
'Demi Dubbel' (Randoe & Kooyman 2002). It involves,
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among other things, a MOO software product that is
central to a project week around cultural education in
primary education.

. Examples include the ability to communicate emotions or
the whisper functionality. The latter allows asking for help
and maintaining social relationships unnoticed and without
disturbing the group conversation (comparable to
stealthily passing notes in class).

. Combined with the use of the spatial metaphor, this seems
to provide a powerful learning environment to prepare and
practice situational dialogues together: MOObile Language
Village? (See also Levende Talen Magazine, 2, 2002).

. The University of Bergen uses MOO as a standard learning
environment for four languages. An English-language
publication on the Lingo project will be available later this
year.

. The reported projects differ on many points, such as the
specific MOO application used, the duration, the number of
participants, the nature of the tasks, the involvement of
T1 speakers, and the relevance of T2 acquisition for the
users (e.qg., a T2 course as a supportive part of the main
study).



