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Language students learning to manage complex 
pedagogic situations in a technology-rich environment

Riikka Tumelius1 and Leena Kuure2

Abstract. Being a language teacher in the modern world requires sensitivity to 
complexity, which may pose challenges for student teachers and teachers in the 
field accustomed to classroom-based learning and teaching. This study examines 
how language students are managing complex pedagogic situations in a technology-
rich environment while exploring new ways of being language teachers. The case 
context of the study is a university course, which entailed the students designing 
and carrying out an online English language project for fifth-graders in two Finnish 
schools. The project activities included online chat sessions, which the students and 
the course teacher administered from the teacher’s office at the university. The office 
was an important site for the participants to negotiate and process pedagogic issues 
and practical matters that arose in the course of the work. The research approach 
draws on nexus analysis (Scollon & Scollon, 2004) and multimodal (inter)action 
analysis (Norris, 2004). Video recordings from the office as well as the researchers’ 
participatory observations are the primary materials for the analysis. The study 
provides implications for developing language teacher education.
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1. Introduction

Despite the arrival of new technologies for the service of education, people still 
typically see language learning situated in the classroom. Language teachers have 
been guides for learners to proceed through activities arising from the thematic 
content of the textbook (Taalas, Kauppinen, Tarnanen, & Pöyhönen, 2008). Teaching 
practice as part of pedagogic studies has also largely concentrated on preparing 
students to handle classroom situations. However, educational authorities and 
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strategic bodies have voiced the need to broaden the perspective from classrooms to 
learning in daily life. The sites for language learning are diverse, distributed across 
informal and formal settings in hybrid configurations (see Ryberg, Davidsen, & 
Hodgson, 2016). Language learning emerges from meaningful activities and social 
interaction where language intertwines with a range of other multimodal resources 
(Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008; Norris, 2004; van Lier, 2004). 

In situations where people need to manage multiple, overlapping tasks, the 
coordination of the activities proceeds through distributing attention and engaging 
in sensemaking in different ways due to emerging needs (see Jones, 2005; Norris, 
2004; Pirini, 2014). Team members monitor surreptitiously the situation and the 
behaviour of each other, which helps them in upholding a fluent workflow while 
information is communicated and diverse tasks and activities coordinated (Heath 
& Luff, 1992). The modal density of actions fluctuates from moment to moment 
the focus of attention moving between foreground, mid-ground, and background 
(Norris, 2004).

We will examine how language students appropriated new approaches to being 
teachers during a university course where the students designed and carried out 
an online learning project for young Finnish learners of English. The analysis 
focuses on the activities during tutoring sessions in the course teacher’s office, 
and is conducted on video recordings with the support of other materials gathered 
throughout the project. Special attention is paid to how different issues and 
problems related to pedagogic issues, collaboration, and technology are negotiated 
and resolved by the participants and how this will reflect on the students’ evolving 
identities as language teachers of the future. The research approach draws on nexus 
analysis (Scollon & Scollon, 2004) and multimodal (inter)action analysis (Norris, 
2004). Research in the field is only emerging. The results have relevance for 
reconsidering the professional profiles, identities, and skills of language teachers 
in the changing field of language education.

2. Research materials and methodology

During the course (13 weeks), 15 language students created a four-week learning 
project for two schools (25 fifth-graders, 11–12 years of age). Project design 
advanced through face-to-face and online teamwork. During the school project, 
weekly synchronous chat sessions were organised with the pupils during their 
English lessons. To administer online chat, the students worked together with the 
course teacher in her office. Sometimes, an additional tutor from a distance location 
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participated in the activities. During the sessions, the team practiced managing 
complex pedagogic situations, but also engaged in sensemaking about various 
aspects of learning and teaching together with the course teacher. 

As for the affordances of technology in the sessions, one desktop and two laptop 
computers with webcams were available for the participants. The primary route 
for the pupils to enter the learning project environment was the workspace created 
on a virtual learning environment platform. Depending on the activities, the pupils 
used the materials and discussion lists there or used a link to proceed to another 
environment, such as the chat built within a desktop meeting system. The course 
teacher and the schoolteachers were using an instant messaging tool and mobile 
phones for exchanging information and negotiating about practical matters during 
the chat session. Two video cameras were used for recording the sessions.

The analysis started with the researchers viewing the materials and discussing their 
interpretations with respect to the aspects of social action according to nexus analysis 
(Scollon & Scollon, 2004, pp. 13-14), i.e. interaction order (relationships between 
participants), historical body (personal habits and experiences), and discourses in 
place (situationally foregrounded, relevant discourses). This supported reflection 
on the historical perspectives, e.g. what was being treated as belonging to the past, 
present or future. In viewing the video material, the focus was directed to what 
was being done, what were the discourses circulating in situ, and what kinds of 
multimodal means were used as resources in collaboration, problem solving, and 
sensemaking (Norris, 2004). 

3. Findings

Figure 1 provides a synthesis of an online tutoring session in the teacher’s office 
as a site of engagement (Jones, 2005). As the participants immersed themselves 
in managing a new pedagogic setting, diverse discourses were circulating in the 
situation, echoing accustomed practices and generating new ones.

The students and the teacher in the office were engaged in varied activities, 
e.g. distributing tasks and responsibilities as well as contemplating on course 
design. An intensive phase requiring various means for communication took 
place at the beginning of the chat session when the teacher was in contact with 
the schoolteachers (via mobile phone and messenger) and the tutoring students 
were engaged in a chat with the pupils through the video conferencing system. 
During work, topics related to pedagogic aspects either closely related to the work 
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at hand or more general in nature emerged. In the discussion, the participants were 
reflecting on their experiences, exploring their relationship to being language 
teachers. Sometimes, the course teacher took more the role of an instructor, and 
sometimes she just participated in the joint activities as another team member. 
They all kept thinking aloud, wondering and solving issues together in a laid-back 
manner. The students were offering their views in the negotiation work and they 
assumed agency in the situation. Considering the traditional roles of learners and 
teachers, this setting provided new experiences for the participants. 

Figure 1. Intersecting discourses during an online tutoring session

4. Conclusion

The analysis focused on what was going on when language students were designing 
and carrying out a learning project for schoolchildren. Special attention was given 
to managing complex pedagogic situations in a technology-rich environment. The 
historical bodies of the participants were being transformed in terms of language 
education as the participants were working in new roles, gaining new experiences 
and engaging in sensemaking about practical solutions and broader pedagogic 
issues to do with language learning. Such experiences involved novel configurations 
of interaction order as the students and the course teacher were collaboratively 
solving problems as equal members of the team while simultaneously connected 
with participants at a distance. The language teacher’s work involved technology-
mediated multitasking and continuously negotiating solutions related to the 
ongoing learning project. The video data from the office showed the students 



316

Riikka Tumelius and Leena Kuure

appropriating new practices as language teachers without any great difficulty. The 
discourses emerging during work also indicated that assuming new identities is 
a slow process. Nevertheless, the students gained valuable hands-on experience 
of technologically mediated language teaching, which helps them in constructing 
their vision of future working life. 
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