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LANGUAGE EDUCATION AND PHILOLOGICAL STUDIES:
PERSPECTIVES FOR AN INTEGRATIVE APPROACH?

This paper represents a critical examination of contemporary L2 teaching
methodologies and their role in the current development of philological studies. More
precisely, we examine how task-based learning, CLIL, and collaborative language learning
contribute to the general field of philology. With their focus on problem-solving activities
and the integration of language and other content, as well as the importance they put
on collaboration, these methods build on the central tenets of constructivism reflected
in active engagement, cooperation, interdisciplinarity, and the development of critical
thinking. It is suggested that these methods offer a useful venue for the integration
of language and philological studies through their insistence on active participation
in relevant communities of practice. In this way, they prepare students, professionals-
in-development, for a proactive, responsible attitude and engagement in the selected
professional field.

Keywords: collaborative learning, constructivism, educational linguistics, L2
learning, language teaching methodologies, philology.
1. Introduction

As a field of study, philology is not an easily defined concept. Quite
the contrary, it provokes a lot of controversy since its utility, applicability,
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and the very meaning of it vary considerably from discipline to discipline.
It is traditionally brought into connection with areas that study the struc-
ture and development of language, linguistics, literary study, and interpre-
tation (Ziolkowski 1990). Currently, however, philological studies seem to
be undergoing a paradigm shift, very much like other spheres of humani-
ties. Protagonists of present-day programs of philological studies (curricu-
lum creators, teachers, administrative staff and other stakeholders) make a
conscious effort to espouse philological tradition with a balanced approach
to different disciplines that would provide a breadth of application, adapt-
ability, capacity for life-long learning, and specific outcomes for the profes-
sionals in the field. This is mostly evident in a greater focus on “the impor-
tance of the contemporary, the local, and the interdisciplinary” (Salumets
and Roche 1996: 7), which brings bold changes to the field of philology.

Here, we examine important contributions from the field of educa-
tional linguistics in order to evaluate to what extent they respond to these
changing realities of philological studies. We open with a brief description
of contemporary language teaching methodologies, so we can bring them
together and examine them in relation to a holistic, applicable, engaged,
and responsible philological education.

2. Language teaching methods

Educational linguistics and, by extension, foreign language educa-
tion, grew as a discipline out of the need to refute “the simplistic notion
that applied linguistics was simply linguistics applied to some practical
questions” (Spolsky 2008: 1). It essentially represents a field relevant to
education and based on linguistics that is intimately related with educa-
tional theories, linguistic theories, theories of second language acquisition,
as well as language education policy, and general epistemological beliefs
(Neuner & Hunfeld 1993, as cited in Durbaba 2011: 92). As such, the evo-
lution of educational linguistics has reflected the dynamics between dif-
ferent educational ideologies that have marked the evolution of humani-
ties and social sciences. Thus, Richards and Rogers (2003) discuss theories
of language and language learning that clearly align with positivist and
constructivist ideologies. While in positivism learning is mainly perceived
through acquisition, transmission of goods in the form of knowledge, con-
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structivism insists on the process of knowledge creation that must be com-
pleted through engagement in meaningful and purposeful activities (see
Jovanovi¢ 2016). Although we might assume that this distinction has not
always been made explicit throughout the history of the field, contem-
porary theories show great awareness of the debate between positivist
and constructivist traditions and they have made it one of their important
fields of reflection. Thus, early methods in language learning and teaching
equated the language learning process with the acquisition of linguistic
structures. It was assumed that an understanding and knowledge of dif-
ferent hierarchically organized units (phonemes, morphemes, syntagms,
clauses, lexemes, etc.) could be qualified as knowledge of the language in
guestion. This structuralist creed pervaded the field for more than a cen-
tury and, due to the strong force of tradition, we must admit that it still
lives on in many language classrooms.

However, with the advent of research related to communicative com-
petence, much has changed in the perception of what language learning
is. Thus, Hymes (1972) has differentiated between linguistic competence,
that is, the knowledge of the linguistic system, and pragmatic competence,
which enables a person to successfully use language in a specific socio-cul-
tural context. The concept has lived through different interpretations (see
Canale & Swain 1980; Celce-Murcia, Dornyei & Thurrell, 1995; Council of
Europe 2001), but the underlying idea has always been that of the complex-
ity of language. The knowledge of a language is not equated with the knowl-
edge of the linguistic system, as was the case with structuralism. Instead, it
entails the capacity for correct and appropriate use of language in different
contexts, which is developed through active participation in acts of com-
munication. Thus, a language is not learned so it can be used but quite the
opposite: a language needs to be used so it can be developed. In line with
this idea, language essentially serves as a means of developing both linguis-
tic knowledge and knowledge from other domains.

Contemporary methods in language education feed on this idea and
develop it in different albeit related directions. Among the most influen-
tial methods that find their place in volumes on language teaching meth-
odologies are task-based approach, content-based approach, and coop-
erative learning (e.g., Larsen-Freeman 1986/2000; Richards & Renandya
2002; Richards & Rogers 2003). These language teaching methods have
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also been well accepted and established in Spanish language education.
Thus, the task-based approach has been particularly popular as a method
for teaching Spanish as a foreign language, which is evident in an impor-
tant number of books, papers, and edited volumes related to the topic
(e.g., Zandén 1999; Fernandez 2001; Estaire 2009, and others), as well as
in a series of textbooks created in line with this conceptualization of lan-
guage learning (particularly by the Spanish editorial Difusion). CLIL, in turn,
has been especially fruitful in Spanish primary and secondary schools.

2.1. Task-based approach

Task-based learning aims to provide learners with a realistic context
for language use by defining specific tasks that need to be solved. A task
is any activity that may arise in real life and that implies language use (for
instance, creation of a timetable, doing a survey and interpreting the results,
filing a complaint, etc.). Ellis (2003) insists that all tasks obey six principles:
1) a task is a plan of activity; 2) the focus of a task is on meaning; 3) com-
pletion of a task requires the use of linguistic resources that are normally
used in real-life situations; 4) a task implies the activation of any or all activ-
ities of communication (e.g. reception, production, and/or interaction in
oral or written form); 5) a task activates cognitive processes such as selec-
tion, classification, reasoning, and evaluation of information, and 6) a task
has well-established objectives and outcomes. In other words, the comple-
tion of a task requires an active engagement of the student on different lev-
els: students need to understand the task so they can devise appropriate
procedures for its completion. This process engages them on an intellectual
level since they need to be able to look for relevant information, to organize
it in a meaningful way, and to evaluate their learning process. A task entails
realistic language use, which provides the necessary opportunities for par-
ticipation in communicative situations. Finally, the completion of the task
serves as immediate feedback to students: if the task is successfully com-
pleted, the students’ engagement has also been successful. Estaire (2009)
differentiates between communicative tasks and tasks of linguistic support
to emphasize that the focus of this approach is on the balanced develop-
ment of different aspects of communicative competence, that is, on linguis-
tic, pragmatic, and sociolinguistic competences.
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2.2. Content and language integrated learning (CLIL)

CLIL combines the learning of language with the learning of other
content, usually of academic nature. This helps students “to develop
not only basic language competences but also cognitive academic lan-
guage skills since the language used as an intermediate language in learn-
ing non-linguistic subjects is formal and contains abstract terms” (ZavisSin
2013). Basically, CLIL does not imply a new methodology in learning lan-
guages or other contents; instead, it merges language education with the
learning of some other content. Consequently, an approach that relies
on CLIL has clearly stated objectives and outcomes in terms of both tar-
get language and content. As Larsen-Freeman (1986/2000) explains, the
selection and sequence of language items arise from communicative
needs and not so much from a predetermined syllabus.

As an alternative approach to language education, CLIL brings a
number of advantages: 1) students are constantly exposed to the target
language that must be comprehensible and harmonized with the content
and students’ needs; 2) the language is given in a meaningful context and
not in isolated fragments so that students have ample opportunities to
negotiate meanings; 3) the gradual introduction of more complex con-
tents enables the students to rely on their previous knowledge; 4) tasks
that are intrinsically interesting and cognitively engaging lead to better
opportunities for language use; 5) the integration of language and con-
tent entails the application of a wide array of different learning strategies;
6) this approach opens space for a more flexible and adaptable curric-
ulum, and 7) the educational process is student-centered because stu-
dents have greater influence on the choice of topics and activities (Grabe
& Stoller 1997, as cited in Zavisin 2013: 30). CLIL bridges the bounda-
ries between different disciplines and conceives of language as an instru-
ment for understanding the content. Consequently, the objectives of this
approach are formulated in terms of the development of communicative
competence in the target language, but also in academic skills (Pica 2002).
Finally, with its interdisciplinary approach, CLIL is very suitable for the
development of intercultural communicative competence since it opens
up opportunities for the exploration and interpretation of diverse cultural
content that is inherently related to language (Vuco & Zavisin 2011).
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2.3. Collaborative language learning

The main premise of cooperative or collaborative language learn-
ing refers to the interactive and collaborative nature of language learn-
ing. As Richards and Rogers (2003: 190-191) explain, this approach relies
on five principles: 1) the main purpose of language is communication; 2)
the most frequent communicative activity is conversation; 3) conversa-
tion operates on the basis of a number of determined rules or “collabo-
rative maxims”; 4) people learn collaborative maxims by being socialized
into the community, which occurs through participation in everyday sit-
uations, and 5) people learn collaborative maxims of the target language
by participating in collaboratively structured activities of communication.
These principles rely on the sociocultural theory of learning according to
which knowledge has its roots in social and cultural context. Collaborative
language learning is, additionally, frequently directed toward a solution
of real problems students may have so that the goal of education may be
to enable students to solve problems through collaborative efforts. In fact,
teachers help students develop collaborative and social skills so that they
can work together more effectively (Larsen-Freeman 1986/2000: 164).

The three approaches prioritize different aspects of the language
learning process. Thus, the task-based approach is focused on prob-
lem-solving; CLIL relates language to naturalistic language use since lan-
guage is a vehicle for learning other content; collaborative learning insists
on the social nature of language where collaboration is central to the cre-
ation of new knowledge. Thus, these methods vary to a certain degree in
the way language education is approached. However, they are not contra-
dictory and they open up possibilities for their creative and effective inte-
gration. More importantly, they manifest certain common properties that
align them with the constructivist ideology of education. They all aim at
providing learners with an authentic context for language use by giving
“priority to process over predetermined linguistic content” (Larsen-Free-
man 1986/2000: 137). In other words, language learning occurs in con-
texts that are never divorced from meaning. Language is inseparable from
meaning and is always situated in a specific context of communication. To
know language, thus, means to know how to use it: knowledge is devel-
oped through use, through active participation in the activities of commu-
nication that enable the language learning process.
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3. Theories of language learning

Previously discussed approaches to language education spring from dif-
ferent theories of language learning: sociocultural theory, complexity theory,
cognitive theory, identity approach to second language acquisition, language
socialization approaches, to name only a few (Atkinson 2011).

Sociocultural theory has greatly influenced the field of educational
linguistics (e.g. Lantolf 2000; Lantolf & Poeher 2008; Johnson 2009; van Lier
2004). In this perspective, learning is always situated in physical and social
contexts and influenced by persons, tools, and activities. Learners develop
their knowledge by participating in relevant activities that allow them to
appropriate a community’s cultural artifacts through socialization. Central
to this is the concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), that is,
“the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by
independent problem solving and the level of potential development as
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collabo-
ration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky 1978: 86). As conceived in the
theory, learning does not follow development but, instead, it is a necessary
condition for development. In fact, the only good learning is that which is in
advance of development. The site where learning and development meet
is known as the ZPD. However, “the ZPD is not a place or a context, but a
dialectic unity of learning-and-development, or more appropriately, learn-
ing-leading-development” (Dunn & Lantolf 1998: 420).

Moreover, a sociocultural perspective emphasizes the role of human
agency in this developmental process:

How an individual learns something, what is learned, and how it is used will
depend on the sum of the individual’s prior experiences, the sociocultural
contexts in which the learning takes place, and what the individual wants,
needs, and/or is expected to do with that knowledge. (Johnson 2009: 2)

Evidently, learning is not limited to the individual, but rather related
to and strongly influenced by the material and social environment in which
the learning takes place. However, this environment is constantly chang-
ing, so in order to understand the learning process, contextual dynamics
have to be considered as well. In other words, ontogenetic development
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may not be seen as an isolated trajectory, but as a process in relation to his-
torical change on a number of other levels: a particular event in which an
individual is involved; institutions such as the family, the school, and the
workplace; the culture in which the individual and these institutions are
embedded; and lastly, the human species as a whole (Wells 2000: 53-54).

Complexity theory shares with the sociocultural perspective the convic-
tion in the inherent interconnectedness of the cognitive and the social (see
Larsen-Freeman 1997; Larsen-Freeman 2011). However, it is also interested in
how minds affect the social context: it supports “ecological accounts of learn-
ing that place its locus exclusively neither in the brain/body nor social interac-
tion, butin their intersection” (Larsen-Freeman 2011: 66). This approach insists
on understanding the relationships between the parts that connect them to
the whole and it acknowledges the complex, open, adaptive, and dynamic
nature of organized systems. These considerations have influenced research
within the field of educational linguistics and have offered important practi-
cal implications for language teaching that do justice to the complexity of fac-
tors involved in the learning process. One of the main contributions has been
a further elaboration of the idea that a language system is developed through
use, in focused, meaningful, and engaging activities. Larsen-Freeman (2003),
thus, talks of grammaring as a way to develop a linguistic system through its
use and insists that the goal of language education is not to re-create in our
classrooms the natural conditions of acquisition present in the external envi-
ronment. Instead, what we want to do as language educators is “to improve
upon natural acquisition, not emulate it. We do want our teaching to harmo-
nize with our students’ natural tendencies, but we want our teaching to accel-
erate the actual rate of acquisition beyond what students could achieve on
their own” (Larsen-Freeman 2003: 20).

An authentic learning environment in which students are pushed
to take an active role in the learning process is crucial for successful
learning. Language use has a central place in this, as it has already been
defended by Swain (1995). She has insisted on four functions of out-
put, that is, enhancement of fluency through practice, promotion of gap/
problem noticing, learner hypothesis testing, and metalinguistic func-
tion. As we can see, three of these functions relate to the meta-knowing
since they allow evaluation and consolidation of one’s linguistic knowl-
edge. Although language use serves the purpose of the development of
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one’s linguistic system, it also implies the externalization of knowledge
through collaboration with other members of the community. It entails
a higher order of metacognitive awareness that is necessary for critical
and creative thinking. Bruffee maintains that people learn judgment best
in groups and that “the social process of learning judgment is a function
of language and interpretation” (1999: 181). Learning does not imply the
assimilation of knowledge, but people’s assimilation into communities of
knowledgeable peers. Bruffee further defends that learning is a sort of
collective endeavor whose participants are connected by liaisons of inter-
dependence. Education as a social activity is deeply moral since teachers
need to help students “develop the ability to interact socially over com-
plex, intellectually demanding issues, thus integrating social and intellec-
tual maturity” (1999: 213). Conversation is here of highest importance for
two interrelated reasons. Firstly, it enables the externalization of implicit,
tacit knowledge, which is embedded in individual experiences (Nonaka
and Takeuchi 1995: viii). As Paavola, Lipponen and Hakkarainen explain
(2004: 559), the basic source of knowledge creation is tacit knowledge,
which needs to be externalized and explicated. In this way, a new level of
awareness is achieved since a person becomes able to reflect on his or her
knowledge and to evaluate it. Secondly, the role of conversation is related
to the crossing of boundaries. Namely, prior to the beginning of the edu-
cational process, the teacher and the student belong to different com-
munities and they need to create common understanding, shared knowl-
edge. Knowledge is not transmitted from the teacher to the student, nor
is it the case that the student acquires the knowledge that is given to
them. Instead, knowledge is created through communication between
members of the newly created community in a way that allows partici-
pants to generate new meanings. Moreover, this process entails a recon-
sideration of one’s affiliation. Thus, a freshman student feels allegiance
to the communities he or she formed part of prior to entering univer-
sity. Now, when introduced to the new context, the new discipline, the
new community of practice, the student aspires to become its legitimate
member, which affects his or her prior membership. Students’ identity
gets transformed and modified and teachers need to help them take an
active part in this intellectual and emotional negotiation.
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The creation of shared knowledge or shared language occurs in quite
an obvious manner in the case of foreign language education. The student
enters a new community and develops the linguistic knowledge necessary
to communicate with other members. However, the negotiation of mean-
ings occurs constantly on a less obvious level at the intersection among all
participants who bring their own cultures and knowledges to the educa-
tional process while striving to understand and interpret elements of the
discipline and the target language culture. Geertz (1983/2000) discusses
the possibility of mutual understanding in the multicultural context and
insists on the inadequacy of the concept of empathy. We can never really
imagine what it is that the other feels, knows, aspires to, since, by defini-
tion, we all come from different cultures. This is analogous to the myth of
native-speaker fluency, which was set as the goal of language education
for quite some time. Learners of the target language are not native speak-
ers, so it is illusory that they might become something they could, by defi-
nition, never be. Similarly, we can never really fully empathize since our
experiences are evidently different to those of the other. What we can try
to reach is a mutual understanding through interpretation:

The problem of the integration of cultural life becomes one of making it
possible for people inhabiting different worlds to have a genuine, and
reciprocal, impact upon one another. If it is true that insofar as there is
a general consciousness it consists of the interplay of a disorderly crowd
of not wholly commensurable visions, then the vitality of that conscious-
ness depends upon creating the conditions under which such interplay
will occur. And for that, the first step is surely to accept the depth of differ-
ences; the second to understand what these differences are; and the third
to construct some sort of vocabulary in which they can be publicly formu-
lated. (Geertz 1983/2000: 161)

4. Conclusion
The implications of the previous discussion for language education,

the study of language and culture in all its multitude of interconnected
fields are more than evident. Common to all these approaches is the goal-di-
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rected, real-life, authentic engagement, which enables students and teach-
ers to create meanings within communities of practice. In order to help stu-
dents mature and become responsible citizens of society, education needs
to take on a new role. Scardamalia and Bereiter maintain that this means
“changing the function of the school from that of service provider to that
of a productive enterprise to which the students are contributors” (1999:
275). Here, the focus is not on cognitive processes alone or on the situated-
ness of cognition and social practices but rather on the progressive devel-
opment of these practices and artifacts through mediated activities. In this
model, knowledge creation is conceived by analogy with the work of a sci-
entific research team. Similar to scientists who are trying to make sense of
what their colleagues are up to so that they can work on new ideas on their
own, students try to reconstruct information from textbooks and other rel-
evant sources so that they can understand and contribute something. It is
true that we are not to expect students to make a direct contribution to sci-
entific theories, at least not in the initial stages of schooling. The idea is to
prepare them to be able to engage in knowledge creation and to enable
them to make sense of information about a topic of interest.

This is also in line with Larsen-Freeman’s (2011) discussion on ret-
rodiction. As opposed to the usual scientific procedure that aims to make
predictions and test them, retrodiction looks for traces in the trajectory
of a system. It explores what has already happened in order to give mean-
ing to the observed phenomena and to understand changes in the sys-
tem. “This is ‘a trace’ of the real system, from which we try to reconstruct
the elements, interactions, and developmental processes of the system’
(Byrne 2002, as cited in Larsen-Freeman 2011: 61). Naturally, we will have
certain expectations about future occurrences, based on the prior expe-
rience and understandings of the system, but the focus is on explana-
tion and interpretation, and not on prediction. Retrodiction in education
would, then, imply a complete alteration of the traditional procedures
that are usually introduced through clear segmentation between pres-
entation-practice-production. Instead, students would look for traces in
the relevant material in an attempt to reconstruct underlying theories,
elements, and relationships within a concrete task. As Popper and Eccles
(1977) explain,

4
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we can grasp a theory only by trying to reinvent it or to reconstruct it, and
by trying out, with the help of our imagination, all the consequences of
the theory that seem to us to be interesting and important. (Popper &
Eccles, 1977, as cited in Scardamalia & Bereiter 1999: 279)

Consequently, the goal of philological education is to provide oppor-
tunities for students to reconstruct and recreate knowledge by explor-
ing and interpreting relevant phenomena in meaningful contexts and
situations. A crucial aspect of learning is, thus, meaning-making or crea-
tion of new knowledge and the evaluation of this new knowledge. In this
way, the student assesses their relationships with the new knowledge in
the present but also with respect to future projections and takes on the
responsibility for their professional development. Furthermore, it allows
the construction of our own knowledge through interactions with other
people, places, tools, environments... Finally, it invites the crossing of dis-
ciplinary boundaries and the integration of linguistics, cultural studies, lit-
erary studies, interpretation, and other relevant fields.

What science, art, and education share within this paradigm is
“intense seeing, the wide-eyed observing that generates empirical infor-
mation” (Tufte 2006: 9; original emphasis). Art schools have traditionally
emphasized this way of learning and teaching through the process called
practice as research (see Nelson 2013). The design process, for instance,
always implies innovation, but it also relies on the thorough research and
good understanding of a problem in all of its intricacies. Only after defin-
ing a question or a problem and conducting a needs assessment together
with an analysis of the market, can a design team proceed to the collab-
orative development of a new product. In this innovative stage, how-
ever, they mainly rely on abductive thinking — imaging what could be pos-
sible. This stage is, then, followed by an assessment of alternative ideas
and hypotheses, that is, by critical thinking and evaluation with consequent
revisions and improvements. This learning approach challenges assumed
constraints; it stimulates the creation of new ideas instead of discouraging
them. It revolves around the idea of knowledge creation and critical think-
ing. Importantly, this approach to learning does not diminish the impor-
tance of explicit knowledge; rather, it insists that, in addition to explicit
knowledge, tacit knowledge should also be recognized in the educational
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process. Dialogue, discussion and active participation in the community of
practice are crucial for the externalization of tacit knowledge, which, then,
can be reconsidered, evaluated, and open to transformation in light of a
new input. By this activity, students engage in critical thinking that enables
them to reflect on their relationships with the self and the world. It opens
ground for the reconsideration of their (professional) identity and prepares
them for responsible participation in their community of practice, following
the argument that “education that aims to promote critical thinking must
stimulate students to participate in practices with the objective of improv-
ing the quality of society for everyone and to participate in the discussion
on what exactly is ‘quality’” (ten Dam & Volman 2004: 373).
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Ana Jovanovié

ENSENANZA DE LENGUAS Y LOS ESTUDIOS FILOLOGICOS:
PERSPECTIVAS PARA UN ENFOQUE INTEGRATIVO

Resumen

Este trabajo representa una revision critica de los métodos de la ensefianza de len-
guas extranjeras contempordneos y su papel en el desarrollo de los estudios filologicos. Ex-
ploramos, especificamente, las posibilidades para la contribucion del enfoque por tareas,
la ensefianza integrada de lengua y contenidos y la ensefianza colaborativa para el campo
de filologia. Estos métodos se fundan en las ideas fundamentales del constructivismo, es-
pecialmente reflejados en la participacion activa, colaboracion, interdisciplinaridad y de-
sarrollo del pensamiento critico, con énfasis en las actividades de solucion de problemas,
integracion de aprendizaje de lengua con otros contenidos académicos y la importancia de
la cooperacion. Se sugiere que los métodos mencionados ofrezcan vias apropiadas para la
integracion de los estudios de lengua con otras disciplinas filolégicas a través de la parti-
cipacion activa en las comunidades de practica. De este modo, los estudiantes, profesio-
nales-en-creacion, se preparan para una actitud proactiva y responsable a la vez que una
participacion bien pensada en los diferentes campos profesionales.

Palabras clave: aprendizaje colaborativo, aprendizaje de LE, constructivismo, filolo-
gia, linglistica educativa, métodos para la ensefianza de LE.
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