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University of Oulu Graduate School; University of Oulu, Faculty of Humanities
Acta Univ. Oul. B 147, 2016
University of Oulu, P.O. Box 8000, FI-90014 University of Oulu, Finland

Abstract

In this thesis, I investigate pupils’, parents’, and prospective language teachers’ changing
understandings of language learning and teaching. Change is considered from the ecological
perspective where language learning and teaching are seen as complex, at times chaotic, and
gradually emerging through collaborative action and participation. Characteristic to the strategy
of nexus analysis, the author – in the dual role of an English teacher and researcher – conducted
the research interviews, made observations and collected multiple data during a longer period of
time. The multimodal data were acquired from school, home and university language teacher
education settings. Based on the observations of pupil activity during an international, virtual
language project, two Finnish 12-year-old pupils were selected as research cases due to their
different coping abilities. The thesis comprises of four articles and a summary. The first article (i)
describes the starting point of the research, how the observations during the school project
engaged the language teacher’s further interest, especially to see more closely what was going on
in the pupils’ free time in the family environment, and further how the research process developed
towards nexus analysis. Article (ii) examines multimodal affordances in the home as a ‘proximal
zone of development’ for family members’ language learning. Article (iii) investigates the
language teacher, the pupil and her parents (re)negotiating changing understandings of language
learning in the home. The fourth article (iv) explores how language students negotiated their
understandings of the ecological language learning approach applied to the school project.
Collectively, the thesis describes how nexus analysis can be used as a methodological tool to open
up a nexus of practice of (re)negotiating changing understandings concerning language learning
and teaching. The study has implications for developing language learning and teaching as well as
language teacher education.

Keywords: change, ecology, language learning, language teaching, nexus analysis





Koivistoinen, Hilkka, Muuttuva ymmärrys kielenoppimisesta ja -opetuksesta:
oppilaiden, vanhempien ja tulevien kieltenopettajien näkökulmia
Oulun yliopiston tutkijakoulu; Oulun yliopisto, Humanistinen tiedekunta
Acta Univ. Oul. B 147, 2016
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Tiivistelmä

Tässä tutkimuksessa tarkastelen oppilaiden, vanhempien ja tulevien kieltenopettajien muuttuvia
käsityksiä kielenoppimisesta ja -opetuksesta. Tutkimuksessa muutos ymmärretään ekologisena
näkökulmana, jolloin kielenoppiminen ja -opetus nähdään monimutkaisena, ajoittain kaoottise-
na ja vähitellen yhteisöllisen toiminnan ja osallistumisen pohjalta syntyvänä prosessina. Neksus-
analyysin tutkimusstrategian mukaisesti tutkimuksen tekijä – englannin opettajan ja tutkijan
kaksoisroolissa – toteutti tutkimushaastatteluja, teki havaintoja ja keräsi moninaista aineistoa pit-
källä aikavälillä. Tutkimuksen multimodaalista aineistoa kerättiin koulusta, kotoa ja yliopiston
kieltenopettajien koulutuksesta. Kieltenopiskelijoiden oppilaille toteuttaman kansainvälisen
verkkoprojektin aikana tehtyjen havaintojen pohjalta kaksi 12-vuotiasta suomalaista oppilasta
valittiin osatutkimuksiin erityyppisten toimintatapojensa vuoksi. Väitöskirja koostuu neljästä
osajulkaisusta sekä yhteenveto-osasta. Ensimmäinen artikkeli kuvaa tutkimuksen alkuvaihetta,
kuinka kouluprojektin aikaiset havainnot kiinnittivät opettajan huomion ja kiinnostuksen selvit-
tää tarkemmin, mitä oppilaiden vapaa-ajalla perheympäristössä tapahtui. Ensimmäinen osatutki-
mus suuntasi tutkimusprosessia etenemään neksusanalyysin strategian mukaisesti. Toinen osa-
tutkimus käsittelee kodin multimodaalisia tarjoumia, jotka muodostivat lähikehityksen vyöhyk-
keen perheenjäsenten kielenoppimiselle. Kolmas osatutkimus tarkastelee kotivierailun aikana
kielenopettajan, oppilaan ja tämän vanhempien kesken käytyä merkitysneuvottelua kielenoppi-
misen muuttuvista käsityksistä. Neljäs osatutkimus havainnollistaa, kuinka kieltenopiskelijat
ottivat haltuunsa ekologisen kielenoppimisnäkemyksen, jota he sovelsivat oppilaille suunnittele-
massaan ja toteuttamassaan kieliprojektissa. Lopputulemana väitöskirja valottaa, kuinka neksus-
analyysi menetelmällisenä työkaluna teki näkyväksi kielen oppimiseen liittyvien käytänteiden
risteymän. Sen keskiössä osallistujat neuvottelivat muuttuvista kielenoppimiseen ja -opetukseen
liittyvistä käsityksistään. Tutkimuksen tuloksilla on merkitystä kielenoppimisen ja -opetuksen
sekä kieltenopettajien koulutuksen kehittämiselle.

Asiasanat: ekologia, kielenoppiminen, kieltenopetus, muutos, neksusanalyysi
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1 Introduction 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate changing understandings of language 

learning among a range of participants, with the sites of research extending from 

the institutional contexts of school and university to family homes. The research 

was conducted during 2005–2016. The long time span for investigating the data 

collected in 2005 is due to the researcher being employed on another continent with 

little time available for the research in the meantime. The prolonged research 

process did not, however, pose any problems. Instead, the research strategy of the 

study, nexus analysis, requires a longitudinal process and multiple perspectives in 

finding answers to the research questions and working with the data. Neither has 

the rationale of the research become outdated. The thesis will shed light on 

changing understandings and practices of language learning and teaching as 

complex processes that do not occur at a fast pace. In the following, the rationale 

of the study will be presented in more detail.  

1.1 Rationale for the study 

The motivation for this study arose originally from the author’s experiences and 

reflections in her role as an English teacher on a language learning project which 

was created as a joint effort between university language students and their teachers 

for pupil participants in different schools in Finland and Spain. During the project, 

two of the pupils drew the teacher’s attention to the nature of their participation in 

project activities. These pupils were selected as special cases extending the study 

to their family environments as well. The perspectives of the participating 

university students, their course teachers at the university and research team 

members were also examined as an additional substudy. The author’s personal 

research interest derived from her substantial experience in the dual position of 

language teacher and mentor for the university teacher trainees. To understand 

better the complexities of language learning in our contemporary world as part of 

life, the interest was to explore more broadly what was going on in the field of 

language education from the perspectives of different participants. 

In addition to the personal interest of the researcher, the problematics of this 

thesis is also topical for current research, which has been contemplating the gap 

between in-class and out-of-class learning as divergent realities (Jalkanen, 

Pitkänen-Huhta & Taalas, 2012; Luukka et al., 2008; Sefton-Greene, 2009; 

Sundqvist, 2011).  Studies from the ‘insider perspective’ on learning in free time 
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have also been called for (Benson, 2008) as a natural part of an individual’s life 

(Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008). Researchers in the field of language learning have 

for some time been exploring sites of language learning practices outside school to 

understand their consequences and impact on pedagogic designs in formal language 

education (Benson & Reinders, 2011; Kuure, 2011; Taalas, Tarnanen, Kauppinen 

& Pöyhönen, 2008). The new emphasis poses challenges for language teacher 

education (see e.g., Jalkanen, 2015; Kuure et al., 2015).  

In research, formal and informal sites of language learning have been typically 

treated as separate entities. However, if foreign languages are seen as part of 

everyday life, situated in real-world social (inter)action, there is a need to converge 

research traditions and multidisciplinary theoretical approaches in exploring 

language learning and language education in a new light. The perspective has been 

extended from the cognitive emphasis of language learning to sociocultural and 

eological domains. The latter accounts for interaction and social activity and also 

acknowledges (learner’s) identity work and personal goals (see Dufva, 2013b; 

Jalkanen, 2015; Kuure et al., 2015; van Lier, 2004; Norris, 2004; Scollon & Scollon, 

2004). 

Due to its research context, the study contributes to reconsidering the Finnish 

system of language education and language teacher education in particular. 

However, similar issues and problems as delineated above seem to prevail on 

European and international levels as well (see e.g., Benson & Reinders, 2011; 

Sundqvist, 2011). The thesis is one of several studies conducted at the University 

of Oulu, Finland, shedding light on the changing understandings and practices of 

language learning and teaching in the technology-rich world. This study contributes 

to the body of research conducted in the MAILL project (Mediated action and 

interaction in language learning and work), the multidisciplinary research group 

EveLINE (Everyday life in technology-rich neo-communities) and the research 

community COACT (Complexity of (inter)action: Towards an understanding of 

skilled multimodal participation). The aims and objectives of this thesis converge 

the research interests of the above mentioned research in investigating social action 

and interaction, and complex sites of learning in everyday life. In the following, 

some concepts relevant for this study will be introduced in short. 

1.2 Core concepts for the study 

A central concept in this study is ‘change’ viewed from the eological point of view. 

This means that language learning and teaching are seen as complex, at times 
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chaotic and gradually emerging through collaborative action and participation 

(Kramsch, 2002; Larsen-Freeman, 2002, 2013; van Lier, 2000). Change is seen as 

a process that shapes and reshapes meanings; here as (re)negotiating language 

learning/teaching as it builds learners’ capacity and ownership. The process of 

change attempts to close an identified gap, and it is socially oriented and action 

based (see Fullan, 2016/2007). Meaning is established through communication, in 

a dialogue influencing all participants. The repertoire of experiences changed 

through communication expands the foundation for shared meaning-making and 

learning of the individual, and seen as such it fuels possible change (see Dewey, 

2004/1916). 

Another important set of concepts in the present study are connected to ‘nexus 

analysis’ (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). This is seen as a form of ethnography 

(Blommaert, 2006, p. 6) which places ‘social action’ at the centre of the study 

(Scollon, 2001, 2002). Nexus analysis is a participatory research strategy which 

engages the research participants to explore phenomena in collaboration. To 

examine the multiple threads in this study, the focus is placed on social action, 

which is seen as an intersection of the historical body, interaction order and 

discourses in place (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). All action is seen as inherently social 

and mediated; that is carried out by social actors through the use of mediational 

means. Nexus analysis brings the research participants into the nexus of practice 

asking ‘what is going on’ and ‘how the research participants have come to act the 

way they do’ (Scollon 2004, p. 171) through the process of engaging, navigating, 

and simultaneously, changing the nexus of practice under scrutiny (see Scollon & 

Scollon, 2004). Characteristic to nexus analysis, the researcher by her participation 

in the dialectical interaction is engaged in changing the nexus of practice. To 

capture the negotiations of meaning over time, the notion of resemiotisation 

(Iedema 2001, 2003, p. 41; de Saint-Georges, 2005; Scollon, 2008a) is used for 

conceptualising how meaning-making evolves multimodally from context to 

context, from practice to practice, or from one stage of a practice to the next. 

The sociocultural and ecological perspectives of language learning provide 

another cluster of core concepts for the study.  The study exploits van Lier’s (2002, 

pp. 55–57) ecological view of language and learning, which emphasises the ‘social’ 

nature of learning, apprenticeship, participatory engagement, and various kinds of 

affordances available in the physical/social environment. The focus of this study is 

on language learners as language users in natural environments where their active 

engagement in all semiotic – not just linguistic – and interactional activity is 

realised as affordances for language learning (see Kramsch, 2002; van Lier 2001, 
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2004). The environment offers affordances, which are sets of promises (positive 

affordances) or threats (negative affordances) in the environment (Gibson, 1979, p. 

127). Language does not arise from input that is processed, but from affordances 

that are brought forth by active engagement, which enable further action (van Lier, 

2002, p. 146). 

1.3 Aims and objectives of the study 

The aim of the current thesis is to investigate changing understandings of language 

learning and teaching. The strategy for investigation in this study is nexus analysis 

(Scollon & Scollon, 2004). The conceptions of language learning and teaching here 

are based on the ecological perspective (van Lier, 2000).  The nexus-analytic 

research process is seen as an attempt to make sense of ‘what is going on’ in 

encounters where various actors negotiate aspects of language learning and 

teaching. Characteristic to nexus analysis (see section 2.3), the research questions 

and choices for data collection were elaborated during the research process. This 

thesis is comprised of four articles and a summary. Table 1 shows the specific focus 

of each article in relation to the substudies. 

Table 1. The four substudies 

Substudy Focus Environment 

The pupil perspective to the virtual 

language project  

Article (i), Section 4.1 

Primary school pupils negotiating their 

experiences of the language project (N= 

22) 

School 

   

Affordances of language learning in 

a family environment 

Article (ii), Section 4.2 

Pupil case ’Simo’ negotiating language 

learning with his family members and 

the teacher (N= 6) 

Home 

   

Emerging meanings for language 

learning in the home  

Article (iii), Section 4.3 

 

Pupil case ’Elli’ negotiating language 

learning with her parents and the 

teacher (N= 4) 

Home 

Language students appropriating a 

new approach on language learning  

Article (iv), Section 4.4 

Language students and their teachers 

negotiating their experiences of the 

innovative language project (N= 10) 

University teacher 

education 

In brief, the articles introducing the findings of the research consist of the following: 

article (i) presents a substudy on how primary school pupils perceived a virtual 
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language project, articles (ii) and (iii) introduce two substudies on the teacher and 

the family discussing the child’s language learning in a family environment, and 

article (iv) features a substudy on how university language students (prospective 

language teachers) appropriated the ecological language learning approach applied 

to a language project (article i). Collectively, the thesis foregrounds how nexus 

analysis made the emerging discourses of change visible through engaging different 

actors in participatory negotiation of meaning concerning language learning and 

teaching. 

Next, relevant research and theoretical considerations will be introduced, while 

a description of data collection and the research process will follow. In section four, 

the findings from the substudies (articles i, ii, iii and iv) will be presented, and 

finally, the main results of the thesis will be discussed. The implications and 

limitations of the study will be considered in the final section. 
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2 Relevant research and theoretical 
considerations 

There is an abundance of earlier research available related to the field of the study 

more or less tightly. However, since the thesis approaches changing understandings 

of language learning and teaching from the diverse perspectives of various actors, 

a delineation of sources has been necessary. The multimodal data of each substudy 

were examined as a nexus analysis exploring what kinds of discourses emerge in 

encounters where research participants (re)negotiate a child's/pupil’s language 

learning. Nexus analysis as a research strategy explores change engaging the 

research members in (re)negotiating the phenomena under scrutiny collaboratively 

(Scollon & Scollon, 2004). It is also a fruitful methodological tool to research 

participants’ language learner/user histories, emergent discourses and participants’ 

mutual relations prevalent in the meaning negotiation (ibid.). The ecological 

approach to language and learning serves the research interest in investigating 

everyday situations and different contexts included in the thesis. Language and 

learning are seen as an intertwined part of human life, as social action in human 

interaction (Kramsch, 2002; van Lier, 2004). The following sections will first 

scrutinise how the notions of the complexity of change and the ecological approach 

to language learning/teaching were employed by the researcher (section 2.1). Then, 

mediated discourse theory, nexus analysis (sections 2.2 and 2.3), and the notion of 

resemiotisation (section 2.4) will be discussed as the background for the study. 

2.1 Prevailing traditions of language learning and teaching 

Recent empirical research explicates that the language classroom continues to be 

the traditional domain of learning. For example, Alanen, Kalaja and Dufva’s (2013) 

study shows how novice teachers in their visual narratives on language teaching 

draw on a rich variety of positions portraying themselves in the language classroom, 

i.e., picturing the traditional classroom setting, textbooks, and classroom layout 

with the teacher in the centre conducting the activities. The traditional view rests 

on the idea that language is something separate from literacy practices. The 

perspectives of multiliteracies, multimodal practices and multiple language 

variants are ignored in language teaching, which is reflected in the design of 

traditional language learning environments, pedagogy and tools in the process of 

teaching-learning (see e.g., Aro, 2009; Dufva, Suni, Aro & Salo, 2011). As Kalaja, 

Alanen, Palviainen and Dufva (2011) highlight, emphasis is put on the formal 
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nature of what is being learned (e.g. grammar and vocabulary), as well as on 

individual capacities when the environment plays a minor role.   

The relationship between pupils’ in-class and out-of-class language-related, 

often digital practices is becoming a central concern in current language education 

when pedagogical designs are considered. Children seem to navigate smoothly in 

the virtual English-language-related environments (e.g., Bunting, 2013; Gee, 2004; 

Bowen, Lanz-Andersson & Vigmo, 2016; Kalaja et al., 2011; Koivisto, 2013; 

Kuure, 2011; Lankshear & Knobel, 2012; Prensky, 2001). However, when observed 

in school situations, they rather adapt to the role and practices of the traditional 

language learner in the classroom (e.g., Aro, 2009; Kalaja et al., 2011; Koivisto 

2013). This may seem understandable with respect to the prevalent culture of 

language learning and teaching: the curriculum, textbooks, and teachers’ design of 

language learning environments, pedagogy and tools, as well as teaching and 

evaluation methods seem to focus on literacy practices as practices for the school. 

Societal, out-of-school, language learning practices which require social activity, 

on the other hand, seem to be a devalued part of language learning (Dufva et al., 

2011; Dufva, 2013b; Jalkanen, 2015; Jenkins, 2010 June 21; Leppänen et al., 2011; 

Taavitsainen & Pahta, 2003; Tarnanen, Luukka, Pöyhönen & Huhta, 2010; Vigmo 

& Lantz-Andersson, 2014). 

In the research on voicescapes in children’s beliefs about the learning of 

English, conducted among a group of young Finnish learners of English, Aro (2012) 

analysed the voicework present in the learners’ answers. Aro suggests, that there 

are powerful and authoritative viewpoints in learner beliefs appropriated early on 

that may strongly influence what children perceive as important in learning and 

using English. On one hand, the answers echoed or even repeated the voices of 

authority (voices of others such as home and school). On the other hand, the 

children brought forward their own insights (voice of the speaker) as well (see e.g., 

de Costa, 2011; Kalaja, 1994). In the study on the nature of the beliefs among 

Finnish elementary school children concerning English and learning English 

language, Aro (2009) observed that the motives for studying English varied 

considerably. The influences of formal teaching practices were clear in students’ 

beliefs, as Aro (2009) concludes: although the main use of English was reported to 

be speaking, students saw reading books the most effective way of learning the 

language. Luukka et al. (2008) point out the gap between the frequent and fluent 

media practices among young people and the text-based practices of their language 

teachers. They do not necessarily see the multimodal literacy practices as relevant 

for their language learning. It seems that teacher education, as well as the pedagogy 
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for language learning and teaching, requires reformative discussion drawing on a 

sound theoretical framework (see e.g., Dufva 2013a, 2013b; Sundqvist, 2011). 

Palfreyman (2011, p. 24) points out that parents have a crucial role in setting 

the tone inside the learning community of the family. The affordances of the family 

environment, and the learning community it entails, may either facilitate or inhibit 

social expectations and the roles assigned for the language learner.  It seems that 

children’s viewpoints that have been appropriated early may strongly influence 

what they perceive as important in using and learning English having consequences 

for how they view learning opportunities within and outside the classroom (e.g., 

Aro, 2009, 2010, 2012; Kalaja et al., 2011; Kalaja & Barcelos, 2012). Those 

viewpoints appear to affect how learners see and value various things and learner 

actions connected to English language – what learners deem important and 

worthwhile when learning and using the language, and how they view learning 

opportunities in and outside of the classroom (see Aro, 2012; Bowen et al., 2016; 

Sundqvist, 2011; Vigmo & Lanz-Andersson, 2014). 

When looking for new perceptions and practices concerning language learning 

and teaching, the diverse background (historical body) of the participants in the 

field needs to be examined. 

2.2 Towards new perceptions of language and language learning 

For language teachers, it is important to develop an understanding of what their 

learners’ everyday life even beyond the classroom entails in terms of languages and 

language learning and how this knowledge could be made a resource in language 

teaching (e.g., Benson, 2011; Bunting, 2013). Language learning is thus seen from 

a wider perspective: instead of viewing the ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ sites of language 

learning as separate entities, foreign language learning is understood as part of life, 

i.e., everyday practices in real-world situations as maintained in sociocultural and 

ecological conceptions of learning (Kramsch, 2002; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008; 

van Lier, 2000, 2004). When an ecological language learning approach is being 

appropriated, there are a number of aspects that intertwine in the process of change. 

Complex systems theory, for example, does not see change as straightforward 

cause-and-effect relationships but as a web-like model characterised by the 

interconnectedness and dynamism of different elements and agents (Larsen-

Freeman, 2002, 2013). Change is complex, multidimensional and comprehensive, 

and intertwined with its history and environment (Kajamaa, Kerosuo & Engeström, 

2010). Moreover, the contexts in which change occurs are often themselves 
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changing. Change is locally produced, consisting of small steps and alterations 

(Orlikowski, 1996, cited by Kajamaa et al., 2010). Professionals in language 

education, and language learners as well need to understand the complexities of 

change better and develop their capabilities for (inter)acting in change.  

Perceptions of language and the starting point for ‘foreign language’ teaching 

need to be reconsidered as well. The current world is characterised by 

multilingualism. Distinct varieties within a language coexist (heteroglossia) and 

pedagogy, for example, may afford different linguistic practices giving voice to the 

full range of linguistic repertoires (Blackledge & Creese, 2014; Pietikäinen & 

Dufva, 2014). Media are being appropriated, adapted, modified and mixed in ways 

that evidence taking control over them, or dealing with language innovatively in 

diverse situations (Canagarajah, 2011; Jones and Hafner, 2012). In pedagogic 

settings such emphases may put language learners in new situations when they are 

given freedom to adopt multiple roles as language users. Foreign languages seen as 

part of everyday-life-related practices in real-world social action situations 

challenge researchers to converge different research traditions and 

multidisciplinary theoretical approaches to investigate the complexity of emerging 

change in the ‘web like’ process of ‘second language development’ (see e.g., 

Dörnyei, 2009; Ellis & Larsen-Freeman, 2006). Instead of approaching learning 

through ‘creating or doing planning with a specific purpose in mind’ or ‘actions 

with educational design’ (see Cope & Kalantzis, 2000), the ecological theory is an 

interactive approach to learning which abductively builds on heuristics of practice 

rather than explanations (Laurillard, 2012, p. 1). 

Language learners are in this thesis seen as language users in ‘ecology-like’ 

natural environments where their active engagement in semiotic – not just linguistic 

–interactional activity creates the affordances for language learning (see Kramsch, 

2002; van Lier, 2004). Considered from the ecological point of view, language 

learning/teaching would not be a controlled process but in times chaotic, complex 

and gradually emerging through collaborative action and participation. This 

involves giving room for a multiplicity of practices while the learner is seen as an 

active participant, contributing to the emergence of the learning environment for 

learning to take place.  

The ecological perspective focuses on social (inter)action and multimodal 

language-related practices, and the learner’s identity production as part of it. 

Language learning and language use cannot be clearly distinguished form one 

another, i.e., they both are part of activity and social (inter)action. Learning and 

social-semiotic meaning-making are seen as ‘two sides of one sheet of a paper’. 
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The inner transformation, i.e., meaning-making, produces learning. Both learning 

and meaning making are dynamic processes, which are generated through active 

social (inter)action. Social action and interactional awareness in the social world is 

what Norris (2004) describes as ‘the exchange of experiences, thoughts, and 

feelings of participants’.  

The sociocultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch 1985) as well as the 

ecological perspectives (Block, 2003; Kramsch, 2002; van Lier, 2002) have turned 

their attention to the concepts of identity (Kramsch, 2000; Norris, 2004) as well as 

mediated and social-semiotic activity (see Scollon, 2002). The ecological 

perspective offers a theory of learning as activity-in-the world. According to van 

Lier (2004) learning processes are processes of semiosis. The learning context, in 

ecological terms, is an activity space.  

The learning context, is constituted of physical, social and symbolic 

opportunities for meaning making (van Lier, 2004) which the learners dynamically 

adapt to, i.e., flexibly depend on, integrate with, and construct through the 

mediational means it affords (Norris, 2004). This kind of alignment takes place not 

just between human beings, but also between human beings and their social and 

multimodal, physical environments (see Atkinson, Churchill, Nishino & Okada, 

2007; Kramsch, 2002). The world around us reveals its relevance for the learner 

and begins to offer affordances because of the learner’s emerging goals and 

purposes (what is to be learned). To learn, we need to construct meaning, through 

collaboration and social (inter)actions (Kramsch, 2002).  

Language is seen to appear in reality as performance, as multimodal 

(inter)actions (Norris, 2004; Scollon, 2001, 2004) performed by people in a social 

environment (see Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008; van Lier, 2004; see also Blommaert 

& Dong, 2010). Through language, individuals shape their identities and become 

part of various learning communities. In these communities the learners interact, 

collaborate and take part in multiple social actions and learning experiences, thus 

actively constructing understandings. As a result of this interaction, individuals 

bring to learning their personal histories, experiences and relations to each other, 

and through reflection create various meanings in existing meaning-structures and 

in personal life-world. The learner is seen as an apprentice in a community of 

practice (Kramsch, 2002; Lave & Wenger, 1991) when language is not seen as input, 

but as a matter of active use and pragmatic success (see van Lier, 2004) and learning 

is understood as an active, creative, and socially interactive process (see e.g., 

Kramsch, 2002; Rüschoff & Ritter, 2001). The language surrounds the learner in 

all its complexity and variety, it is embedded in the physical and social world, and 
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it is part of other meaning-making systems. Activity, awareness, and affordance are 

the ingredients from which language emerges (see Wertsch, 1998). According to 

the ecological view (van Lier, 2000) designing a fruitful environment for learning 

draws on problem-driven collaborative activities, for example, reassigning the 

participant roles and the focus of learning in relation to accustomed power 

structures and the ’learnables’, i.e., ‘whatever is interactively established as 

relevant and developed to become a shared pedagogical focus’ (Majlesi & Broth, 

2012, p. 193) in the language classrooms. Teaching and learning take place 

constantly in our social (inter)actions with others, making use of everyday-life 

learning opportunites (see Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1985) and various sites of 

engagement as affordances of the ecology for learning (see Dufva, 2013b; van Lier, 

2004; Scollon & Scollon, 2004).  

2.3 Mediated discourse theory 

The thesis is qualitative in nature and it relies on mediated discourse theory, which 

explicates how the broad discourses of social life are engaged (or not) in emerging 

social actions of social actors in real time activity (Scollon, 2001; Scollon & 

Scollon, 2004). The focus of analysis is directed on mediated action, the dialectic 

between action and the mediational means which mediate all social action (see 

Vygotsky, 1981; Wertsch, 1991, 1998). What is important in social action is the 

social actors as they are acting, i.e., on emerging discourses instantiated by the 

participants in the social world as social action (Scollon, 2001, p. 3). Mediated 

discourse analysis (MDA) was developed on this conception of social action 

(Scollon, 1998; Scollon, 2001).  

Mediated discourse is constructed in chained or linked mediated actions within 

the nexus of practice (Scollon, 2001). As Scollon suggests, it makes no a priori 

assumptions about the actions or mediational means that are important in any social 

(inter)action. It focuses on the complex and indirect linkages between discourse 

and action. Discourse is conceived as a matter of social actions, in situ, not systems 

of representation or thought or values. It seeks to keep the focus upon the concrete, 

real-time social action and to see these social actions as discursive (Scollon, 2001, 

2002; Scollon & Scollon, 2003, 2004). Thus, mediated discourse theory takes the 

point that any instance of concrete, real-time social action is simultaneously the 

production and reproduction of the structures of the social world and, therefore, is 

conceptualised in a way that takes the sociocultural histories of habitus and of 

mediational means (Wertsch, 1998) into account. Mediational means, or cultural 
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tools, as Wertsch suggests (1991, 1998), are the carriers of sociocultural history 

(affordances and constraints) which are related in complex relations to each other. 

These complex relations in their emergence have been called ‘cycles of discourse’ 

(Scollon, 2001, Scollon & Scollon, 2004), which are polyvocal, intertextual, or 

interdiscursive (see Scollon, 2001, 2002). Scollon (2008) has highlighted them as 

forming discourse itineraries. Any semiotic objects, i.e., mediational means (e.g., 

language, gesture, multimodal communication, artefacts or architecture) used to 

mediate social action are the carriers of their sociocultural histories, furthering 

again social action through their affordances and constraints (Scollon, 2008). 

Mediated discourse theory is designed to determine what actions are significant and 

what emerging discourses are relevant from the point of view of the social actors 

(Scollon, 1998, p. 5). 

The meaning of the term ‘social’ in ‘social action’ implies a shared system of 

meaning. All actions and all discourse are mediated in dialectical interaction when 

we communicate our accumulated experiences of social actions, i.e., our historical 

body (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990; Nishida, 1958; Scollon, 2001). Because all social 

actions position the participants, all communications have the effect of socialisation 

to the nexus of practice. The meaning of the concept ‘social’ in the phrase ‘social 

action’ implies a common or shared system of meaning (the principle of 

socialisation). To be social an action must be communicated (the principle of 

communication). As social action is based in habitus, and habitus is the aggregation 

of history in concrete, sociocultural circumstances, any action which is taken 

reproduces (and claims, imputes, contests, and recontextualises) the identities of 

prior social actions as well as negotiates various positions among the participants 

within the nexus of practice (ibid.). The social refers to historical in the sense that 

shared meaning derives from common history or common past (the principle of 

history).  

All social actions occur within a nexus of practice (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, 

p. 12). A nexus of practice is a network of linked practices (common-action-in-the-

world), which are the basis of the identities we produce and claim through our 

social (inter)actions. It considers actors on the stage of human life or ‘the milieu of 

social action’ (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990) with different roles and role expectations 

depending on their relationships which we form in social interactions (Goffman, 

1983, as cited by Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 13). The three main principles which 

organise mediated discourse theory are the principles of social action, 

communication (interaction order), and history (historical body) (Scollon & 

Scollon, 2004, pp. 18–21). The data, needed to answer the questions that mediated 
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discourse analysis asks, are multimodal, displaying actions in multiple modes 

showing these actions from a variety of perspectives. The data include research 

participants’ generalisations, neutral observation, the experience of individual 

research participants and the interaction between the researcher’s experiences and 

those of the members participating the research (Ruesch & Bateson, 1968; Scollon, 

1998). Another methodological starting point in the approach is turning attention 

to the social action that individual participants engage in (Scollon, 2001, 2002).  

The methodological focus is to study real time actions, actions which often 

occur in complex relationships to other actions, to trace those actions back to the 

history of actions embodied in the social actor’s habitus (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990) 

and in larger social formations which Gee (1996) calls ‘Discourses’. The basis of 

social action is the habitus (see Bourdieu, 1977, 1990) or the historical body (see 

Nishida, 1958): an individual’s accumulated experiences of social action. 

2.4 Nexus analysis 

Mediated discourse theory has been developed further as nexus analysis (Scollon 

& Scollon, 2004). Nexus analysis shares characteristics of ethnography (see 

Alasuutari, 1995; Blommaert & Dong, 2010) as it directs focus to studying 

individual cases in natural environments more in depth to expand understanding. It 

also draws on action research approaches (see Kemmis, 2009; Kemmis, McTaggart 

& Nixon, 2014). However, nexus analysis departs from traditional ethnographic 

research by resemiotising analysis as actions which emerge in situ in encounters 

within the nexus of practice. Nexus analysis brings the research participants into 

the nexus of practice asking ‘what is going on’ and ‘how the research participants 

have come to act the way they do’ (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 171) through the 

process of engaging, navigating, and simultaneously, changing the nexus of 

practice under scrutiny (see Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Through the cycles of 

engaging, navigating and changing (Scollon & Scollon, 2004) the researcher tries 

to find ‘the rich points’ (Agar 1995), to get into the others’ cultural and social world. 

Engaging refers to the entry phase of the researcher making preliminary inquiries 

and delineating his/her focus (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, see also Hult, 2015, pp. 

220–221). Then the researcher navigates the nexus of practice collecting and 

analysing more data, and in contributing to the nexus of practice s/he is also 

involved in its change. Nexus analysis is based on the mediated view of social 

action (see Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1985), which is approached as an intersection 

of interaction order, historical body and discourses in place (see above, Scollon & 
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Scollon, 2004). Interaction order refers to the relationships between the participants, 

which in the case of this study include children (language learners), their family 

members as well as university students, language teachers in future. Historical body 

refers to the participants’ experiences, beliefs and understandings that come to play 

in the situation. Discourses in place entail the semiotic cycles evoked at the moment 

under scrutiny during the research process (Scollon & Scollon, 2004; Scollon, 

2008). Characteristic to the nexus-analytic process, choices of data collection, 

research design, research questions, and methods of analysis are finalised in 

relation to what emerges from the data (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Investigating 

change is considered long-term research of cyclically intertwined processes of 

‘engaging-navigating-changing’ through the researcher’s collaborative action and 

participation.  

Engaging refers to establishing the issue for investigation, discovering the 

social actions and finding the crucial social actors in the production of the issue 

under scrutiny. It is the opening activity to look for the actions and observing the 

interaction order between the participants (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Engaging the 

nexus of practice helps to identify the crucial mediated action (or actions) where 

the issue under scrutiny is being produced, ratified, or contested and to determine 

the most significant cycles of discourse (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 159). While 

engaging the nexus of practice, the researcher is delineating the research questions 

and looking for various interpretative frames in the course of the analysis of diverse 

data (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). 

Navigating is the main activity to examine the nexus of practice. A nexus of 

practice is the point at which historical trajectories of people, places, discourses, 

ideas, and objects come together to enable some action (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). 

Those historical trajectories derive from the moment of social action. Navigating 

involves mapping anticipations and emanations, timescales, links and interactions 

among semiotic cycles, processes of transformation and resemiotisation (Scollon 

& Scollon, 2004; Scollon, 2008).  

Changing the nexus of practice means that the researcher locates him/herself 

as a participant in the nexus of practice which he/she is trying to understand and 

change. The activities are actions such as (video) recording, talking, writing, and 

acting through making documents, images, and other mediational means. The 

researcher tries to make ‘change’ understandable from the perspectives of the 

participants making connections between research participants’ historical bodies, 

current events and environments to capture the semiosis, finally finding questions 

and frames to be studied more closely (Blommaert, 2010; Scollon & Scollon, 2004).  
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Characteristic to nexus analysis, the researcher by her participation in the 

dialectical interaction is engaged in changing the nexus of practice. Secondly, the 

(re)negotiation during the research interview shapes and reshapes accumulated 

experiences and understandings (historical body) about the issue under scrutiny. 

Considered from that perspective, nexus analysis converges the critical action 

research approach which sees research as a social action itself, as ‘a practice-

changing practice’ (Kemmis, 2009, p. 4), which further generates understandings 

of relationships between researchers and the researched, i.e., rethinking the 

relationship between theory and practice, and between ‘theorists’ and 

‘practitioners’. In this sense, nexus analysis applied as a methodological tool in this 

thesis is characteristic of action research (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). 

How nexus analysis was applied to this research, will be explained in brief in 

the following and more in detail in section 4. The data in articles (ii and iii) were 

analysed investigating research participants’ understandings, experiences, 

conventions and beliefs (historical body) concerning language learning/teaching, 

and the participants’ mutual relations and expectations towards each other 

(interaction order) were considered. The thesis, comprised of the four case studies 

(i, ii, iii and iv), is seen as a nexus-analytic research process advancing through the 

circumferencing and sometimes intertwined cycles of ‘engaging-navigating-

changing’ in search for the emerging discourses of language learning.  

The emergent discourses are seen as mediated through social action in research 

participants’ encounters with a broad interest in the data for objects, people, space 

and tools mediating the discourses (Scollon, 2001; Scollon & Scollon, 2004). The 

objects and places, for example, may be either physically prevalent or represented 

through multimodal means (e.g., talk, drawing or gesture) in the actual research 

situation, or in the video-recorded data. Throughout the nexus-analytic process the 

research participants were engaged as equally as possible to a natural-like 

conversation about the themes and topics on the research agenda. For example, the 

research interviews were arranged in an informal manner as if ‘having a cup of 

coffee’, with the broad interest in any threads and issues related to the pupil’s and/or 

family members’ everyday practices to do with languages or language learning. 

Another example might be given from a research interview situation at school 

during the language project when the teacher interviewed the pupils on a video 

about their experiences after the project activity sessions during the breaks shooting 

in the video while on her break-supervision duty and asking casually the pupils in 

the school yard questions such as ‘how was it’ or ‘any comments’ (article i). Based 

on the observations during the process, the researcher navigated new frames, 
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questions and directions for the research to be investigated more. This step in 

navigating new directions was the first landmark event on the nexus-analytic 

research process. For instance, navigating the findings from the pupil interviews, 

and observations on the pupil activity during the language project posed further 

questions to investigate more closely whether the pupils’ overall assessment on 

their feeling of success was solely an outcome of school teaching.  

The researcher’s observation on two individual pupils during the language 

project, their feedback in the interviews and their writings raised contrasting voices 

in the foreground; one of the pupils wishing for more activities and describing his 

overall feeling of ‘success’ in multiple data sources (see the case study on the pupil 

‘Simo’ and his family  in section 4.2), and the other one, ‘reluctant and unwilling’ 

towards the project activities (see the case study on the pupil ‘Elli’ and her family 

in section 4.3). This was the moment when the research was extended from school 

to the family and the home environment. The turn in the researcher’s attention 

engaged her to investigate language learning more broadly than her personal 

experiences as a school teacher entailed. Another meaningful landmark on the 

nexus-analytic research trajectory seemed to exist, when the research attention was 

turned back to the language project; to investigate the language students’ 

experiences of the ecological perspective to learning languages as applied during 

the school project (article iv). 

2.5 Resemiotisation 

The notion of resemiotisation (Iedema 2001, 2003, p. 41; de Saint-Georges, 2005; 

Scollon, 2008) is used for conceptualising how meaning making evolves from 

context to context, from practice to practice, or from one stage of a practice to the 

next as applied to the analysis in article (iv). Scollon (2008, p. 234) identifies nine 

processes of transformation or resemiotisation through which the discourse is 

transformed. He uses as an example the process starting ‘from a farmer’s general 

interest in growing rice ecologically in the 30s to a systematic production of 

`organic rice´ with societally established labelling practices. In the following, 

resemiotisation is described in relation to this particular case of farming: Real-time 

actions by social actors may connect as practices, when they become regularly 

repeated and socially recognised as ‘doing the same thing’. Such sequences 

characterised retrospectively build up narratives, which may be institutionally or 

socially legitimised, i.e., authorised, anticipating predictable continuation of 

practice. Certification refers to social actors having the right to identify one’s 
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practices and their outcomes as authorised. Simplifying the action, practice, 

narrative, authorisation, certification sequence through labelling (representing 

the long thread of transformation in short) is described as metonymisation. 

Remodalisation refers to shifting from one mode to another (e.g., from text to 

image). When the focus of attention is moved from history and practice to the object 

which is the outcome, materialisation takes place. Finally, the use of the labelled 

object as a mediational means in undertaking subsequent action is seen as 

technologisation/reification (Scollon, 2008, pp. 242–243). Scollon (2008) 

suggests that ‘much discourse which is of relevance to a moment of action is, in 

fact, displaced from that action, often at quite a distance and across a wide variety 

of times, places, people, media, and objects.’  

How these theoretical considerations were applied into exploring the itineraries 

of changing understandings in language learning, will be explained while 

introducing each case study of this thesis in the following section 4. 
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3 Data and the research process 

In the following, the research process will first be described. Next, a general 

overview of the data collection will be given. 

3.1 Research process 

The context and the starting point for this thesis is ‘Beehive’, the language project 

(see section 4.1) that was organised at the University of Oulu with five primary 

schools from Finland and Spain. Due to the multicultural group of participants, a 

variety of languages were involved in the project. However, English was a lingua 

franca between the participants for collaboration. The project was planned as part 

of an elective university course for language students. The course aim was to 

familiarise the language students with the use of technology to advance language 

learning, on theoretical and practical level, giving them tools for their professional 

future as language teachers. An essential element of the course was to engage the 

language students in designing and implementing a learning project to be 

embedded in the English language syllabus of school pupils. The course was led by 

two teachers together with a research team. One of the researchers was the author 

of this thesis, also an English teacher and a mentor of student teachers at the 

participating distance school. The pupils from schools in Finland and in Spain were 

invited to bring in interests and ideas of their own. The research team collected an 

abundance of data both in the web environment and during the computer-mediated 

work sessions. The thesis author’s role was dual. As a reflective practitioner (Schön, 

1987) from school, she was developing the language project from a ‘new’ 

perspective in collaboration with the other participants.  In addition, to understand 

better what was going on, she was taking the researcher’s stance making 

observations on project activities from a distance, conceptualising the observed 

through the notions of the ecological approach and mediated discourse theory. The 

virtual school project is introduced more closely in section 4.1.  

Navigating the observations and video recordings on pupil activity in online 

situations in the classroom, and analysing the first-hand experiences led to the 

researcher directing attention to investigating pupils’ language-related free time in 

the family environment. As contrasting cases three different pupil cases were 

selected on the basis of their ways of coping with the language project activities. 

The first pupil cases was a 12-year-old Finnish-speaking boy, characterised in this 

study as a ‘successful’ pupil due to his active participation in the project activities 
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in terms of interaction and literacy practices (see section 4.2). The second case was 

a 12-year-old Finnish-speaking girl, an ‘unwilling and reluctant’ learner (see 

section 4.3). An analysis of a third pupil case has been reported in (Koivistoinen, 

2012) but is not included in this study.  

As explained above, ‘labelling’ the pupil cases was done due to the observation 

on pupils’ action during the language project activities from the language teacher’s 

viewpoint in the classroom – not assuming a restricted view on these pupil’s 

learning or for making further conclusions. During the research process, the ‘labels’ 

were used as a tool to separate the cases from each other. In the first place, the 

teacher/researcher, relying more on her history as a practitioner from the school 

tried to analyse the pupils’ feedback on their experiences of the language project 

the way she had been accustomed to, for example evaluating the success of the 

project through the averages of the given marks or by classifying the contents in 

the pupils’ writings. However, observing and analysing the video recorded data on 

pupils’ activity during and after the virtual project turned the teacher/researcher to 

investigate more broadly the contrasting pupil cases and the meaning of the sites of 

school and free time for language learning. Obviously, the moment was meaningful 

for the teacher/researcher in choosing the direction on the research trajectory. The 

teacher looking at the pupils’ activity through the lens of video camera and 

analysing the data from various authentic project situations evoked her research 

interest, and led the investigation towards the strategy of nexus analysis (Scollon 

& Scollon, 2004).  

Considering the nexus-analytic research process, the first step in ‘engaging’ 

was taken when the teacher, based on her observations, decided to go to the pupils’ 

homes. The second step was taken when she established the relationship with the 

parents on the phone introducing them her research interest, involving the families 

as important actors to explore the child’s language learning related practices. The 

separate research interviews in the homes of the pupil cases took place on ordinary 

weekday evenings. To enhance equal conversation, the questions from the research 

agenda were elaborated as themes concerning language related everyday practices 

(e.g., TV programs, social media, internet games, music and travelling) with a 

broad interest in any issues that the family members were to bring forth in the 

occasion. Navigating the data with respect to the research questions, the picture 

turned out to be more complex and dynamic than expected. Hence, the researcher 

together with the research team decided to turn their attention back to the starting 

point of the venture. To complete the discussion from the teacher education 

perspective, two wrap-up discussions on the university course and student feedback 
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were taken under investigation to explore how the ecological view on learning was 

transformed into concrete social actions as applied to the virtual school project (see 

section 4.4). ). 

Finally, after completing the substudies, to conclude the nexus-analytic 

research process, the researcher navigated the findings introduced in each article (i, 

ii, iii, and iv), and explored their contribution in relation to the overarching aim and 

the theoretical framework of the study. 

3.2 Data collection 

The thesis consists of three sets of data: data set I from pupils during the language 

project, data set II from two pupils’ family environments, and data set III from the 

language students’ and the course organisers’ discussions at the university after the 

language project had been finished. The data for the three substudies (data sets I 

and II) were collected by the author of this thesis from school and family 

environments and situations during the virtual language project and soon after it 

was finished. The data utilised in the fourth substudy (data set III) were collected 

by one of the research team members, and the use of those data were collaboratively 

agreed upon in the research group. The following table gives visual support for 

realising the time span of the research process, data types collected from the various 

research participants, as well as the articles (i, ii, iii and iv) 

Table 2. Research process and data.  

Data and product Participants  Data type 

01–03/2005  

Article (i) 2008 

Finnish primary school pupils and 

their language teacher/researcher 

Video recordings of project activity at 

school; Interviews with pupils; Pupils’ 

writings and answers to questionnaires 

   

04/2005 

Article (iv) 2016 

University language students and 

their teachers 

Video recordings of project wrap-up 

discussions at the university 

  

 

 

05/2005 

Articles (ii) and (iii)  

2015 and 2016 

Teacher/researcher and two pupils 

with their families 

 

Video recordings of research interviews in 

the home environment; A pupil’s video-

recorded tour of her language learning 

related practices, space and objects; 

Family members’ illustrations of spaces 

for language related practices in their 

home 
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The data sources consist of various video recordings of research interviews, family 

environment and artefacts, writings, a questionnaire, and online electronic data. 

From the abundance of data, the final data selection for the purpose of this thesis 

was done navigating the data and the research question with an open mind for 

innovative perspectives and questions to appear (see section 2.3). The research 

interviews in the data were conducted as conversations following the idea of an 

‘active interview’ (see Silverman, 2001, 2004) which assumes that interviews are 

conversations where knowledge and meaning are socially constituted and 

cooperatively built up and negotiated, received, interpreted and recorded by the 

researcher (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997, pp. 113–114).  

The ethical issues of handling and storing the delicate data (see Kuula, 2006), 

especially from homes, were thoroughly discussed and agreed upon together with 

the research participants. The families were informed about the study by explaining 

about the content and purpose of the research. The use of video recording as ‘a tool 

for making notes’ during the visit, anonymisation of the video-recorded data and 

sharing it later was agreed on inside the research team (e.g., for use in data sessions 

and publications). The names in the individual articles (ii and iii) were anonymised. 

Written permissions concerning the handling of video data from the research 

interviews in homes (ii and iii) were collected and followed throughout the research 

process. The video data for the first study (i) was acquired in school environment 

during language classes, when the permission for the video recording had already 

been acquired from the pupils’ parents when the children started their school in the 

university-affiliated teacher training school. The individual permissions were 

verified before the data collection. The use of video recorded data from the 

language students’ and their teachers’ discussion situation (article iv) was agreed 

on together with the students. The data were stored in a safe for the university 

research team. 

3.2.1 Data set I 

The first data set was collected in two months at the beginning of the academic year 

2005–2006 during a web learning project from a Finnish speaking school class of 

22 pupils. Data were collected in the online environment (Optima; Beehive 

platform), both during and after the computer-mediated work session. The data 

selection consisted of video recordings of pupil interviews (01:16:54), texts in 

which children wrote about their thoughts on various project activities (22 texts), a 

questionnaire where they evaluated their participation and their feelings of getting 
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along with various communication situations (21 answers) as well as the 

researcher’s observations, field notes and video recordings on the pupils’ work on 

project activities (03:32:22). 

Video data 

In article (i) I make use of my video recordings of the pupils’ online activity 

situations (03:32:22) as additional data to confirm the findings derived from other 

data sources. Video recording has been used as a tool for keeping track of what was 

going on in the actual situations during the school project. These data are video 

recordings of asynchronous and synchronous online activity on the computer in the 

classroom. Two-way synchronous sessions were arranged twice during the project 

period by using Messenger videoconference facilities which were video recorded 

as well. The video recorded casual pupil interviews about how the pupils were 

appropriating the ongoing project (01:16:54 in total) were made use of and the 

examples in article (i) are taken from that piece of data. Navigating these data from 

the classroom situations engaged the researcher’s attention and supported the 

decision making about including the two pupils for further research (articles ii and 

iii).  

Writings 

After the language project had ended, the school children produced individual 

reflective writings (21 texts) on their experiences (‘My thoughts on Beehive work 

and tasks’), which are made use of in article (i). Most of the excerpts in article (i) 

were selected as examples from that collection of data. 

Questionnaire 

In addition, article (i) draws on averages concerning pupils’ evaluation of their 

capability and participation during the language project to describe its 

successfulness. The pupils gave ‘school marks’ (4–10 the latter being the highest)  

in a questionnaire (21 answers) since during their school history pupils were used 

to evaluate school work in that way and assessed appropriating the project activities 

as participating project members. The average value of each aspect describes the 

success of the language learning project, and they were verbalised in the sections 

of the licentiate thesis (Koivistoinen, 2012). 
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Electronic data 

To support the analysis presented in articles (i) and (iv), various types of electronic 

data (e.g., message threads) from computer-mediated work (Optima platform) and 

online statistics were made use of. 

3.2.2 Data set II 

The second data set was acquired after identifying two pupils due to their different 

ways of coping with the language project activities. The data set is from two 

separate study visits in Finnish-speaking pupils’ homes to explore the English 

language related practices in their family environment. The data set comprises of 

video recordings of research interviews conducted in Finnish and family members’ 

drawings and notes, one child’s video shooting and another one’s video diary to 

document spaces for practices related to the English language at home. Articles (ii 

and iii) make use of the multiplicity of data on the video. Besides social 

(inter)action, also the physical space and artefacts visible in the recordings were 

taken under scrutiny. 

Video data 

In article (ii) the researcher made use of two video recordings. The first of the data 

recordings from the study visit at home consists of a research interview (00:52:40 

min) about language learning. The 12-year-old Finnish schoolboy, his mother and 

father, older brother and younger sister and his language teacher participated in the 

interview. After the study visit and navigating the first-hand observations of these 

data, the researcher wanted to have a closer look at the language-related practices 

and the space of home. The pupil was given a video camera and asked to record 

pieces of his ordinary daily foreign language related activities for four days. This 

second video recording (00:04:50) was used in article (ii). 

In article (iii) two video recordings in a pupil’s home were made use of. One is 

from the research interview where a 12-year-old schoolgirl, her mother and father 

and the language teacher discuss language learning (00:40:18min). The other one 

is from a situation where the child is shooting in a video and telling the camera how 

foreign languages are present in her private space (00:01:15).  
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Drawings and notes 

In addition to the video recorded data, article (ii) draws on data illustrating the home 

space for English language related practices (5 separate sheets of hand written text 

and drawing) on the house plan. After the study visit in the pupil’s home and the 

first-hand observations of the research interview on the video, the researcher 

wanted to have a closer look at the language related activities and the space of home. 

Each family member was given a real house plan copy of their home on article. 

They were invited to draw and write on it about foreign language related practices 

in their everyday life and to locate the notes to their places on the map. 

3.2.3 Data set III 

The third data set was collected after the web learning project was finished. It was 

from the eight Finnish-speaking language students and two of their university 

teachers, who had been organising the school project as part of the university course 

on ‘web pedagogy’ and languages. 

Video data 

The video data for the third set of data consists of two video recordings of the 

university students’ and teachers’ course wrap up discussions (01:29:08 min and 

01:27:55). The discussions were in Finnish and concern the experiences and the 

implementation of the project when the project was coming to its end. This data set 

was made use of in article (iv).   

Writings 

At the end of the wrap up discussion event at the university, the teachers invited 

their students to write final reports reflecting their personal experiences when 

implementing the ecological approach into learning languages as a closure for the 

university course. In article (iv) the written texts (8) were drawn on as additional 

data in the inspection of the video data from the wrap up discussions. 
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Electronic data 

As for the background information of article (iv), various types of electronic data 

(e.g., students’ message threads) from computer-mediated discussion lists (Optima; 

Beehive platform) and online statistics were made use of to support the findings of 

the study. 
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4 Findings from the research cases 

In this section, I present each of the research cases in turn, introducing some 

extracts of the data analysis and giving a summary of the findings. In the case of 

the second study (4.2), I have included an additional data extract which is not found 

in the original article (ii) but which further illustrates my findings.  

The aim of the current thesis was to investigate changing understandings of 

language learning through the strategy of nexus analysis and the notion of the 

ecological approach to learning languages as emerging discourses in encounters 

where various actors discuss a child’s/pupil’s language learning/teaching. The 

thesis consists of four substudies (articles i, ii, iii, and iv) exploring the 

(re)negotiation of understandings of language learning/teaching from different 

perspectives. The results of the substudies contribute to the findings of the thesis as 

introduced in the following: The first substudy (see 4.1) explored the pupil 

perspective in a virtual language project (article i), the second one (see 4.2) 

examined affordances of language learning in a family environment (article ii), the 

third study (see 4.3) investigated the (re)negotiation of language learning in the 

pupil’s home (iii), and the fourth substudy (4.4) featured how language students 

explored their understandings of the ecological language learning approach applied 

in the language project (iv). Collectively, the articles foreground how the nexus-

analytic research process as a tool made changing understandings of language 

learning/teaching visible. In the following, I will suggest ways in which the 

findings from each substudy contribute to the aim of the thesis. 

4.1 The pupil perspective on a virtual language project  

The case context for this study is Beehive, a language project that was organised 

for five primary schools, three from the north of Finland and two from Spain (the 

Spanish–Catalonian area). English was a lingua franca during the work. The project 

was embedded in the context of English classes, English teachers leading the work 

at the participating schools. The pupils were 10–15 years of age. The author of this 

thesis participated in the project in a dual role: as a language teacher for her pupils 

participating in the project, and as a researcher developing the project and 

collecting data during its progress. From the perspective of the researcher, but also 

of the language teacher of the pupils’ first years of studying English, the author 

pondered issues of language learning, especially from the pupil perspective. 
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The focus of the first substudy (Koivistoinen, 2008) was to explore how an 

ecological approach, incorporated into a computer-mediated language project on 

learning/teaching English, was appropriated by pupils (22) at the early stages of 

basic education in a Finnish primary school. In keeping with the ethnographic 

research tradition, the author took part in practice, developing the school project, 

and making observations and recordings during the process. 

The project was organised as part of an elective university course for students 

majoring in English Philology who aimed to become teachers of English. The aim 

of the course was to familiarise the language students with the use of modern 

technologies to advance language learning, on a theoretical and practical level, 

providing tools for their professional future as language teachers. The central 

method for this was designing and implementing a course for school pupils. A 

university lecturer together with another course organiser and a research team led 

the activities. Online work and face-to-face meetings were combined. The learning 

platform provided functionalities for asynchronous discussion, uploading objects, 

creating folders and web pages, synchronous chat as well as monitoring the 

activities. A desktop video conference tool was used for some activities. 

The aims of language learning in this project were expressed broadly in terms 

of being able to communicate and act in English in a computer and web-enhanced 

multicultural environment. The school pupils were supposed to gain experience 

with respect to how to work and study in a multicultural and multilingual 

community. The use of information and communication technologies (ICT) was 

important from the point of view of learning: to learn we need to construct meaning, 

and this happens essentially through collaborative interactions. The university 

students were assigned further goals connected with their future careers as language 

professionals and teachers, e.g., designing a learning project, getting acquainted 

with relevant approaches of guidance and tutoring, and designing learning activities 

and materials, all following ecological conceptions of language learning.  

The teacher’s observation of the pupils’ involvement during the project led her 

to investigate the child’s out-of-class ‘life’ and the sites it affords for the pupil’s 

language learning. Thus, she set to explore whether the language learning practices 

beyond and inside the classroom might meet. The analysis of the data from the 

video recorded interviews (extract 1 and 2) and the writings (extract 3) was 

conducted qualitatively, following the idea of content analysis (e.g., Krippendorf 

1980), classifying words, phrases, and episodes into a few categories in search of 

emerging discourses. The data acquired from the questionnaire were analysed 

through exploring the averages and the variation of the given marks on each 
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variable describing pupils’ self-assessment of their capability of participating in the 

project activities. 

In the following, I use two extracts from video recorded interview data and 

pupils’ writings to introduce how qualitative content analysis was used, as well as 

how the results of the quantitative pupil inquiry were explored further. With the 

extracts, I also seek to illustrate how the pupils conceived of the virtual project as 

applying ecological insight into their language classroom. Overwhelmingly, pupils 

described their expectations with reference to the project as fun ‘kivaa’. From the 

start, the participants looked forward to engaging in genuine communication, i.e., 

communicating for a purpose other than fulfilling a classroom exercise. As the 

interview feedback reveals, pupils were interested in their peers’ ideas in general 

and were thrilled by the authenticity of the ‘real’ contacts as described in examples 

1 and 2.  
 

(1) it will be OK to have a talk with foreigners by writing  
 [Koivistoinen, 2008, p. 243]  

 
(2) hmm, I think it will be nice to chat to the Spanish and, you know, talk 

with foreigners in English, it surely will be fun 
 [Koivistoinen, 2008, p. 243] 

 

By contrast, examples 3 and 4 below show how some pupils were worried at the 

very beginning of the project. Starting up the discussions was difficult or puzzling 

for some of the pupils because of their anxiety about familiarising themselves with 

the activities in the virtual environment, showing personal English language skills, 

or facing something unfamiliar.  
 

(3) what if there will be something weird, well I mean if somebody writes odd 
things in a strange way, so you won’t understand  

               [Koivistoinen, 2008, p. 243] 
 

(4) I hmm (what do you think about yesterday), well nothing (how would you 
describe yesterday), I don’t know about that English language in that chat, 
it will be hard 

               [Koivistoinen, 2008, p. 243] 
 

 

At first, the pupils who were puzzled or worried may have assumed that they were 

supposed to take more responsibility than usual for their own actions in English 
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and in a real communication situation. However, in time, language anxiety subsided, 

especially during online conferencing. With some tutoring, pupils found the virtual 

environment less threatening than expected. The pupils were encouraged to use 

English without feeling embarrassed.  

At the end of the project, the pupils were asked to write essays on their thoughts 

about the Beehive project activities. They wrote that they liked all the project 

activities but they preferred chatting and other synchronous online sessions, which, 

for them, were the most meaningful activities of the Beehive. Similarly to the 

interviews at the outset, pupils frequently used the word fun when evaluating the 

project. Fun in the feedback reflects what is suggested by research on motivation 

and enjoyment (see Koivistoinen, 2008). They both derived from the pupils’ 

feelings of success in personal communication as exemplified in the following (5).  
 

(5) Beehive tasks have been fun (though a little boring). It is fun talking with 
foreigners and strangers. Less computer work might be a good idea. Also the 
beehive websites in the Internet are good. The connection by messenger with 
Merikartano in Oulu was a hit!! ☺ the best activity so far […]. Partly it was 
a bit difficult because they didn’t use any pictures or equipment concerning 
their hobbies. Well, that was one minus – […]. I think one of the best things 
on beehive web sites is chat. In chat you can discuss with a foreigner or a 
stranger. Writing messages was fun, too…☺… Also the clubs are good!!! 
☺ […]. It’s a pity beehive ENDS. 

[Koivistoinen 2008, p. 244] 
 
Furthermore, some pupils wrote that the project was advantageous because they 

learnt more English. A few pupils mentioned that the project activities differed from 

ordinary schoolwork. Some essays expressed a wish for future projects (2). Four 

pupils wrote that the project period should be longer. Some wanted more tasks and 

activities (5), more face-to-face videoconferences (4), or more personal messages 

on discussion lists (2). One hoped for more involvement from other participants on 

chat, and another less computer work.  

Two weeks after the language project, the 21 pupils evaluated the project by 

assigning grades from 4 to 10 (the latter the highest), as in the Finnish school 

system. The total assessment averaged out to exactly 8, which can be expressed as 

‘the project was good’. The highest marks concerned pupils’ personal know-how 

and feeling of having succeeded in the project. The highest averages (8.1 to 8.6) 

tell that pupils evaluate their personal language proficiency and attitude towards 

communication situations as ‘very good’. It is noteworthy that most project 
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participants had been learning English as a second language for only two years. 

The feeling of success might be a consequence of the pupils’ realisation that they 

were understood and that they could maintain a discussion, which provoked an 

interest to investigate more closely whether the pupils’ assessment of ‘very good’ 

or ‘good’ language proficiency was solely an outcome of school teaching.    

The pupils’ self-reliance can be attributed to the fact that computer-mediated 

communication facilitates more equal participation because one can communicate 

concurrently without interference. Pupils assessed their abilities to communicate 

online as ‘very good’. The results show that pupils responded well to the project 

and felt that they had been active in it. The best evaluation (8.6), verbally 

‘excellent’, is the average of how the pupils evaluated their reading skills. The 

evaluation ‘satisfactory’ concerned the pupils’ conception of the development of 

their English during the project (6.8) and their relationship with other participants. 

The variation warranted further study: What might have been the reason for the 

lowest evaluations (0) (3 out of 21 pupils)? Most pupils (17 out of 21 pupils) 

evaluated their development in English communication as good or very good 

(marks 7–9). The result can be explained by the fact that during the project sessions 

nothing was ‘taught by the teacher’ in a way the pupils were used to. Instead, pupils 

were encouraged to draw on their ‘own’ English language resources, which was 

also one of the project goals. A wish to make friends with the other participants 

developed during the project period. It was determined that a larger group would 

have been difficult to accommodate during the project. Pupils evaluated the 

meaningfulness of project activities in various ways as well. Fifteen out of twenty 

evaluated this aspect of the project by assigning the grade 8 or 9, verbally ‘good’ 

or ‘very good’. However, the average (7.2) and the variation (0–9) raises the 

question of whether the pupils’ and adults’ ideas of meaningful tasks and activities 

converge at the individual level.  

The results suggested that the language project created a learning environment 

which provided pupils with a consciously structured set of authentic opportunities 

to grow in language use; the pupils found themselves encouraged and motivated, 

and the learning project was a boost for their language-learner-identity production. 

The results showed that the pupils appreciated their success during the language 

learning project. The project implementation, drawing on the ecological approach 

on learning languages, showed that modern, computer-mediated communication 

facilities and a well-designed virtual environment could make authenticity possible. 

The shift from a traditional language classroom situation to social action in English 

in authentic situations was natural for the children, which suggests that the pupils 
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were ready for interaction in the virtual learning environment. However, it is 

noteworthy that since the project was carried out in the school context, as school 

children, the pupils were trusting their teacher whatever the language classroom 

activities would have been. Furthermore, conflicting voices of tradition in 

teaching/learning were present as well. Some pupils complained of ‘not having 

been taught anything’, that is, in the way expected in a traditional classroom, which 

led to new directions in the research.  

Nevertheless, the analysis of different data sources caught the researcher’s 

attention as a way to further explore some of the threads. Navigating the findings 

of the study turned the researcher’s attention to investigating language-learning-

related everyday practices and invited her to turn away from school and toward the 

pupil’s free time at home. Based on the observations of pupil activity in online 

situations in the classroom, three different pupil cases were selected for further 

investigation, according to their different ways of coping with the language project 

activities: one ‘successful pupil’ (see section 4.2) in terms of social interaction and 

literacy practices, one ‘unwilling and reluctant’ (see section 4.3), and one 

‘suspicious and reserved’ pupil in relation to the project activities at school. The 

reasons for ‘labelling’ for the purpose of identifying the pupil cases has been 

explained earlier in sections 2 and 3. Considered from the teacher/researcher’s 

perspective, it is obvious that after completing the first substudy there was a 

fracture in her historical body. During the first substudy, evidently, the researcher 

as the practitioner from the school was accustomed to school work evaluation 

practices. The data collection on the pupils’ feedback and the analysis of averages 

necessary to assess the successfulness of the school project was typical of school 

work evaluation and evidently an accustomed practice of a school teacher. 

Nevertheless, the observations of the video recorded data from various language 

project activities and situations during and after the school project turned the 

teacher/researcher’s attention toward the direction of the separate pupil cases, 

sparked the researcher’s interest to investigate her observations further and to find 

new tools for investigating from a wider perspective. This moment might be seen 

as a shift in the orientation of the teacher/researcher from a school practitioner to a 

researcher, i.e., as a fraction in the teacher/researcher’s historical body.  

4.2 Affordances of language learning in a family environment  

Simo, who was one of the three ‘cases’ (article ii), was selected on the basis of the 

researcher’s observations on the language project (i) as presented earlier. The study 
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focused on this ‘successful’ pupil, a 12-year-old Finnish schoolboy his family 

members and the teacher (N=6) discussing English-language-related practices at 

home. The pupil’s trajectory from the researcher’s point of view had its initial stage 

in the language project presented in section 4.1 (article i). The language project 

revealed Simo’s ‘success’ in working and interacting in the English language and 

thus caught the researcher’s attention. The pupil’s command of the English 

language was above his peers. He was fluent in written and spoken English, and he 

was exceptionally active in efficiently utilising a range of different technologies for 

communication. Simo’s involvement in collaboratively built activities was stronger 

than traditional language teaching had revealed before in the classroom. His 

competence had not shown to the same extent, though his excellent success in 

English at school had predicted his courage to act efficiently in the language project. 

However, the interview data from the school revealed the importance of free time 

for his language learning. Simo described the language classroom as offering him 

‘the grammar part’ of English language; ‘the rest’, he made clear himself, came 

from the help of his family members and hints from the Internet games he played, 

as well as from movies, music and TV programmes presented in English. This 

observation in the data motivated the researcher to further explore the sites beyond 

school and their affordances for Simo’s learning. 

Besides the observation on data and selecting the ‘cases’ to be studied, the gap 

for investigating the ‘out-of-school’ sites for language learning was also of general 

interest in the research. Recent research on language learning has focused its 

attention away from the cognitive emphasis and classrooms toward a consideration 

of free time, acknowledging interaction and social activity more broadly as 

providing affordances for language use and learning (e.g. Aro, 2009; Benson & 

Reinders, 2011; Cangarajah, 2005, 2007; Luukka et al., 2008).  

The interest was to see ‘what is going on’ in Simo’s home and to investigate 

how the English language became part of Simo’s life and what kind of affordances 

Simo’s family environment offered for language learning. To answer the question, 

the study discusses the case of Simo and his family members in their home 

environment. Simo’s family was consulted about the teacher’s visit to their home 

and it was their decision that the whole family, i.e., Simo, mother, father, younger 

sister and older brother, would be present on the evening of an ordinary weekday. 

Methodologically the study drew from Scollon’s idea of mediated discourse theory 

and nexus analysis (Scollon, 2001; Scollon & Scollon, 2003, 2004) to investigate 

the emerging discourses. Other theoretical considerations were notions from the 

ecological approach to language and learning (Kramsch, 2000, 2002; van Lier, 
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1998, 2002, 2004). The engagement in semiotic and interactional activity as 

affordances for language learning (see Kramsch, 2002; Lave & Wenger, 1991), 

which recognise that the learning environment is constituted by physical, social and 

symbolic opportunities (social action, people, artefacts and architecture) for 

meaning-making, and the metaphor of apprenticing (Kramsch, 2002) were made 

use of. 

The data consisted of two data sets: one from the language project, as explained 

earlier at the beginning of this section, and the other one from Simo’s home. The 

data from Simo’s home were the primary focus in this study, but the Beehive data 

were used to shed light on important aspects of Simo’s life as well. The data were 

collected from two contexts, the online language learning project (Koivistoinen, 

2008) and the pupil case’s home (see Fig. 1). The various data consisted of a media 

diary at home (00:04:50), video recording of the research interview at home 

(00:52:40), drawings and notes to illustrate spaces of language-related practices in 

the home environment (5 house plan sheets; one from each family member), as well 

as interviews with the pupil and observations of his project activity at school (see 

section 4.1). To understand how the semiosis of Simo’s learning and development 

seemed to be generated, the data analysis foregrounded discourses of parenting and 

apprenticing which emerged in the research interview and especially dynamically 

interconnected the meaning of space ‘tupa’ with artefacts as mediational means for 

language learning at home. 

Through the analysis of the interview data, a discourse that could be called 

‘parenting’ seemed to emerge as prevalent. Reflecting their experiences in their 

youth, working life and free time, Simo’s parents had a strong opinion of the value 

of foreign languages in their children’s future, whatever their careers might be. 

Capability to communicate was seen as basic knowledge, in conjunction with 

literacy or numeracy. The data revealed that the intertwined historical bodies of 

Simo’s family members encompassed a shared interest in multiple foreign 

languages and appreciation of capability to communicate in multimodal situations. 

Simo’s father also highlighted the role of the English language in the family history 

from its beginning, as shown in example 6. 

 
(6) well, English language comes with the mother’s milk [Simo’s dad] 

 [article (ii), Koivistoinen, 2015, p. 26] 
 

(7) well, […] I encourage my children to use modern technology, you know, I 
have built computers, provided children with them and I see that kind of 
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environment as good for their development […] more and more their future 
will be there in the space of the Internet and we have to be able to use the 
facilities it affords [Simo’s dad] 

 [article (ii), Koivistoinen, 2015, p. 26] 
 

The emerging discourse of parenting in the data was explicated as an intersection 

of beliefs about language learning, and how the beliefs were seen as ‘stimuli for 

actions for what we believe we are doing, what we pay attention to, what we think 

is important, how we choose to behave, how we prefer to solve problems, form the 

basis of our personal decisions as how to proceed’ (McDonough, 1995, p. 9, see 

also Aro, 2009). Both of Simo’s parents had had a rewarding exchange year in the 

USA during their last year of high school. They explained during the research 

interview that they found themselves able to communicate in English with native 

speakers in an authentic cultural environment and felt empowered as active users 

of English. The friendships they had made in that period had lasted to the present 

day: the families had visited each other frequently, had travelled together on both 

continents during holidays and still emailed daily about common topics in their 

lives. Their network with family friends in the USA and peers in Internet 

communities seemed to be an essential aspect of the identities the family members 

presented during the conversation. Parenting was seen as arising from the historical 

body, as the parents’ notions and beliefs about the essentialness of language 

learning, which is exemplified in examples (6) and (7). The discourse of parenting 

linked social action in the time and space of their family in the present, and the 

working communities in the future, and computers and technology as mediational 

means (Scollon & Scollon, 2004) to establish a solid base for their children to be 

prepared for their adulthood both in terms of technology and learning languages. 

Another emerging discourse in the data was apprenticing. The data in its 

entirety depicted that languages, most of the time English, surrounded the family 

members in every variation and were an essential part of meaning making systems 

in everyday life. Language learning and adaptation to the surrounding world 

through various languages were intertwined; both formed part of the activities and 

interaction in the family’s life through the mediational means of television, internet 

and music. When analysing the interaction order, the data revealed that the mutual 

relationships between family members opened a space for equal negotiation in 

meaning making and apprenticing (see e.g., examples 8 and 11). Apprenticing 

emerged in the data as sharing issues about languages and giving support to each 

other. ‘Hacking and mixing’ (see Jones & Hafner, 2012) with languages (example 
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10) and modes of music, talk and visuals (excerpt 9) seemed to be appreciated as 

‘shared fun’ and advantageous for family members’ language learning in general, 

as the following excerpts illustrate. Simo (example 8), his sister Liisa (example 9), 

father (excerpt 10) and mother (example 11) depicted their engagement with 

multiple modes and means (example 8), and mutual support to each other 

(examples 8 and 11) in language-related practices. 
 

(8) if I do not manage to work out a text by looking for hints from other words 
or visuals myself, I chat about what I’m trying to sort out with mum or dad 
or anybody – sometimes even my little sister can help me [Simo] 

 [article (ii), Koivistoinen, 2015, p. 28] 

 
(9) first I was humming the melody and exploring the familiar words and then I 

checked the lyrics on the internet because I got first interested in the unclear 
words and then I realised the words come together to form the narrative of a 
story [Liisa] 

 [article (ii), Koivistoinen, 2015, p. 28] 

 
(10) Liisa remembers one, well Mary Poppins, the one, remember [happyhip-

popotamus] it was a very long, happy word [Simo’s dad] 
 [article (ii), Koivistoinen, 2015, p. 27] 

 
(11) it was once when Liisa was staying overnight at her granny’s, and I was 

already missing her in the morning, wondering when she would be coming 
back home, and then the granny calls and tells that there is a problem, and I 
thought she would just be homesick, and then there was Liisa on the phone 
‘mum, what is metsä in English’ and I answered ‘forest’ ‘I think, that will 
do’ then Liisa continued ‘ok, well what is ‘tired’ in Finnish’, and I replied 
‘maybe väsynyt’ and then Liisa said ‘okay, bye’ and hung up and all she 
wanted was to know what the words meant […] she was only five or six 
[Simo’s mum] 

 [article (ii), Koivistoinen, 2015, p. 27] 
 
The research interview foregrounded multiple timescales and multiple positions 

emerging as the discourses of parenting and apprenticing. The research participants 

negotiated their English-learning-related activities and practices as part of family 

life.  

In the following, I seek to explain how the meaning of the space ‘tupa’, with 

various artefacts, engaged the researcher to further investigate the space of home 

as related to meaning negotiation in learning languages. First, a brief description of 



49 

the space of the home follows. Simo’s home is a 150-m2 flat on the fifth floor. It 

consists of four bedrooms, a sauna and a spa-like bathroom, two shower rooms and 

an open kitchen-dining-lounge area resembling a traditional farmhouse-parlour (Fi. 

‘tupa’) in the middle of the flat. This area of the home is the space ‘tupa’ for 

multiple everyday activities (Koivistoinen, 2015). The video data used for analysis 

consists of an episode from the study visit before the actual research interview was 

started, the researcher’s field notes on the social action going on in the data (see 

Fig. 1) motivated the researcher to further investigate the home space together with 

the family members. Figure (1) is not presented in the article but it is added to this 

summary of the thesis to illustrate the perspective further. The figure also depicts 

the various multimodal data acquired during the visit (Scollon, 2008). 

 

Fig. 1. Apprenticeship in a ‘tupa’ (see also article ii, Koivistoinen, 2015) 

Figure 1 illustrates how Simo is sitting at the dining table with his family, listening 

to the other family members chatting and looking in the direction of the TV, which 

is on. Liisa is handling the remote control, listening to her mum and older brother 

(Eero) rehearsing the modals and tenses of Finnish verbs, talking to her dad, 

browsing English channels and watching a TV series, Dr. Phil, for a while. Mum is 

concentrating on Eero, asking him questions about the modals and tenses of Finnish 

verbs. Eero is studying for a school test with his mum, occasionally taking part in 

other family members’ discussions and looking in the direction of the TV. Dad is 
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setting the table, making coffee, reading a newsletter from school, having a look at 

the TV and commenting on Liisa’s suggestions for alternative TV channels.  

After the first-hand observation of the episode on the video recording was 

analysed, as explained earlier, the family members were asked to illustrate, by 

drawing and writing on a house plan sheet, the concrete spots for various activities. 

In their illustrations, the family members depicted the corner of the farmhouse 

lounge ‘tupa’ as the place and space for social actions (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). 

In that area, there is a closed, intimate 10-m2 corner furnished with a modernised 

farmhouse table with two benches, a modern sofa and a TV on a movable wall rack. 

The analysis showed that English seemed to be present on the premises during 

everyday chores through different mediational means and multiple modes (e.g. TV 

channels, music, movies and the Internet), similar to the way how in the past family 

members used to do various chores in an agrarian cottage, which is called ‘tupa’ in 

Finnish. The similarity with the ‘tupa’ of the past lies in the way the family 

members occupy themselves, but the technologies in use have changed, thus 

widening the interactional scope beyond the actual concrete place. Observations of 

the interview and other video recorded data from the home revealed how the 

everyday practices (e.g., doing homework, chatting on the Internet, watching TV 

programmes, cooking, having meals and enjoying music) brought all the family 

members together, and thus generated situations for social (inter)action and 

apprenticing.  

The research revealed the discourses to have arisen from the family members’ 

shared interest in various languages, their appreciation of the capability to 

communicate in multimodal situations and from the active use of English as a 

natural part of everyday life based on apprenticeship, family members’ beliefs, 

motivation and attitudes. The study suggests that the open, physical space ‘tupa’ in 

the centre of the home, for everyday activities with persons, artefacts and active 

participation in the meaning making process (Scollon, 2008), constructs the space 

for dialogue, i.e., the semiosis, or using the Vygotskian notion, the proximal zone 

for development and learning. The finding of this substudy with respect to the 

representation of space in meaning negotiation contributes to the understanding of 

change in this research, and will be explicated and summarised in the discussion 

part of this thesis (see section 5). 
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4.3 Emerging meanings for language learning in the home  

Article iii (Koivistoinen, 2016) reports the study conducted on pupil case Elli. The 

study explores a 12-year-old Finnish schoolgirl, her parents and the teacher (N=4) 

discussing language learning in a home environment. The pupil was selected as a 

case for this study because she had attracted the teacher’s attention as a fifth-grader 

who had been reluctant to engage in the activities during the international, web-

based school project explained earlier in section 4.1 (article i). The ecological 

approach (Kramsch, 2000, 2002; van Lier, 1998, 2002, 2004), mediated discourse 

theory and nexus analysis (Scollon, 2001; Scollon & Scollon, 2003, 2004) provided 

the theoretical framework for this qualitative study. The primary data consisted of 

two video recordings (data I): one from the research interview (00:40:18), and one 

recorded by the pupil (00:01:15) in which she showed and explained to the camera 

her language-related practices and artefacts in her room.  

The analysis focuses on discourses that emerged as important during the 

interview in which the participants together elaborated various sites of language 

learning and use. The participants (Elli, her parents and the teacher) discussed their 

experiences, understandings and beliefs concerning Elli’s language learning and 

use as a starting point. This encounter thus opened a space for discourses to meet 

and for new ones to emerge (see Scollon & Scollon, 2004). The analysis focuses 

on how in the course of the discussion the participants weighed their 

understandings deriving from their language learner/user histories. As regards 

learning languages, change is explored as emerging discourses through the 

comprehensive (re)negotiation between the pupil, the parents and the teacher, 

activated by the research interview. The circulating discourses were examined in 

more detail, i.e., how family members’ social actions and the various affordances 

of the home environment develop the ‘ecology’ for language learning in Elli’s home. 

As example 12 from article (iii) exemplifies, the study sheds light on how the 

research engaged the pupil, her parents and the teacher in (re)negotiating together 

their understandings of language learning. During the visit, the teacher invited Elli 

to describe foreign-language-related practices prevalent in her free time. The 

teacher’s aim was to understand her pupil’s out-of-school learning practices and to 

help her to see their value in learning languages at school. She supported Elli in a 

concrete manner, for example using the video camera’s zoom option to help Elli to 

focus her attention to foreign languages abundant in her everyday environment. 

The following extract from the data shows how all the participants in the 

interview situation were involved in negotiating the issues in question, as well as 
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how the teacher tried especially to get Elli to ponder the meaning of her personal 

language-related practices for learning languages.   

 

(12) Elli discussing her free time language practices 
 
01 Teacher: katot sä TV:tä 
     do you watch TV 
02 Elli: katon 
     yes I do 
03 Teacher: tuleeks siellä, katot sä vain suomenkielisiä ohjelmia 
    is there, do you only watch Finnish-language programmes 
04 Elli: no kyllä mä katon ulkomaankielisiä 
    well, I do watch foreign-language ones 
05 Father and mother: (laughter) 
06 Elli: mitä te nauratte 
    what are you laughing at 
07 Father: ei, ihan hyvä juttu 
    no, that’s great [..] 
08 Teacher: onks sulla oma televisio huoneessa 
    do you have a TV set of your own in your room 
09 Elli: no, tuolla ylhäällä 
    well, there upstairs [..] 
10 Teacher: kuunteletko sä paljo musiikkia 
    do you listen to music a lot 
11 Elli: njaa, aika paljo, radiota  
    well, quite a lot, to the radio 
12 Father: mitä sä tarkotat, miten sä Elli, englanninkielisiä sanoja kuunteletko [..] 
    what do you mean, how do you Elli, English words, do you listen [..] 
13 Elli: no, jos minä katon sitä telkkaria, niin kyllä minä sillon kuuntelen 
    well, if I watch TV, I do listen then 
14 Father: ymm, ja sinä pääset ymmärrykseen siitä 
    uhum, and you get the understanding of that 
15 Elli: ymm, paitsi en minä tietenkään kaikkee 
    uhum, but of course not everything 
16 Father: ei kaikkee, jooh, helepommista 
    not everything, yeah, the easiest parts 
17 Mother: ehkä niissä lauluissa tulle se kieli 
    maybe it is the songs where you get the language 
18 Father: entä lauluissa, ymmärrätkö, ymmärrätkö sinä niistä 
    and the songs, do you, do you understand them 
19 Elli: ymmärrän, aika pitkälti 
    yes I do, quite a bit 

[article iii, Koivistoinen, 2016] 
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The extract illustrates how Elli’s narration engaged the parents toward meaning 

negotiation concerning her free time activities. As the example shows, Elli started 

telling about her free time practices with some confidence as she answered the 

questions during the discussion. For example, she replied to her father about 

understanding the message in English songs (line 19) ‘yes I do, quite a bit’ (Fi. 

ymmärrän, aika pitkälti). The teacher supported her narrative, asking questions 

such as ‘do you listen to music a lot’ (Fi. kuunteletko sä paljo musiikkia, line 10), 

trying to ‘dig out’ more detailed information on her language environment. Elli’s 

accounts caught the parents’ attention, inviting them to negotiate the meaning of 

her free time practices, e.g. ‘listening to music’ or ‘watching and listening to TV 

programmes’ for her language learning. 

Looking at how Elli reported her practices, she did not seem to minimise her 

expressions in any particular way as to the value of her ways of learning. She also 

defended her viewpoints (line 06) ‘what are you laughing at’ (Fi. ‘mitä te nauratte’) 

when the parents laughed at the mention of watching international programmes. 

The laughter may be interpreted in many ways but on the basis of the data it seems 

here to be related to the parents’ uncertainty as to whether it is appropriate to watch 

certain kinds of programmes such as early evening soap operas, as became evident 

in the course of the interview (see Soilevuo Grønnerød, 2004). The dialogue also 

shows how the teacher acted as a facilitator for Elli to list her language practices in 

such detail. In fact, the teacher’s questions ‘do you only watch Finnish-language 

programmes’ (line 03), or ‘do you listen to music a lot’ (Fi. ‘kuunteletko sä paljo 

musiikkia’, line 10) could be seen as positioning the media and related language 

practices as legitimate, encouraging the parents to turn their attention to Elli’s free 

time practices and engage in joint discussion with a positive stance. The mother 

then joined in, pondering ways for learning languages as in ‘well, maybe it is the 

songs where you get the language’ (Fi. ‘ehkä niissä lauluissa tullee se kieli’, line 

17), which the father continued elaborating through a question to Elli, ‘what do you 

mean, how do you Elli, English words, do you listen’ (Fi. ‘mitä sä tarkotat, miten 

sä Elli, englanninkielisiä sanoja, kuunteletko’, line12). In this way, the parents were 

directing attention to the teacher’s motivation to pay a visit to their home, i.e., to 

understand what was going on in Elli’s home with respect to learning languages 

(see lines 14–19). 

During the visit, affordances of everyday life for English language learning 

were discussed. Elli, her parents and the teacher engaged in (re)negotiating together 

their understandings of languages and language learning. The encounter with the 
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family thus opened up a negotiation space to investigate the complexity of language 

learning, and the legitimacy of everyday language practices as a meaningful 

resource in formal language instruction as well. The research interview appeared to 

provide the participants with a change-generating mediational means to explore 

change. It seemed to offer an opportunity for the participants to elaborate change 

through negotiating language learning issues deriving from various standpoints and 

positions (Koivistoinen, 2016). The analysis depicts how the parents’ expectations 

concerning language learning and teaching seemed to draw on their historical 

bodies and to align with the view of ‘knowing grammar and vocabulary’ as focal 

for developing one’s language proficiency. However, the parents’ working-life 

experience involved another kind of understanding of language use as well. 

According to the parents, during their school years, language teaching had not been 

organised to meet these requirements. Stemming from their experiences, the 

parents, and also Elli, seemed to be interested in elaborating their understandings 

and in negotiating the meaning of everyday-life-related practices as resources for 

language learning.  

The analysis highlighted how the teacher invited Elli to notice and examine her 

language practices in her free time, and to help her to see their value in learning 

languages at school. The teacher discussed the presence of the media in Elli’s life, 

and as ‘a professional from school’ supported for the parents’ understandings of 

language learning. By using the video camera as a tool for ‘opening eyes’ as well 

as ‘handing’ it to Elli, the researcher seemed to support her awareness about what 

she found as meaningful for her language learning. This kind of back-up from the 

language teacher could be seen as giving Elli a ‘voice’ (also a change in the 

interaction order), legitimating the informal sites of her language learning (see Aro 

2009, 2012).  

The encounter as it emerged between Elli, her parents and the teacher 

(re)negotiating language learning seemed to open up a kind of negotiation space 

which arose from the intersecting historical bodies of the research participants (Elli, 

the parents and the teacher). The study revealed a number of perspectives, 

multidimensional in time and space, on the participants’ language-related 

experiences and practices, mediational means and environment that were perceived 

as important for language learning. Conflicting discourses concerning language 

learning became visible (see Scollon & Scollon, 2004). The emerging discourses 

in the space of the home represented either potential growth (for empowerment and 

learner-identity production) or the opposite (submission to accustomed practices 

and thinking). The results point out the need for further research on the multiple 
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sites of language learning and the emergence of the learner’s as well as the parents’ 

historical bodies. Language learning is not only accomplished by an individual 

learner but shaped by the wider network present in the learner’s life. As the results 

show, the space of home provides an important environment for learning which 

deserves further research (Koivistoinen, 2016). 

As a result, the nexus analytic research (see Scollon & Scollon, 2004) 

conducted in this study provided a methodological tool to investigate the ‘insider 

perspective’ (see Benson, 2008; Kalaja & Barcelos, 2012) of language ecology in 

the case of Elli (Dufva, 2013b; Kramsch, 2000, 2009; van Lier, 2004). The study 

depicts the multiplicity of various themes and topics that emerged in the discussion 

with the family. As an implication, the study suggests that parents should be more 

strongly involved in the discussion about the nature of language learning from the 

sociocultural and ecological perspectives. The study also suggests that inviting 

parents to explore their historical bodies as language users and learners may engage 

them to contribute more intensively to the language education of their children. The 

study also raises further questions concerning the curriculum reform and strategic 

outlining in language education as well as in language teacher education. More 

research is needed to investigate the complexity of language learning as well as the 

role of everyday language practices as part of formal instruction (Koivistoinen, 

2016).  

4.4 Language students exploring an ecological perspective on 

language learning 

The fourth substudy (Koivistoinen, Kuure & Tapio, manuscript) brought the 

research process presented in this thesis through the cycles of engaging-navigating-

changing back to its starting point: the application of the virtual school project. 

When evaluated after the fact by the participating pupils and teachers, the project 

seemed to have been successful: the pupils had been able to draw on their everyday 

interests as resources in the shared activities, the number of messages exchanged 

had been high, and even unanticipated collaboration had emerged: the school 

participants had started creating a multilingual dictionary and video conferences 

were arranged between different participants (see Koivistoinen, 2008; Tapio, 2013). 

Initially, the study based on the pupil feedback (Koivistoinen, 2008) had suggested 

that the participants’ experiences of the language project had been positive. 

However, after a further look at the data a different picture, of a more complex 

process, started to emerge. This article focuses on university language students and 
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teachers appropriating an ecological language learning approach during a 

university course which involved designing and putting into practice the language 

learning project. The thinking behind the pedagogical approach in this case was not 

the focus at the time of the project. On the contrary, the then-current national 

curriculum drew on sociocultural views of language and language education (see 

National Core Curriculum, 2004 and CEFR, 2001). Nevertheless, school work was 

governed to a high degree by textbooks and focused primarily on classroom work 

(Luukka et al., 2008). The course organisers expected the selected emphases of 

language teaching to produce confusion among the participants, e.g. in relation to 

what the ‘teaching’ would encompass, where the focus of learning would be and 

what the ‘English lesson’ would involve. What was looked for in the project was 

rather to help the language students see language learning as building semiotic 

awareness, i.e., ‘the ability to actively manipulate and shape one’s environment on 

multiple scales of time and space’ (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p. 667). This also 

refers to the multimodal nature of language (see section 2.1), integrated into the 

semiotic world in general (van Lier, 2004).  

In the case of this study (for a detailed description, see Koivistoinen et al., 

manuscript), the university teachers (the course organisers) and the student 

participants collaboratively negotiate the views on language learning on the basis 

of their hands-on experiences from the school project (article iv). The study focused 

on language students and teachers appropriating the language learning approach 

during a university course, which involved designing and applying an ecological 

approach in an online language learning project for school children in Finland and 

Spain (article i). The goals of the project under investigation in this study were 

linked to different aspects of language learning in multicultural and multimodal 

environments as well as the pedagogical use of information and communication 

technologies. As the design of the learning project, and hence the support given to 

learners, was to follow an ecological view of language learning and use, the task 

was expected to pose challenges for the university students and teachers. The 

language project aimed at 1) strengthening the participants’ (pupils, teachers, 

language students) capacities in communicating and acting in a foreign language in 

computer and web-enhanced multicultural environments (language learning); 2) 

giving the participants experience working and studying in a multicultural and 

multilingual community (multicultural communication); and 3) familiarising the 

participants with different technologies of learning and work (information and 

communication technology).  
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In line with the sociocultural/ecological view, the applied project activities 

were to be flexible enough to allow learning to ‘happen’ through interaction 

(Kramsch, 2002; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008; van Lier, 2000, 2004). Considered 

from the ecological point of view, language learning/teaching is not a controlled 

process but at times chaotic, complex and gradually emerging through collaborative 

action and participation. In this vein, the aim was to prepare language students to 

‘embrace complexity’ rather than reduce it. Change involves balancing between the 

old and new, dealing with uncertainty and pressure when facing phenomena that 

only emerge through developing innovative practices. In a development project, 

such as this one for promoting a seminal view on language learning, renegotiation 

of meanings proceeds multimodally, with participants shifting positions and 

identities over the course of the work (see Norris, 2011). This involves giving space 

for multiple practices and seeing the learner as an active participant contributing to 

the emergence of the learning environment in which the learning takes place.  

As explained earlier (see section 3), throughout the research venture multiple 

data types were gathered. For this particular study (article iv), to answer the 

question of how the participants negotiated the applied language learning/teaching 

approach, this data archive was examined in order to identify potential issues for 

closer scrutiny. It seemed that the best sources for the participants’ reflections on 

the project were the video recordings from two wrap-up discussions (01:29:08 and 

01:27:55) and the final reports (8) compiled by the language students at the end of 

the course/project. The language students’ reflective reports on the project were 

chosen as additional material. The data selected for this study provided a window 

into the four-month process. The researchers examined the video recordings and 

the language students’ final reports through several cycles, discussing the 

observations and interpretations together. The data were examined qualitatively, the 

concept of resemiotisation (see section 2.4) employed as an analytical tool.  

The following example (13) illustrates data analysis from a wrap-up discussion. 

Letters P, R, and S indicate student participants at the university and the letter 

combination CO2, their teacher, one of two course organisers. In this situation one 

of the students (T) is participating from a distant location via conference call and 

is in the role of a listener and hence not indicated below. The topic of the 

conversation was to recall together the past events and experiences related to the 

learning project and the course, and at the same time to recapitulate their 

understanding thereof.  Multiple modes such as drawing, talk, writing, gestures and 

rhythm among others were used to conceptualise what had happened, how the 

participants experienced different aspects of the process and what they are to make 
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of it. The extract illustrates the moment when a metaphor was being sought and one 

suggestion was acknowledged as suitable.  

In the following, the dialogue is exemplified. 

 

(13) 
01 P:     train 
02 R:     train, that’s good 
03 CO2:[draws] yeah, okay 
04 S:     why 
05         [--] 
06 S:     that’s us 
07         [laughter] 
08         [--] 
09 R:     and those are the cabins 
10         [--] 
11 R:     or, or the clubs 
12 CO2:yeah, well, exactly 

[article iv; Koivistoinen, Kuure & Tapio, manuscript] 

 

The ideas developed above were later related to T, who was assumed to have gained 

an incomplete picture of the past collaborative construction of the course process. 

As CO2 did not take up R’s invitation immediately, P started retelling the main 

ideas of the brainstorming to T. Considering the collaborative work between all 

participants going on in the event, the interaction order (Scollon & Scollon, 2004) 

among the participants was relatively equal despite the institutional roles of CO2 

(teacher of the course). Some ideas were first thrown about, one student sketching 

on paper suggested a spider web, while another student (P) mentioned the train (line 

1 ‘train’) as a suitable metaphor to illustrate the project process. This was 

acknowledged by R (line 2 ‘train, that’s good’) and CO2 (line 3 ‘yeah, okay’), who 

started drawing the train while the others looked on. S formulated some meanings 

driven from the picture in words (line 6 ‘that’s us’), which was again acknowledged 

by the others through joint laughter. R continued ‘reading out’ the picture 

illustrating the phase when pupils had formed clubs online according to their own 

interests (line 9 ‘and those are the cabins … or, or the clubs’) and CO2 agrees with 

the interpretation (line 12 ‘yeah, well, exactly’). CO2 then, with a laptop, starts 

producing the following version of the sketch of the train in the format of a 

presentation slide.  

A moment, meaningful for the project process (see extract 10 below), was 

identified by R (line 01 ‘students, the students from Spain’) and acknowledged by 
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joint laughter, again. This referred to the moment when the pupils from the 

participating schools had started logging on to the online environment at the 

beginning of the learning project. This was characterised by S as a phase in the 

project that somehow changed its nature (line 3 ‘the explosion is coming now’), 

again accompanied by joint laughter. The language students had not been able to 

anticipate the multitude of participants interacting at the same time and, hence, the 

large number of interactions to focus on. In this sense the ‘explosion’ resultant of 

the number of pupils not being clearly set in advance provided them with multiple 

kinds of ingredients for their historical bodies as teachers. CO2 then synthesised 

the process as clearing up via cycles of chaos (lines 6–7) and notes that the 

ecological view of language learning emerges through complex and sometimes 

chaotic social (inter)action, thus creating a connection back to the studied textbook.  

 
(14) Negotiating the phases of the project (wrap-up meeting 1) 

 
01 R:      students, the students from Spain 
02           [laughter] 
03 S:       the explosion is coming now 
04           [laughter] 
05           [--] 
06 CO2:[laughter] from chaos to, maybe from a chaos to another chaos to another  
07          chaos to to organisation [explaining to the participant through the phone] 
08 R:     P got this idea of train, and we as tutors are guiding the train, and in that 
09         cabin or is that a cabin or   
10 CO2:a carriage 
11 R:     a carriage, there is the explosion [--], the explosion, explain 

 [article iv; Koivistoinen, Kuure & Tapio, manuscript] 

 

In her account to T, P elaborated the process, verbalising the students’ feeling of 

uncertainty when confronted with the unknown (lines 4–7). CO2 finally joined the 

narrative (lines 15–16) producing the mimicking the rhythmic sound of a train of 

the train through intonation and at the same time rolling her hands and simulating 

the movement and representing the working process discussed with the other 

participants as advancing through stages from chaos to organised action and chaos 

again. In terms of resemiotisation, the account involved a narration of a sequence 

of events that had an earlier been reiterated and remodalised through talk, sketching, 

image, and synchronised body movement (rolling hands), with verbalised rhythm 

among others. What is important from an interaction order point of view is that the 

actions authorised by the teacher were re-narrated by a student to another student. 
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It can be hypothesised that the applied learning approach was becoming more of a 

shared resource of the participants as opposed to just the teachers’ ideology.  

Diverse chains of resemiotisation were identified in the data, reaching through 

time and place. The theme of chaos, for example, was first brought up (without the 

concept itself) in the participants’ general observations and accounts of the evolving 

project, shooting to the foreground when the sudden appearance of numerous 

participants in the online environment caused confusion. The term was then taken 

into use in the meetings and even esteemed as something to strive for (‘I embrace 

chaos’ in the words of CO1 in one of the meetings). In the participants’ negotiation 

of meanings in relation to the learning project, the chains of resemiotisation 

proceeded through the following processes in particular: narratives, authorisation, 

certification, metonymisation and remodalisation. Experiences and understandings 

were together reiterated or narrated in a more or less transformed way: the flow of 

the discussion was multimodally strengthened, twining together talk, embodied 

actions (e.g., gestures and movement), laughter, text and images among others (see 

Norris, 2011), thus negotiating and acknowledging emergent shared understandings. 

The discourses evolved through remodalisation, i.e., transformation through the use 

of different modes (e.g., talk, sketching, drawing, summarising in talk, retelling and 

writing). One could also interpret some of this process as metonymisation 

(representing a long thread of transformation in short) as the train image produced 

during one of the sessions stood for a longer-term process, merging together the 

experiences from the learning project itself but also the theoretically informed 

shared interpretations.  

The analysis brought to the fore how the ecological view of language learning 

was resemiotised through multimodal (inter)actions between the participants. 

Experiences of chaos and complexity were collaboratively negotiated through the 

metaphor of ‘chaos’, first as problematic, then as normalised and even as a desired 

feature of the ecological way of teaching languages. In systematically exploring 

change in language students’ pedagogical thinking, this study has implications for 

language teacher education and professional practice. 
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5 Discussion and conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how the research participants – the 

pupil cases Simo and Elli with their families and their language teacher, their fifth 

grade classmates and the university language students – were engaged in the 

negotiation of meaning in their changing understandings of language 

learning/teaching.  In line with previous studies (Benson, 2008; Kramsch & 

Whiteside, 2008; Aro, 2009, 2012), the researcher tried to explore the ‘insider 

perspective’ searching for the ‘voice’ of various actors related to language learning. 

Having an interest in the area as a language teacher and teacher educator, and 

drawing on the ecological perspective, the researcher attempted to ‘get into the 

research participants’ world’, to interpret ‘what was going on’ to understand better 

what language learning involved in their cases (Kramsch, 2002; van Lier, 2004). 

The study explored what kinds of discourses emerged in encounters where the 

various actors from multiple contexts and backgrounds were elaborating the 

pupil’s/child's language learning/teaching. 

The research interest was supported by earlier research suggesting that 

language landscapes in school and in free time can be separate realities for the 

pupils. Nevertheless, the current understanding of language teaching/learning fails 

to bridge the gap between the two domains (Kalaja et al., 2011; Tarnanen, Aalto, 

Kauppinen & Neittaanmäki, 2013; see also Aalto & Tarnanen, 2015). The present 

study explored this problematic in the environments of home, school and language 

teacher education during and after an innovative language project applying 

eological perspectives. To envision change as participatory reform, the notions of 

nexus analysis (Scollon & Scollon, 2004), complexity and chaos (Blommaert, 2013; 

Dörnyei, 2009; Ellis & Larsen-Freeman, 2006) were utilised in contemplating 

change. Ecological conceptions (Kramsch, 2002; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, van 

Lier, 2000, 2004) were used to approach language and learning as an eye-opening 

perspective. The research was conducted as a nexus analysis (Scollon, 2001; 

Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Characteristic to nexus analysis, the research questions 

and choices for the collection of multiple data were elaborated during the research 

process, navigating various visions to be investigated further. The findings of this 

study converge with the latest research in the field of language education in Finland 

(Blin & Jalkanen, 2014; Jalkanen & Taalas, 2013a, 2013b; Kuure et.al, 2015; Taalas 

et al., 2008). However, in this study the research context was extended to the pupils’ 

homes, in addition to the school (Koivistoinen 2015, 2016) and teacher education 

settings (Koivistoinen et.al, manuscript) which lent a new perspective to the current 
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research. In the following, the nexus of practice of (re)negotiating changing 

understandings seen through the nexus-analytic research process will first be 

considered (5.1). Then, the outcomes and the limitations of the research will be 

discussed (5.2). Finally, some implications will be suggested (5.3). 

5.1 The nexus of practice of (re)negotiating changing 

understandings of language learning and teaching 

The first article (i) described the starting point of the research, and how the research 

process developed towards nexus analysis. Article (i) illustrates how the 

observations engaged the language teacher’s further interest, from the perspective 

of a researcher, to see more closely what was going on in pupils’ free time in their 

family environments (articles ii and iii). The researcher’s decision to enter the 

family environment was the first meaningful landmark event on the timeline of the 

nexus-analytic process. It turned the researcher’s attention to more broadly 

investigate the language learning of the case pupils.  Finally, to cover the 

overarching aim of exploring the various actors’ appropriation of change related to 

language learning and teaching, the research reached back to the starting point of 

the language project. The fourth article (iv) showed how the language students 

explored their experiences of appropriating change for learning languages.  

The second substudy (article ii) foregrounded how the family environment 

provided affordances (van Lier, 2000) for language learning. The research revealed 

the discourses of apprenticing (Kramsch, 2002) and parenting arising from the 

family members’ joint interest, motivation and appreciation of learning languages 

as a natural part of their everyday practices. The study suggested that the open, 

physical space ‘tupa’ (Fin.) in the corner of the home for everyday activities, the 

social interaction with family members, various artefacts, and active participation 

(Kramsch, 2002) in the meaning making process, together constructed a proximal 

zone for language in the family home (see Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1984, 1985, 

1995). The Vygotskian notion is used to metaphorically represent the space of the 

home for participation, apprenticeship and growth of learner identity.  

The third substudy (article iii) suggested that the research interview, seen as an 

intervention triggering change, provided a change-generating mediational means 

(Scollon, 2001) for the participants’ negotiations of new understandings concerning 

language learning. The research interview engaged the research participants to 

collaboratively (re)negotiate potential areas for change and turned their awareness 

and attention towards an ecological understanding of language learning arising 
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from multimodal everyday practices – a legitimate resource for language learning. 

In this study, the pupil was also engaged in ‘place-making’ for her own language 

learning practices while she was shooting a video presenting the camera the 

multiple affordances for ‘learning’ languages in her own private space 

(Koivistoinen, 2016). 

The fourth substudy (article iv) examined the collaborative process of 

meaning-making among language students (future language teachers) and teachers 

while designing and organising a web course for schools. The study shows how 

new understandings were multimodally negotiated and appropriated. Finally, the 

experiences of ‘chaos’ and ‘complexity’ became something ‘normal’ and even 

desired in the students’ understandings of teaching languages (Koivistoinen et al., 

manuscript). 

Collectively, the research envisioned the nexus of practice of (re)negotiating 

changing understandings of language learning. The researcher engaged herself and 

the various actors in collaborative meaning negotiation to actively explore 

changing understandings of language learning/teaching. Ethical aspects were 

carefully taken into account in the study. For example, it was important from the 

perspective of the nexus-analytical inquiry that the nature of the research interview 

and the family-members’ position as full participants in the event were made clear 

in advance.  The research visits and interviews were conducted in a way that 

supported the emergence of an interaction order which was as equal as possible, 

i.e., as informal conversations about language related practices in everyday 

situations. The researcher engaged the participants to actively explore their 

language learner/user experiences, beliefs and conventions (through talk, by 

showing and telling, and by drawing and writing). 

It is obvious that the process changed the teacher/researcher’s understanding 

about the complexity of change, and hence provided her with a vision of how to 

introduce new designs of language learning/teaching to pupils, their families, 

students in teacher education and colleagues at work. Navigating the multiple 

encounters at home, school and in university teacher education settings made the 

emerging discourses about change in language learning/teaching visible. The 

following figure (Fig. 2) illustrates the space for (re)negotiating change in language 

learning. In the centre of the figure, affordances for change are seen emerging in 

the encounters of the study. The circumference in the middle of the figure illustrates 

the time-space situated, emergent potential for the various actors to (re)negotiate 

their changing understandings of language learning/teaching.  The emerging 

negotiation space is seen as a set of cyclically evolving circumferences of various 
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beliefs, conventions, experiences and understandings of language learning/teaching. 

The multiperspective negotiation space for changing understandings is generated 

in situ through the collaborative negotiation of meaning by the various actors 

related to the child’s/pupil’s language learning. The discourses indicating that 

change has arisen in the negotiation space become visible through participatory 

(re)negotiation of meaning. As the findings of the sub studies suggest (articles ii, 

iii and iv), the evolving space, through (re)negotiation, either affords potential for 

change (towards empowerment) or has the opposite effect and inhibits it (through 

submission to accustomed practices).  

 

Fig. 2. (Re)negotiating change for language learning 

The research envisioned how nexus analysis works. In approaching the complexity 

of change, the nexus-analytic research process conducted in this study united the 

multiple perspectives on learning and teaching from various backgrounds and 

contexts. The study made visible how the researcher, through cycles of ‘engaging-

navigating-changing’, dug out the complexity of the underlying rhizomes to make 

the semiosis for changing understandings understandable. The findings suggest that 

engaging the research participants to explore their understandings were landmark 

events in the nexus-analytic process. The ecology of language learning was 
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resemiotised in the negotiation of meaning be the various actors concerning their 

understandings, experiences, conventions, and beliefs about language learning. 

The findings imply that engaging the research participants to express what they 

want to say about language learning (see e.g., Benson, 2008; Kramsch, 2002; van 

Lier, 2004), and further to (re)negotiate the meanings in collaboration turned the 

participants’ attention from ‘what language learning is’ towards ‘what language 

learning might be’. From these perspectives, the research interview, as an 

intervention through the participatory negotiation of meaning, generated potential 

for change (articles ii, iii and iv). Navigating the interplay of the research 

participants’ language learner/user histories (historical body), as well as the 

participants’ mutual relations to each other (interaction order) and the emerging 

social (inter)action in time and space (discourses in place), the nexus analytic 

process itself can be seen as a change generating mediational means.  As such, the 

nexus-analytic process envisioned a multiperspective semiosis arising in 

collaborative exploration, showing an encounter of intertextual (e.g., social and 

physical worlds) and dynamically interrelated itineraries between various actors 

negotiating and taking small steps towards change. On a very concrete level, the 

encounters for collaborative exploration during the research process, and the 

discussion with the families and the language students opened affordances for 

changing understandings of language learning/teaching. In the discussions, the 

(re)negotiation of legitimate practices and sites for language learning generated 

eye-opening possibilities for change. For example, during the course, language 

students’ understandings of ‘chaos’ changed from it being viewed as an undesirable 

state to something that would be natural in any authentic communication situation. 

Instead of avoiding chaos, they needed to learn to live in it and cope with it (article 

iv). Another example of changing understandings is how the discussion with Simo 

and the family enhanced the family members’ awareness of the potential of their 

home environment, especially the open space of ‘tupa’ (see section 4.2), as an 

empowering resource for language learning. For the teacher/researcher, 

understanding the value of the home in creating a ‘proximal zone for development’ 

– the social/physical space affording various practices and apprenticeship for 

language learning (article ii) – offers possibilities to reconsider the pedagogical 

design for learning at school. 

Although the findings of the study concerning the sites of learning beyond the 

classroom are worthwhile, the main contribution of the thesis is to shed light on the 

whole nexus of practice under investigation in search of reform in language 

learning/teaching. The findings suggest that the ecology-like learning 
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environments seen in the light of the notions of complexity, language and learning 

as part of human life, generate options for reform in language education.  In 

particular, the development of pedagogical designs, as well as the curriculum and 

the organization of basic and in-service language teacher education need 

reconsideration to meet the challenges.  As the research suggests, university teacher 

education can support prospective teachers through participatory, ‘consultative’ 

methods and provide ‘lenses’ for change and further innovation. Furthermore, to 

enhance the development and design of sound language education, language 

students should be encouraged to explore the semiosis for learning from various 

perspectives envisioned in this research. In university language teacher education 

settings, prospective language teachers should be offered support in becoming 

change agents in the school community of colleagues, pupils and their parents.  

In addition, from the educators’, the families’ and language teachers’ 

standpoints, the results raise questions about the multiple understandings of what 

is seen as a legitimate affordance for language learning or what are seen as 

appropriate ‘learnables’, methods, materials or environments. As the research 

suggested (e.g., article iii), the language teacher helped the pupils to realise the 

potential of everyday practices for language learning. The language teacher, as a 

professional from the school, has great opportunities to act as an eye-opener for 

changing understandings in the community of home-and-school.  For example, in 

home-school meetings the language teacher can highlight the legitimacy of 

informal language-related practices, networks, as well as various sites and spaces 

for learning. The findings of the study, as well as the spirit of the current curriculum 

reform, encourage schools to develop new practices for engaging homes in 

exploring new visions for supporting children’s learning. The findings challenge 

the pedagogical designers and policy makers to elaborate the multiplicity of the 

sites, networks and practices related to language learning/teaching for innovation. 

The study envisioned how the space, objects and social (inter)action (‘proximal 

zone for language learning’) create affordances for learning which challenge the 

design of spaces (e.g., school architecture), curricula (e.g., pedagogical decision 

making), and the organisation of school work (e.g., age-level grouping of pupils) 

to innovatively seek out options for change. 

5.2 Evaluation of the research 

Typical to ethnographic research approaches, the researcher’s position in this study 

derived from two roles. Firstly, as a reflective practitioner (Schön, 1987), a 
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language teacher for her pupils, and a university teacher training educator bridging 

theory and practice, it was normal for the ‘teacher/researcher’ to invite participants 

from the multiple contexts of the research for collaborative exploration. However, 

the role of the researcher in the ‘teacher/researcher’s’ dual position was potentially 

perceived as representing school authority when the researcher entered the pupils’ 

homes or participated in language students project sessions. This was considered 

carefully in the analysis for emerging discourses indicating change.  

Triangulation of the various data sources is an acknowledged way of 

confirming the findings of qualitative studies. Denzin (1970) outlines three types 

of triangulation: data triangulation, which shows how different sources of data are 

used to investigate the phenomenon in different settings and different points in time 

and space; investigator triangulation, which uses multiple researchers to generate a 

complex range of perspectives on the data; and theory triangulation, in which the 

researcher approaches data with different concepts and theories to see how each 

helps to understand the data.  

The triangulation in this thesis is linked to how the abductive research process 

(see e.g., Peirce, 1992; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) proceeded through nexus analysis. 

The findings are supported by showing how different sources of data (e.g., video 

data of research interviews, writings, gesture and illustrations of space with 

artefacts) were used to examine the phenomenon through the cycles of nexus 

analysis, engaging various actors related to the research question, exploring the 

overarching aim of the research in several different settings (in home and school 

environments, various participant settings of students, teachers, families and 

pupils), and at different points in time (historical aspect to the phenomena) and 

space. The theoretical considerations, notions and concepts arising from the nexus-

analytic framework are of multidisciplinary origin and come from social semiotics, 

cultural studies, and neo-Vygotskian dialogism. These perspectives provide a 

fruitful basis for understanding the complexity of language learning in this research. 

In the first study (i), the video data collected from the virtual school project were 

supported by the pupils’ self-assessment questionnaire and their writings on their 

experiences of the project activities. The data from the school project were also 

recorded by another investigator, and since the investigators shared an overlapping 

research interest, the video data were observed several times, and the general 

observations were discussed together. The pupil questionnaire was analysed 

quantitatively by using averages of multiple factors in describing the pupils’ 

feelings about their success in participating the language project activities. In the 

second (ii) and the third (iii) study, the data came from research interviews in homes 
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with the pupils’ and their families and was gathered from active interviews arranged 

as ordinary conversations about language learning. 

The video data from the research interviews were observed and analysed 

several times over a long time span. Two co-researchers interested in multimodal 

data analysis participated in some of the data sessions, commenting on the data as 

a whole. Moreover, the research interviews at home were also supported by other 

data sources than just the talk on the video. In the second study (ii), the family 

members’ drawings and notes on the house plan sheets and a video diary from the 

pupil were used to examine the space and artefacts as mediational means for social 

action. The third study used a guided video tour, recorded by a pupil explaining her 

personal space and ways of learning languages to support the understanding of the 

negotiation of meaning in the data from the research interview. In the fourth study 

(iv), the video data came from the situation where the actors who organised a virtual 

school project used multiple modes to reflect their experiences of the project. The 

data were observed by three co-investigators specialised in analysing social action 

and the multimodal aspects prevalent in the situation on the video. As for the 

background, to support the analysis of the video data the message threads from the 

virtual environment and language students’ reflection on their writings were 

utilised to lend support to the findings from the video data. 

The validity of qualitative studies is largely dependent on the researcher’s skills 

in handling and reporting the data. As Huberman and Miles (1994) wisely observed, 

qualitative analysis can be ‘evocative, illuminating, masterful and – wrong (p. 262). 

Documenting the research process is a means of establishing validity, where the 

aim is to explain the research procedure openly and thoroughly (Silverman, 2001). 

For this thesis, the documentation was carried out in the framework of each study 

describing the setting, the data, and the data analysis process. In the phase of 

analysis, the data were observed and discussed several times by the researcher on 

different occasions to establish the reliability of the findings (Hammersley, 1992). 

The researcher’s experience of analysing the video data was gained through 

practical experience in the work as a teacher educator while utilising video 

recordings as a tool for teacher trainees’ reflection on professional development. 

There were also emanations and anticipations because of the researcher’s long 

trajectory as a practitioner in the field of basic education, for example there were 

anticipations about the significance of home-school collaboration in enhancing the 

child’s learning. However, mediated discourse theory with the interest in 

multimodality and the historical aspect of the data, as well as the nexus-analytic 
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research process turned the researcher’s attention to the multiple sites related to 

language learning more broadly than usual as part of ordinary school work.  

The ethical issues concerning the handling and storing of the data from homes, 

schools and university were thoroughly discussed and agreed together with the 

families (see section 3.1). Because the studies reported in this thesis are 

methodologically (MDA theory and nexus analysis) part of larger research projects 

and communities (EveLine, MAILL and COACT), the reliability concerns were 

also addressed at the project level. Parts of the video data have been observed and 

discussed in data sessions with the co-researchers from the above-mentioned 

research projects with honest respect to the permissions given (informed consent). 

Finally, as per validity and reliability, characteristically for ethnographic 

research, it is obvious that the teacher-researcher’s participation in the role of ‘a 

professional from school’ in relation to the pupils and their families, as well to the 

language students affects the interaction order between the participants due to the 

institutional position. A situation when the teacher of the child, also in the role of a 

researcher, enters the privacy of the home and meets the family is particularly 

delicate. This issue has been considered in the data analysis as ethically and 

carefully as possible. Nevertheless, this study does not strive for comparisons or 

generalisations. Rather, it aims at presenting ‘encounters in situ’ in the light of 

research questions giving ‘vantage points’ (Erickson, 1984, p. 66) for further 

reflections and finding new questions for the continuum of nexus-analytic research. 

5.3 Conclusion  

The study has some implications for the contexts under scrutiny in this research: 

university (language) teacher education, the professional field of language teaching, 

pedagogical designers, materials and technology developers, educators, pupils and 

their parents. The multiperspective vision which has arisen through the nexus-

analytic research process contributes to further research and design of language 

education. Navigating the findings and to conclude with the nexus-analytic 

research process, it is obvious that the process changed the teacher/researcher’s 

understanding of the complex process of change and the intersecting different 

layers of home, school and university teacher education involved in the process. 

The research indicates that investigating the negotiations of meaning related to 

changing understandings of language learning/teaching through the strategy of 

nexus analysis indicated the potential for change in understanding language 

learning in situ. The nexus-analytic research process functioned as an educational 
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tool as well. The cycle of ‘engaging-navigating-changing’ conducted in this 

research generated new frames to be studied more deeply in further research. The 

study challenges the tradition of investigating language and learning as a mere 

cognitive formation. Instead, the study suggests approaching the learning 

environment as a form of semiosis from the perspectives of socio-semiotics, 

cultural studies and the ecological understanding of learning. Further, for enhancing 

the design of language education, the study suggests, that for investigating the 

multiperspective vision which has during the research, multidisciplinary research 

collaboration is needed. 

Finally, the findings contribute to language education in general, teacher 

education, and the design of foreign language education. The research process and 

data collection during a long period of time allowed investigating the phenomena 

and issues of interest thoroughly suggesting vantage points to reconsider the role 

of learning/teaching from eological perspective, i.e., what teacher education and 

the school context can do for changing understandings of language learning.  The 

results suggest how to investigate change as a complex phenomenon, as a form of 

participatory research through the strategy of nexus analysis, which draws on a 

multidisciplinary background and expands the narrow focus to the wider 

perspective of the ecology of language and learning as a dynamic complex system, 

and as part of human life.  

The application of nexus analysis in this research contributes to the still scarce 

research tradition in the field. The results also propose vantage points for 

pedagogical innovation, drawing on a broad understanding of dynamic and 

evolving semiosis for learning. The findings of this thesis challenge the key actors 

in the field of language education and teacher education, teachers, parents and 

developers to reconsider pedagogical design, infrastructure, teaching materials and 

methods. This study suggests that (language) teacher education should more 

strongly train student teachers to develop their understandings and strategies for 

coping with complexity. Furthermore, it would be important to develop language 

pedagogies that account for language learning as a semiosis – not making a 

distinction between what happens in the classroom and beyond. 
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