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Abstract: This short-form article proposes the suitability of orbital studies, a kind of project-
based language learning, as a pedagogical option for study abroad instructors to provide students
with an immersive process during their language and culture learning experience. As a practical
example, it describes the orbital study designed and facilitated by the author in Sevilla (Spain)
during the summer of 2021, its pedagogical implications, and suggestions for future practice.
By implementing orbital studies in study abroad contexts, language programs can meet the
culturally inclusive needs of today’s college students while allowing educators to articulate
goals beyond language learning and promoting second language learners’ independence in a
community of practice.
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Introduction

tudying abroad is often one of the most formative experiences for a second

language (L2) learner. When someone studies abroad, they have the opportunity

to interact with the target language (TL) and its accompanying culture from fresh
perspectives. Precisely, one of the main objectives of many study abroad (SA) programs
is to foster learners’ cultural awareness and intercultural communicative competence
(ICC) as a preparation for their future professional careers in a globalized economy
(Kubota 2016). Therefore, it is the role of the SA instructor to facilitate the transition
from classroom practice into real-life situations to bring students’ knowledge to the next
level. Recent literature (e.g., Goertler and Schenker 2021) has suggested that one way
for students to improve their skills holistically in a SA context is to provide them with a
way to work independently in research. A means to do this is to scaffold the development
of independent research in the TL within a content course. In this short-form article,
I propose the suitability of orbital studies (OSs) or orbitals, a kind of project-based
language learning (PBLL), as a pedagogical option for instructors to provide students
with a more nuanced language learning experience during SA. For this, I first provide
a general overview of SA, PBLL and OSs; second, I describe the OS I facilitated in
Sevilla (Spain) during the summer of 2021; third, I present its practical implications
and suggestions for future practice.

Study Abroad, Project-based Language Learning, and Orbital Studies

Study Abroad

Several researchers have claimed that SA is an impactful modality of L2
learning thanks to the blend of its formal language instruction in a classroom
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setting and informal learning out of the classroom through interaction with,
for example, host families and locals (e.g., Allen et al. 2006; Davidson 2007).
Further, students who have received education abroad have perceived personal
development both in short-term and long-term SA modalities (Gates 2014).

While abroad, students gain both linguistic and non-linguistic abilities.
On the one hand, SA researchers have often studied the development of oral
production and concluded that it is the area that students improve the most
(Davidson 2010; DeKeyser 2007; Llanes and Munoz 2009), although fluency
seems to be more benefited than accuracy, and vocabulary more than grammar
(DeKeyser 2014). Favorable results have also been found in listening compre-
hension (Cubillos et al. 2008; Llanes and Mufioz 2013). Further, reading and
writing have been less explored, although reading seems to prove conclusive
results (Davidson 2010) and writing has provided mixed results, with either
clear gains (Pérez-Vidal and Juan-Garau 2009; Sasaki 2009) or no remarkable
improvements (Freed et al. 2003). Other areas with encouraging results have
been pragmatics and sociolinguistics (Dukon and Churchill 2006; Regan et al.
2009). On the other hand, beyond language skills, students immersed abroad
develop personal agency, self-confidence, independence, and strategies to navi-
gate unfamiliar situations in the host community (Allen et al. 2006). Also, their
empathy, curiosity, creativity, and worldview increase (Goertler and Schenker
2021). Thus, the intercultural communicative competence (ICC) aspect of an
experience abroad is crucial for students to develop aspects such as respect,
tolerance, mutual understanding, or intellectual, social, and affective knowledge
(Byram et al. 2001; Martin-Rojo 2003).

However, mere immersion in a foreign country’s local language and culture
for some months does not provide students with instant ICC. In fact, students
require explicit strategy training, awareness-raising, and reflective activities
before and during the program (Goertler and Schenker 2021). If students do
not carry out critical analysis, they will hardly develop language proficiency
and intercultural development. According to Pedersen (2010), “We need to add
intercultural effectiveness as a learning outcome for students in study abroad
and develop a curriculum (regardless of academic content) that incorporates
opportunities for such learning and development of students” (77). It follows
that the successful SA course should aim to develop both linguistic skills and
intercultural communicative competence (ICC), where the target culture is
discussed as a way to foster pluralistic and relativistic views (Byram et al. 2001;
Council of Europe 2007; Skopinskaja 2003).

Project-based Language Learning

Students abroad find themselves in a place where they need to complete tasks
of different nature independently in unknown environments. For example, they
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must navigate a new city, buy groceries with a foreign currency, communicate
with their host families, or join a sport or cultural venue for entertainment. As
a result, they grow personally and emotionally, one of the most critical aspects
of their SA escapade (Gray et al. 2002; Johnson and McKinnon 2018). These
experiences are not unlike the projects that can be encouraged in the classroom
by project-based language learning (PBLL). As such, “once the students are on
site, perhaps the most crucial intervention is to give them assignments that force
them to interact meaningfully with [native speakers] and overcome their fear
of speaking” (DeKeyser 2007).

PBLL is “a social practice [that] requires language and content learning
through planning, researching (empirical and/or document), analyzing and
synthesizing data, and reflecting on the process and product orally and/or in
writing” (Slater et al. 2006). Therefore, PBLL is a student-centered pedagogical
approach to content-based language instruction (CBI) that integrates subject
learning with language acquisition. Through PBLL, students examine open-
ended issues and work toward the goal of creating a product for an authentic
audience. In this context, language is a means of achieving autonomy in the
L2, fostering lifelong learning.

Some researchers have considered PBLL to be more effective than traditional
instruction and improve the retention of content knowledge (Larmer et al.
2009). It emphasizes student implication through communication, collaboration,
creativity, critical thinking, problem-solving, and global awareness (Bell 2010;
McCollister and Sayler 2010; Neo and Neo 2009). Additionally, its interdis-
ciplinary nature makes it suitable to be applied to any content area to teach
content knowledge while developing authentic learning (Breen and Fallon 2005),
which, at the same time, can increase student motivation to continue studying
the L2 (Cammarata et al. 2016). As for the language instructor, their role is to
promote learner independence in a community of practice to allow students to
carry out open-ended research and develop skills such as “time management,
decision-making, and collaborative dialogue—all aspects that enhance learner
cognition” (Ferry 2021).

Orbital Studies

Orbital studies (OSs) (Stevenson 1992; Tomlinson 1999) are independent
investigations, of typically three to six weeks long, which “orbit,” or revolve,
around some aspect of the curriculum. Students select their own topics rather
than develop one from a prescribed list, whereas teachers guide and coach
students to help them develop expertise on both the topic and become inde-
pendent investigators. According to Stevenson (1992), OSs are ideally designed
for middle-level students. Further, Gomez et al. (2012) adapted OSs to the L2
context by implementing them at the Spanish high school level in the United
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States. For Tomlinson (1999), however, they can be “easily adapted to learners
at all levels” (71) and provides a comprehensive description of the process:

Successfully completing an orbital includes keeping a log of time spent on
the study, resources, and ideas and skills gained. It also requires that students
provide a written overview of what they have learned during the process. In
addition, each student must make a 10 to 20-minute presentation to at least
5 peers, providing a 1-page handout for the audience and using a display
or demonstration. The student also must develop and use a way to get peer
feedback on the content and presentation. (71)

Therefore, OSs are one way to implement PBLL in the language classroom
since they emphasize learning through tasks that encourage students to experi-
ence their L2 as a meaning-making tool instead of an object to be studied,
practiced, and learned and so, acquire linguistic knowledge incidentally (Ellis
2003). Further, OS involve students in cultural and global awareness through
interdisciplinary research applied to their personal experience. Thus, by craft-
ing an OS, learners can develop both linguistic competence and ICC in their
TL while connecting their individual topics of interest to other content areas
(Gémez et al. 2012). Granted that OSs were originally applied at the middle
school L1 English level by Stevenson (1992) and studies such as those by Gomez
et al. (2012) revealed that they could be transferred to L2 English learning in
secondary classrooms, at the time when I designed one for the Spanish SA col-
lege level, I was not aware of any other article or research endeavor that had
carried out one in such context.

An Orbital Study in Sevilla

When I was assigned to teach two SA courses during Summer 2021 in Sevilla
(Spain)——Cultures of the Spanish Speaking World and Spanish Language Studies—1
considered it an excellent opportunity to design one of the two based on PBLL
principles. Thus, while the former was explicitly directed to general linguistic
practice and cultural knowledge development, I constrained the latter to the
context of the city of Seville, where students would situate their research project
(i.e., orbital study). In my estimation, an OS was particularly apt for this SA
context because it would provide “a unique classroom experience that explores
the affective domains of second language acquisition, scaffolds the development
of communication in the target language, creates interdisciplinary connections,
and fosters a community of learners” (Gémez et al. 2012).
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The Spanish Language Studies Course

Spanish Language Studies 1s an intermediate-level intensive special topics SA
course taught in Seville (Spain) aimed to help students develop an overall com-
mand of the Spanish language and culture through classwork and an organized
field project. It is this generic delineation that allows the different instructors
who impart it every semester ample freedom to cater to their students’ needs.
Therefore, for me, the procedure of an OS fitted perfectly in this context to
implement PBLL in the classroom because, among other things, there were five
weeks of classes, students would be able to research any topic of their interest
about the city they were immersed in, and they would produce an artifact (i.e.,
a final, creative product of their labor at this task) and share it with an audience.
To design and describe the SA orbital, I closely followed Tomlinson’s (1999)
guidelines, only making minor adaptations.

Following are some of the fictitious examples of OSs topics I offered in the
course syllabus based on the ones described by Tomlinson (1999):

» Takisha worked on a “talking mural” of unsung Sevillian heroes
and heroines. That tied her love of art and portraiture to the study
of Spanish history. She researched little-known male and female
heroes of varied races and ages who made a difference for Sevilla
and Spain. Her mural reflected that research. Her flair for the
dramatic inspired her to write a script that she recorded herself to
accompany the mural.

* Jesse built a Las Setas 3D model, which called on him to extend
his knowledge of architecture, science, and math. It also let him
use his hands in the process, an opportunity he finds too little of in
school.

* Louis learned Andalusian cooking. This connects with studies of
geography and culture. He also felt it’s important to learn to cook
so he can entertain friends when he gets older and has his own
apartment. He tried out what he learned on his host family and
friends, and he developed his own digital cookbook.

*  Other possible topics are as wide-ranging as superstition and ghost
stories, the roots of flamenco, the history and evolution of the port
of Seville, or the rivalry between Sevilla FC and Real Betis.

Upon completion of this course, students were expected to:

* Plan an independent study about a chosen topic of the Sevillian
culture.

* Carry out an independent investigation from multiple sources.

*  Develop expertise and share knowledge on a chosen topic.

» Display specific knowledge of the Sevillian language and culture.

* Create an artifact to showcase their gained knowledge.

* Design a process to present and evaluate their artifact.
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To that end, over the five weeks of classes' (see abridged calendar in
Appendix I), the ten students in the course completed daily activities (“tarea/
entregas”) related to Sevillian cultural aspects (e.g., exploring web pages, watch-
ing informative videos, or listening to podcasts), which were then discussed in
class. Furthermore, I clarified each element of the OS (“pasos”) before students
worked on them and allotted some in-class time for individual work at least
twice a week. At the end of each week, students submitted a part of the OS
via Blackboard. The OS contained a total of four submissions: (1) Pregunta,
plan y método; (2) Fuentes; (3) Artefacto; (4) Handout, presentacion oral, reflexion escrita y
peer feedback tool. Throughout the last week of classes, students presented their
orbitals in front of their peers and received their feedback through the feedback
instrument each had designed for this purpose. Students were assessed through
daily class participation and the corresponding rubrics I created for each part
of the orbital.

Implications and Suggestions for Practice

Implications

One of the main objectives I had in mind when bringing an OS to the SA
classroom was to foster learners’ cultural awareness and ICC as a preparation
for their future professional careers in a globalized economy. For this, I created
a classroom environment that would promote learner agency in a community
of practice by having students carry out open-ended research and develop
decision-making, time management, and collaborative dialogue (Allen et al.
2006). Employing the social practice of the OS, students performed language
and content learning through the planning of their topic, empirical and docu-
mental research, analysis and synthesis of data, and reflecting on the process
and product orally and in writing (Slater et al. 2006).

In my class, students chose their topics based on their future studies or careers
(e.g., the Spanish healthcare system; the history and architecture of the Alcazar);
hobbies or interests (e.g., the flamenco dress; rowing in the Guadalquivir River;
olives); or topics they wanted to explore further (e.g, the Sevillian accent; social
art during and after the Francoist dictatorship). The accompanying artifacts
produced ranged from a poem to the Guadalquivir River; a commented video
interview to a host mom about the Sevillian accent; a map of available public
and private medical services in the city; drawings such as a watercolor of El
Archivo de Indias or portraits of musicians; to an annotated catalogue of the
various sweets made at convents throughout the city. This variety of research
topics and artifacts proves the interdisciplinary nature of OSs and their suit-
ability to apply them to L2 Spanish while developing authentic learning (Breen

1 The class met Monday through Friday from 11 am to 1 pm.
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and Fallon 2005). For example, the student who researched the history and
architecture of the Alcazar expressed in her final reflection that, through her
sources (1.e., books, videos, interview with a University of Sevilla professor), she
was exposed to many technical terms that she did not know in English. Also,
the student who interviewed her host mom and analyzed the Sevillian accent
recognized having learned how to conduct research effectively in Spanish and be
a more confident researcher. She further mentioned being happy to have chosen
this handy topic since their accent is an intrinsic part of Sevillians’ identity and
it is important for people to recognize and appreciate that.

Moreover, the OS served as a vehicle to build community among SA par-
ticipants through practicing Spanish both in informal and academic settings.
When my students shared their progression over the weeks (e.g;, pair discussions,
micro lab protocol) and their artifacts in their final oral presentations, they
conversed about their interests and how their ideas evolved, listened to their
peers, and shared what they have discovered through their research. Therefore,
it can be claimed that similar to Gomez et al. (2012)’s students, this atmosphere
of iterative collaborative exchanges provided a safe space for SA students to
communicate their thoughts and reduce their anxiety as a preparation for their
individual research process and final product presentation. Furthermore, this
venue allowed all students to express their voices and perspectives on cultural
topics while honing their speaking skills. As a result, my students were motivated
to listen to others’ project ideas and developments, speak about the stimulating
resources they had encountered, and develop personal bonds and academic
admiration for each other. For example, the student who researched the Maria
Luisa Park explained the process of narrowing out her topic, starting from the
idea of how Spanish people interact in public spaces, which led her to nature and
open-air activities, to finally get to one specific park as a metaphorical depiction
of Spanish leisure. This same student expressed having had less anxiety speaking
in front of a large group of people after the project.

Preliminary in-class discussions also seem to have reduced barriers to com-
munication outside of the classroom. By means of their orbitals, my students
interacted meaningfully with native speakers and worked on overcoming their
fear of speaking (DeKeyser 2007; Gémez et al. 2012). For instance, the student
who contrasted Spanish public and private healthcare services interviewed a
physician and watched her care for her patients. According to her final reflection
on the project, this unique personal conversation opened her eyes to how Europe
handles its healthcare compared to the United States. Furthermore, at the end of
the semester, several students expressed how this experience had motivated them
to continue studying their L2 in the future (Cammarata et al. 2016). For example,
the student who researched the impact of Cristopher Columbus in the city of
Seville and the General Archive of the Indies recognized being proud of her
personal and linguistic development during the semester and could not wait to
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see how her Spanish would improve in the future. These two student reflections
may also serve as examples of how OSs can develop creativity, critical thinking,
reasoning, and global awareness (Bell 2010; McCollister and Sayler 2010; Neo
and Neo 2009) among L2 SA students. The following quote by another student
can be an accurate summary of what an OS can inspire: “En total, este proyecto
me permiti6 salir a la ciudad, hablar con los lugarenos y aprender sobre la
maravillosa cultura de Sevilla. Realmente disfruté produciendo un proyecto de
investigacion como este. Siempre estaré agradecido por las cosas que aprendi a
lo largo de este viaje y el idioma espafol que obtuve de ¢l.”

Suggestions for Future Practice

In this section, I present suggestions for potential future implementations
of orbitals in a SA context based on my personal experience and reflections
during the facilitation and after my students had completed their projects. As
previous literature has shown (see, for example, Gomez et al. 2012), they can
be adapted to other modalities of L2 learning and proficiency level, based on
specific curricula.

Be repetitive. Iteration is a necessary practice for students to understand every
component of an OS, especially at the beginning of the semester. Therefore,
clarify elements and assignments frequently as they will be new for learners.
For instance, continue to remind them to add entries to their log of time every
week, keep their general plan and understanding of the procedure in mind, or
make progress with the final product they are creating.

Scaffold research questions. Provide examples of good questions for students to
explore their topic. Encourage them to be as specific as possible. For example,
it is more fitting to research one precise location, such as a park or a building,
than parks or architecture in general. You can use the “creative questions”
thinking routine for this purpose. Also, inspire questions that can be answered
in the assigned time frame.

Drscuss components. Before explaining each component of the OS, have
students brainstorm how they would approach them. For instance, have them
reflect on how they would create a plan for their investigation or multimodal
ways to craft their artifact. Further, ask them to explain the good quality of those
components, referring to the rubrics used to assess their performance.

Encourage peer support. While discussing OS components, allow students to
assist each other on tasks such as narrowing their topics, finding sources (includ-
ing potential interviewees), or creating a peer review tool. In addition, invite
students to receive support and feedback from other individuals outside of the
classroom, such as their host families or other members in the SA program. They
may also find valuable information during their daily activities and field trips.
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Require a variety of sources. Ask students to have at least five sources of different
nature. For instance, (1) books, periodicals, and magazines; (2) social media and
webs; (3) interviews, conversations, and testimonies; (4) videos, news reports,
and footage; (5) songs and podcasts. Make interviews a mandatory source so
everyone interviews a native speaker. Allow one source in English or a different
language as a means to compare and contrast information.

Nurture patience. Hesitation and changes of mind are normal in open-ended
research. Reassure students that they will go through a process of creative
discovery where they will need to persevere and be patient. Some will find their
topic earlier than others; some will modify their research interest, sources, or
structure at several points of their orbital.

Provide an example of oral presentation. Ask another instructor in the program
to model an oral presentation (with a PP, artifact, and peer review tool) at the
beginning of the semester to show students what you expect from theirs. This
example will be a rich source of authentic input and minimize questions and
anxiety toward the end of the orbital. Record the presentation and make the
recording, PPT, and script available for students’ future reference. Moreover,
guide students’ attention toward different aspects of the modeled presentation
such as structure, multimodal elements, language, gestures, effectiveness, etc.
Finally, ask them to grade the overall performance based on the rubric you will
use to assess their performance.

Engage the community. Allow students to invite other students from the program,
faculty, and even friends to attend the presentations as a way of sharing their
product to an authentic audience beyond the classroom and celebrate their
efforts. Consult with the whole class beforehand if they would feel comfortable
presenting in front of a larger audience.

Conclusion

Orbital studies may powerfully impact student learning in an experience
abroad. Integrating PBLL with SA allows language programs to meet the
culturally inclusive needs of today’s college students since it engages them in
deep inquiry about a topic of their interest to reshape their ways of thinking
and acting in a global arena (Pujolar et al. 2011). Further, it allows educators to
articulate goals beyond language learning, such as individual and collaborative
work, critical thinking, and problem-solving strategies. Thus, the SA classroom
can be an excellent scenario to challenge student beliefs, values, and behaviors
regarding the country they are uncovering, as well as a springboard to propel
them into the TL community, confident in their own L2 communicative abilities.
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Appendix I

SPAN 3309 Calendar; Summer 2021, Sevilla (abridged)

Fecha

Pasos

Tarea/Entregas

Semana 1

Introduccién al curso

Semana 2

Semana de planificacion

* Desarrollar una
pregunta para el estudio

* Plan de mvestigacion

* Método de presentacion
* Criterios de calidad

Pregunta, plan, y método
de presentacion due

Semana 3

Semana de investigacion

Fuentes:

* Libros, periodicos,
revistas

* Redes sociales, paginas
web

* Entrevistas,
conversaciones,
testimonios

* Videos, reportajes

Fuentes due

Semana 4

Semana de creacion

* La presentacion oral
* Aspecto lingiiistico
* Aspecto audiovisual
* Handout and peer

feedback

Artefacto due

Semana 5

Semana de presentacion

¢ Handout
¢ Presentacion oral
¢ Reflexion

Written overview due of:
1. Log of time spent on
the study

2. Resources used

3. Ideas and skills gained




