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INNIT - an English-Italian interlinguistic platform

e The INNIT Project: How and Why

INNIT is a virtual English-Italian interlinguistic platform, which was created in October 2019
thanks to the generous support of IATL. Aiming to promote interaction and linguistic
exchange between students of Italian at Warwick and students of English at the Universita
degli studi Internazionali di Roma (UNINT), INNIT was designed collaboratively by Modern
Languages academics at Warwick and UNINT.

At a time when language students can access a wealth of resources freely available online,
and can easily connect with other language learners around the globe, the question arises of
what the value of this platform could be. However, the INNIT platform was conceived as much
more than yet another revision tool. Whilst providing students with a forum for self-study
and linguistic exchange, the platform was also meant to complement traditional teaching and
offer an added value, as well as an opportunity to do things that cannot be done in the
classroom but are important for language learning. The main objectives were to a) foster
authentic interaction; b) motivate language students to explore topics independently; and c)
strengthen the connection between language, communication and community. In this regard
it’s also relevant to point out that, following the implementation of this project, the Italian
section at Warwick has established an Erasmus exchange with UNINT starting in 2019/2020.

Thanks to financial support from IATL, we were able to hire a web developer, who created a
complex and multi-layered website using the WordPress platform, thus ensuring that
students could enjoy a highly interactive yet safe environment. We were also able to hire
three Warwick students of Italian, who acted as web managers and who provided crucial
support as well as ongoing feedback on the project.
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The INNIT platform features a number of sections, promoting different levels of interaction
between students. The sections included:
1. News: students or staff published news items, in English and Italian, and commented
on them in the ‘comments’ section. See an example below:

2. Translations: students practised their translation skills by completing homework to be
uploaded in this section for other students to view and comment on, in a non-
judgmental environment. Language tutors at Warwick and UNINT frequently
mentioned this opportunity in their language classes and sometimes gave homework
to be completed on the platform. See an example below:
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3. Language Forum and exchange: students ask questions and explain grammar rules to
each other. They can also connect with each other, by exchanging email or Skype
contacts and arranging for conversations outside the platform, in order to practise the
two languages. See examples below:

4. Podcasts: students register and upload audio content, to be used for listening practice
and interpreting exercises, or share links to podcasts they are listening to in English or
Italian.

As shown in the screenshot above, once students are logged in, they can click on one of the
headings and access different sections and can choose from either posting a new item or
commenting on an existing one. All new posts as well as comments are moderated by the
web managers and students have to comply with a Netiquette:
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In addition, when posting a comment, students have to confirm that they are acting in a
sensitive and respectful way:

Online communities, not dissimilarly to classroom spaces, can generate competitive or even
toxic dynamics. In creating this platform, we wanted to provide students with a safe and
inclusive space, and we made this very explicit when presenting the project to students at
Warwick and UNINT.
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e Student and staff involvement and engagement

The project was student-led, with language tutors providing ongoing training and support,
and aimed to reverse the traditional learning environment through a ‘flipped classroom’
model where students could teach and learn from each other. One staff member from
Warwick (Dr Sinibaldi) and one staff member from UNINT (Prof Boyd) were responsible for
ensuring that the website was regularly updated with relevant resources, and that students
on all language modules participated in the project. Other language tutors at Warwick and
UNINT also gave significant contributions, through promoting the project in their language
classes and uploading content to the platform.

Whilst tutors acted as facilitators, students were fully in charge of the content and it was
important to us that they felt ownership over the platform. The project aimed to promote a
more natural use of the target language, and gave students an opportunity to practise the
skills of listening, speaking, writing and reading in a non-judgemental environment, while also
fostering an independent and proactive approach to language learning. For this reason, we
kept tutors’ contribution to a minimum and we encouraged students to see the platform as a
space which was led by students, for students.

e How was the platform used?

The platform was regularly used by a core of students from Warwick and UNINT, who
commented on each other’s posts and participated in all sections of the platform. This group
included the Warwick web managers, who had the most involvement in the platform, but also
some other students across year groups and proficiency levels. The majority of students used
the platform occasionally, often fortnightly, e.g. to reply to comments, check the translation
section for homework, or engage with the News section.

Initially, language tutors at Warwick and UNINT had lengthy conversations on how to avoid
for the platform to be used mostly as a ‘proofreading service’ by students learning Italian and
English. This is demonstrated, for instance, by the wording of the email that was sent to
Warwick students when first advertising the platform:

However, we soon had to challenge our own assumptions. In reality, students seemed to be
particularly drawn to the News section, and what they seemed to value the most about the
platform was precisely the opportunity of exchanging ideas and opinion in a more natural and
authentic way compared to what they normally experience in the classroom. Since this had
been the main goal when conceiving INNIT, we were very pleased with this outcome and what
we have observed will inform future developments of the platform.
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e Dissemination

The project was disseminated through various channels, including institutional channels at
Warwick (such as the Italian staff meeting; the SMLC Language Teachers Forum; and the
Language Coordinators Forum) as well as social media platforms. The aim was twofold: to
promote the project to current students of Italian and encourage them to join, both from the
Italian Department and the University Language Centre, but also to advertise the project
externally. Although the website only accepts registrations from current Warwick or UNINT
students, we thought it was important to give visibility to the project as a way of fostering
future collaborations, reaching out to language teachers and scholars, and maximise our
impact on the field of language learning.

We had a very good response to the project, as shown for instance by some senior scholars
in the field of language learning technology and virtual exchanges (e.g. Robert O’'Dowd)
reaching out to us and suggesting collaborations. We also established strong connections with
our partner in the project, the Universita degli studi internazionali in Rome, and advertised
the INNIT platform through their networks. See, for instance, the flyers and subsequent
webinar that our colleagues in Rome organised to promote the project (attachment 1 and 2).

Presenting the project at the Warwick Education conference 2019 (see screenshot below)
also allowed me to connect with colleagues within the Warwick community who share similar
interests in technology and virtual exchanges as a way of engaging students through a
collaborative and inclusive pedagogy.
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e Challenges and possible solutions

The main challenges are: a) continuing to foster and maintain student engagement with the
platform and b) developing the project while also ensuring that it continues to be student-led
and student-centred.

After the Christmas break, and at various points during the academic year, student
engagement has fallen, and especially after the long Summer break (and with many users of
the platform graduating) there is a risk of losing students. For this reason, a presentation of
the platform will be incorporated in the Welcome Week activities and students from all years
will be encouraged to engage with INNIT from Week 1. Tutors from Warwick and UNINT who
are responsible for the platform will also continue to ensure that the various sections are
active, by posting content and promoting engagement in their language classes.

In order to ensure that students continue to take ownership of INNIT, language tutors from
the two universities will also design a series of collaborative and cooperation tasks between
students at Warwick and UNINT. These tasks will be designed to further promote interaction
between the two groups of students, and will involve video activities and live chats. Although
the activities will be facilitated by tutors, we will appoint students across different year groups
to shape their formats and oversee them.
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e Evaluating the project and future directions

We will circulate a survey to all UG students who used the platform over this academic year
and will use the results to inform our future developments of the project. One direction in
which we would like to expand the platform involves the creation of collaborative podcasts
between Warwick and UNINT students. We would also like to expand our platform in order
to incorporate languages beyond lItalian, with the goal of creating a broader exchange
between the School of Modern Languages at Warwick and the Languages Department at
UNINT.

We are also planning further collaborations with UNINT. This is one of the few universities
certified by the European Commission as offering “quality master's level training for
translators in line with the EMT standards.” (link). Following the recent growth of Translation
Studies at Warwick (both through undergraduate pathways in translation theories and the
MA in Translation and Cultures launched in Autumn 2018) we believe that collaborations
between the two universities on would be very beneficial.

In conclusion, thanks to the support of IATL we were able to deliver an excellent product to
our ltalian language students, and to create a real sense of community and engagement
around language learning which can be expanded to other languages. The INNIT platform was
a springboard for further collaborations and networking between language teaching
professionals, as well as other scholars and practitioners who believe in the pedagogical
benefits of virtual communities on learners and teachers alike. Students benefitted from the
platform, as a way of connecting with other learners, and they experienced a sense of
independence and agency over their language learning process. They also acquired valuable
skills in managing the platform and interacting with its various sections. We are looking
forward to the future developments of INNIT and we are very grateful to IATL for their
support, which has enabled us to create this project.
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