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ABSTRACT

Réasédnen, Elisa

To the wild and back: Supporting language learners” agency beyond the
classroom

Jyvaskyla: University of Jyvaskyld, 2024, 122 p.

(JYU Dissertations

ISSN 2489-9003; 850)

ISBN 978-952-86-0396-2 (PDF)

Language learning in today’s world takes place in complex settings, and it is
impacted by globalism, mobility, and technology. This dissertation draws on
nexus analysis, exploratory practice, and the ecological approach to investigate
how learners of Finnish at a U.S. university learn Finnish beyond the classroom,
in the wild. The data are comprised of the learners” portfolio entries submitted as
a classroom assignment. The teacher-researcher used nexus analysis as the
conceptual framework, along with discourse analysis to examine the social
actions recorded and reported in the portfolios.

The learners found many affordances to use and learn Finnish in the wild.
The social actions were shaped in relation to the roles of an expert Finnish
speaker and a learner, and those of a teacher and a learner. The learners” prior
experiences and expectations of the target language and culture, and their
professional or free-time roles directed what resources they used as learning
material, and how they reflected on their learning. The portfolio task incentivized
the learners to use the target language in the wild and to reflect on their language
use. It also directed them at the writing level.

Change is important in nexus analysis. The findings indicate that learner
agency can be supported by incorporating the digital wild into the classroom.
Teachers can promote new classroom interaction orders that center on learner
initiative, decision-making, and expertise, while also developing new practices
that help learners tame the wild, strengthen their social connections, and make
them reimagine familiar spaces as language learning spaces. Learners can
recognize the impact of their previous experiences on their agency through
reflection. I argue that nexus analysis is a flexible mode of inquiry that can be
applied to analyze rich data from different perspectives to inform pedagogical
change.

Key words: (the) digital wild(s); discourse analysis; language learning and
teaching; language learning in the wild; nexus analysis



TIIVISTELMA (ABSTRACT IN FINNISH)

Réasédnen, Elisa

Ulos ja takaisin: kielenoppijoiden toimijuuden tukeminen luokassa ja sen
ulkopuolella

Jyvaskyla: Jyvaskyldn yliopisto, 2024, 122 p.

(JYU Dissertations

ISSN 2489-9003; 850)

ISBN 978-952-86-0396-2 (PDF)

Nykypdivan kielenoppimisympdristdja maddrittavat globalisaatio, liikkuvuus ja
teknologia. Tama vditostutkimus tarkastelee sitd, kuinka yhdysvaltalaiset yliopis-
tossa suomea opiskelevat oppijat opiskelevat kieltd arjen ympdristoissd (in the
wild). Hyodynsin tutkimuksessa neksusanalyysia, tutkivaa kdaytantod (exploratory
practice) sekd ekologista ldhestymistapaa. Tutkimuksen aineisto koostuu oppijoi-
den kurssitehtdviand olleista portfoliopalautuksista. Neksusanalyysi toimi tutki-
muksen konseptuaalisena viitekehyksend. Kaytin diskurssianalyysia analysoidak-
seni oppijoiden dokumentoimia ja raportoimia sosiaalisia toimintoja tutkivan opet-
tajan roolissani.

Oppijat 16ysivét useita kielenkdyton ja -oppimisen tarjoumia luokan ulko-
puolella. Keskeisten sosiaalisten toimintojen vuorovaikutus muotoutui suhteessa
asiantuntevan suomenpuhujan ja oppijan ja toisaalta opettajan ja oppijan roo-
leihin. Oppijoiden aiemmat kokemukset ja odotukset kohdekielests ja -kulttuu-
rista sekd heiddn ammatti- ja vapaa-ajan roolinsa ohjasivat, mitd resursseja he
kayttivat oppimateriaaleina ja miten he reflektoivat oppimistaan. Portfoliotehta-
véd ohjasi oppijoita kdyttaméaan kieltd arjen tilanteissa ja reflektoimaan kielenkayt-
toddn. Portfolio myos tuki oppijoita kirjoittamisen tasolla.

Neksusanalyysissa keskeistd on muutos. Loydokset osoittavat, ettd oppijoi-
den toimijuutta voi tukea hyodyntdamalld digiviidakkoa (oma suomennos kaisit-
teestd digital wilds) luokkaopetuksessa. Opettajat voivat uudistaa luokkahuone-
vuorovaikutusta, tukea oppijoiden aloitteellisuutta ja padtoksentekoa ja hyodyn-
tdd heiddn asiantuntijuuttaan luokassa. Opettajat voivat kehittdd kdytanteitd, jot-
ka tukevat oppijoiden selviytymistd arjen vuorovaikutustilanteisissa, vahvista-
vat heiddn sosiaalisia suhteitaan ja auttavat heitd ldhestyméaan tuttuja tiloja kie-
lenoppimisen tiloina. Oppijat voivat reflektoida omaa toimintaansa ja asemaansa
kielenkayttdjind. Tutkimukseni pohjalta vditdn, ettd neksusanalyysi on joustava
tutkimusmenetelmd, joka mahdollistaa rikkaan aineiston tarkastelun erilaisista
ndkokulmista, ja siten se on erinomainen menetelma pedagogisen uudistustyon
vilineeksi.

Avainsanat: digiviidakko; diskurssianalyysi; kielen oppiminen ja opetus; kielen
oppiminen luokan ulkopuolella; neksusanalyysi
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Réasédnen, Elisa
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Sprakutveckling sker i komplexa miljoer och dessa paverkas av globaliseringen,
okad mobilitet och den teknologiska utvecklingen. Den hédr avhandlingen
anvdnder nexusanalys, undersokande undervisning, och ett ekologiskt
perspektiv for att analysera hur amerikanska universitetsstudenter i finska lar sig
finska i sociala situationer utanfor klassrummet (‘in the wild’).
Forskningsmaterialet bestar av studenternas portfoliouppgifter. Det teoretiska
ramverket utgdrs av nexusanalys och i min dubbla roll som forskare och ldrare
anvande jag diskursanalys for att analysera sociala handlingar som framstod i
studenternas inlimnade portfoljuppgifter.

Studien visar att studenterna skapade manga méjligheter att anvanda och
lara sig finska utanfor klassrummet. De sociala handlingarna uppstod i relation
till rollerna som experter pa finska respektive student som haller pd att ldra sig
finska, samt ldrare respektive finskstuderande. Studenternas tidigare
erfarenheter och forviantningar pd finska som malsprdk och pa den finska
kulturen samt rollen som anvandare av finska i arbetslivet respektive rollen som
anvdndare av finska pa fritiden paverkade vilka resurser de anvande och hur de
reflekterade over sitt larande. Portfoljuppgiften uppmuntrade studenterna att
anvdnda finska utanfor undervisningen och att reflektera over sitt sprakbruk.
Portfoljuppgiften styrde d@ven deras skrivande.

I nexusanalys utgor forandring ett grundldggande inslag. Resultaten visar
att studenters agens kan stodjas genom att anvénda digitala resurser utanfor
undervisningen. Ldrare kan pdverka skapandet av nya roller i
klassrumsinteraktionen, vilka fokuserar pd studenternas egna initiativ, deras
beslutsfattande och expertis, samt utveckla nya praktiker som hjélper
studenterna att skapa mojligheter att anvdnda finska utanfor klassrummet,
starka deras sociala kontakter och anvidnda vanliga, bekanta situationer som
arenor for utveckla kunskaper och fardigheter i finska. Genom reflektion kan
studenterna se vilken inverkan deras tidigare erfarenheter har pa deras
handlingar. Jag hdvdar att nexusanalys &r en flexibel metod som kan anvandas
for att analysera rika data ur olika perspektiv och utgora en grund for vidare
utveckling av undervisningspraktiker.

Nyckelord: (digitalt) ldrande wutanfor klassrummet; ‘the (digital) wild’;
diskursanalys; sprdkutveckling och undervisning; nexusanalys



Author

Supervisors

Reviewers

Opponent

Elisa Résdanen

Centre for Applied Language Studies
University of Jyvaskyld, Finland
Email elisa.k.rasanen@jyu.fi

ORCID 0000-0002-9697-0372

Senior Researcher, Docent Mia Halonen
Centre for Applied Language Studies
University of Jyvaskyld, Finland

Senior Researcher Heidi Vaarala
Centre for Applied Language Studies
University of Jyvdskyld, Finland

Professor Lari Kotilainen

Department of Finnish, Finno-Ugrian and Scandinavian
Studies

University of Helsinki, Finland

Associate Professor Ingrid de Saint-Georges
Department of Humanities
University of Luxembourg, Luxembourg

Professor Lari Kotilainen

Department of Finnish, Finno-Ugrian and Scandinavian
Studies

University of Helsinki, Finland


mailto:elisa.k.rasanen@jyu.fi

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I have thoroughly enjoyed this dissertation project as it has brought to my life
space and places to learn and reflect, and especially people to do all this learning
and reflecting with. So, I want to express my thanks to all of you.

First and foremost, I owe a dept of gratitude to my supervisors Mia Halonen
and Heidi Vaarala: it would be impossible to even dream of better supervisors
than you two have been. Your vast expertise and deeply empathetic approach
and way of being have provided the best possible soil for a young researcher to
grow. I have received tremendous encouragement and guidance. Each time I
have eagerly looked forward to our meetings and left them filled with even more
enthusiasm and ideas. Mia, your philosophical approach and deep
methodological expertise have challenged me to think and develop my analysis.
Heidi, your vast expertise in the field of language teaching research has guided
my work thoroughly already since I was your teacher trainee during my MA
studies. You two have also supported me with many life changes and given
invaluable life advice. Siis niin isot kiitokset, ettei sanotuksi saa.

I am deeply grateful to my two preliminary examiners, who kindly agreed
to review this dissertation. Professor Lari Kotilainen, thank you for the thorough
comments that helped me improve the compilation throughout, and for agreeing
to act as my opponent at the public examination. Associate Professor Ingrid de
Saint-Georges, thank you for the feedback that pushed me to further reflect on
my work at a theoretical and methodological level.

This project would not have started without my colleague, mentor, and
coauthor Piibi-Kai Kivik, with whom we planned the study that gave the starting
point for this dissertation. Thank you for believing in me at the early stages of
my career, and for all the Friday afternoon chats.

Thank you to Matthew Wuethrich from Movi Language Services for
carefully proofreading my English-language articles and the compilation. Any
remaining errors are naturally my own. I also thank the anonymous reviewers
who helped me significantly improve my dissertation articles.

Many thanks to all the entities that funded my work and thus made it
possible: the Finnish Cultural Foundation, the Faculty of Humanities and Social
Sciences and the Centre for Applied Language Studies at the University of
Jyvéskyld, and the Finlandia Foundation National. I also received travel grants
from Kulturfonden, the IU Mac Center, and IU Active Learning Grant, and a free
coworking space from the city of Heinola. Thank you also to my employers IU
and Aalto University.

I also thank my coauthors who supported my growth into a researcher. Anu
Muhonen, my master’s thesis and traineeship supervisor, mentor, colleague and
coauthor, you have taught me what it means to be truly passionate about research
and teaching. My co-editors Roswita Dressler and Marie Kallkvist, thank you for
the mentorship and collaboration on the nexus analysis volume. Marie, thank
you also for the extremely warm welcome at Linnaeus University and for
reviewing the Swedish language abstract of this dissertation. My coauthors



Nozomi Tanaka and Wenhao Diao, working with you has shaped my ideas about
teaching less commonly taught languages. My coauthor Melina Aarnikoivu, our
collaboration has helped me critically reflect on methodology. My PhD student
colleague and coauthor-in-progress Justyna Legutko, my understanding of nexus
analysis has greatly deepened in our discussions, and your enthusiasm and
intellectual curiosity are contagious!

Big thanks to Juha Jalkanen, who helped me with the first versions of my
research plan. I also continue to be grateful to my master thesis supervisor Maisa
Martin, and my “S2” pedagogy instructor Eija Aalto, who shaped my thinking
about language teaching during my MA studies. My ideas have further
developed in discussions with colleagues. Kiitos to the fantastic Vuorotellen team:
Noora Helkio, Aija Elg, and Sanna Ramo. My pedagogical collaborator Johanna
Lampinen: your creativity with teaching technologies is inspiring.

I have had the privilege to work at different institutions during the
dissertation project, so I would thank the following: my colleagues at IU for
pushing me to do a PhD, my wonderful teaching assistants and trainees at IU for
all the reflective discussions, my colleagues at Solki for the support and the lunch
breaks, the EdLing research group at Linnaeus University for hosting me, the
Movi S2 instructors in Jyvéaskyld for the warm welcome to your team, and my
new colleagues at Aalto for a supportive work environment.

Several peer groups have been instrumental in my completion of this
dissertation and thus deserve my thanks. At IU, our writing group with Nozomi
and Bo provided the support to get the writing started and completed. The Nexus
Analysis Network and its members Justyna, Philip, Anne, Marion, Leena, Riikka,
Gabriel, Hiram, Marie, Roswita, and all the others, shaped my thinking around
nexus analysis and gave me feedback at many stages. My doctoral researcher
colleagues in Jyvéaskyld provided writing retreats and encouragement. Thanks to
all and especially Polina Vorobeva, Minttu Vianttinen, and Tanja Seppald, who
have gone out of their way to help me, and with such warmness. Tusen tack to
my PhD student colleagues at Linneaus: especially Justyna, Federica and Helena,
and the “PhD Student Networkish” group, for the peer support and fun activities.

Thank you also to all the friends and family who supported me during the
dissertation. Nozomi, I am eternally grateful for your support with the
dissertation work and in life. You are the kindest person I know. Julie and Jeff,
thank you for being my Bloomington family and for all the adventures. Felipe,
thank you for being there while I was working on this dissertation. Aija, thank
you for your constant support. Opri, thank you for your lifelong friendship.
Tuhannesti kiitoksia didille, isille ja siskolleni Essille siitd, ettd olette vdsymitti ja
suurella rakkaudella tukeneet minua vauhdikkaissa kidnteissini. Olette minulle hyvin
rakkaita.

Finally, I dedicate this dissertation to all the students I have had the
privilege of teaching. Kiitos especially to those who agreed to participate in this
study. You make all this work worthwhile. Ootte parhaita.

Espoo, October 30, 2024
Elisa Rdsdnen



FIGURE

FIGURE 1
FIGURE 2
FIGURE 3
FIGURE 4

FIGURE 5

FIGURE 6

FIGURE 7
FIGURE 8
FIGURE 9
FIGURE 10
FIGURE 11
FIGURE 12
FIGURE 13

TABLE

TABLE 1

TABLE 2
TABLE 3

The portfolio data.......coeceeeruerneinieiiircrce e 15
Learning in the wild..........cccocooiniiiiiiicce 19
Types of affordances in the study........c.cccoeviiniiniiniiinis 26
Cycles of discourse (adapted from Scollon & Scollon,

2004, P. 20) e 42
Activities of nexus analysis (adapted from Scollon & Scollon,
2004, P- 153) ot 44
Six characteristics of teacher research (Leuverink & Aarts,

2019, PP. 760-762) .....oovviiiiiiiiriiiisiiciren s 47
Timeline of data collection............cccoccceiiiiiniiiiii, 51
The portfolio components (see also Appendix 1).......cccceueenueunee 52
Example of recording .........c.cccoevevecirieinieinincinccicicceceeeene 53
Analyzing the data..........ccccooiiiiiii, 60
The learners” actions in the wild ..., 81
The nexus of learning in the wild ..., 82
Supporting learner agency in the wild ...........ccooeiiinniiiinnnn, 84

The conceptual and material dimensions of the cycles of

ISCOUTSE......cviiiiiiiiiic s 44
Different teacher-researcher positionings (Nakata, 2015)............. 49
Summary of the articles............ccociiiiiiniiniiiiiic 66



LIST OF ORIGINAL PUBLICATIONS

II

III

vV

Résdnen, E. (2021). Toimijuus ja vuorovaikutusjdrjestys amerikkalaisten
suomenoppijoiden itsendisessd kielenkdytossad. [Agency and interaction
order in American Finnish Language Learners’ independent target lan-
guage use]. Puhe ja kieli [Speech and Language], 41(3), 225-245.

https:/ /doi.org/10.23997 / pk.112565

Réasdnen, E. (2024a). Language Learners’ Historical Bodies Directing their
Agency in the Digital Wilds. Journal of Language, Identity & Education, 1-
16. https:/ /doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2023.2300974

Réasdnen, E., & Kivik, P.-K. (2023). Portfolio assessment: facilitating lan-
guage learning in the wild. In M. R. Salaberry, A. Weideman, & W.-L.
Hsu (Eds.), Ethics and Context in Second Language Testing: Rethinking Valid-
ity in Theory and Practice (pp. 135-161).

Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003384922-9

Résdnen, E. (2024b). Scaffolding learning through reflection: Finnish lan-
guage students recycling, negotiating, and reinterpreting instructions in a
portfolio assignment. In M. Kivilehto, L. Lahti, T. Pitkénen, E. Pitkédsalo &
M. Tervola (Eds.), Tutkimuksellisia siltoja rakentamassa. Vetenskapliga bro-
byggen. Building bridges through research. AFinLAn vuosikirja 2024. (pp.
234-255). Suomen soveltavan kielitieteen yhdistyksen julkaisuja 81.
https:/ /doi.org/10.30661 /afinlavk.143399

Article III was coauthored. I was the corresponding and lead author, while we
planned the article and designed its contents together. Both authors participated
in writing all the sections. In the theory background, I was more in charge of
writing the sections on portfolios as assessment and dynamic assessment,
whereas Kivik was mainly responsible for writing the sections on learning in the
wild and learning-oriented assessment. I also had responsibility for the method
section. I oversaw analysis of the Finnish data and Kivik the Estonian data,
although we worked on the analysis collaboratively. The introduction and the
discussion sections were written together.


https://doi.org/10.23997/pk.112565
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2023.2300974
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003384922-9
https://doi.org/10.30661/afinlavk.143399

CONTENTS

ABSTRACT
TIIVISTELMA (ABSTRACT IN FINNISH)
ABSTRAKT (ABSTRACT IN SWEDISH)

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
FIGURES AND TABLES
LIST OF ORIGINAL PUBLICATIONS
CONTENTS
1 INTRODUCTION .....ccccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinicieieeeie s 13
1.1 The motivation and aim of the study.........cccceceevveciniinnciniiniiee. 13
1.2 The data and the research questions...........cccccccevveciveininciniccniccnnnee. 15
1.3 The context and the related concepts.........cccoceeevrecineinncninccenecnnnee. 16
1.4 Using nexus analysis for a holistic understanding to inform
CRANEE ... 18
1.5 The structure of the dissertation.............ccccocoeiviiiiiiniiiins 19
2 LANGUAGE ECOLOGY IN THE CLASSROOM AND THE WILD ......... 21
21 Language €COlOZY ..ottt 21
2.1.1 Environment and eXPOSUTIe .........cccccerveerieuenirieninierinineereneeeneenens 21
2.1.2 Anecological approach to agency ..........cccececcceeinrrccccnnnnnes 23
2.1.3 Agentive learners utilizing the affordances of their
ENVIIONMENt.......coiiiiiiiiiiiicc s 24
2.2 Learning inthe Wild ........coccoiniiiiiinicce, 28
2.2.1 Defining language learning and teaching beyond the
ClasSIOOML........oiiiiiiiicc e 28
2.2.2 Researching language learning in the wild............................. 30
2.2.3 Bringing wild language use back to the classroom.................. 32
2.3 Reflection and portfolios........c.coccreirruerinieinieininicnecreceeeesee e 33
23.1 Using reflection to learn from experience ............cccccccueueuennene. 33
2.3.2 Reflection in university language classes.............cccccccueueennnee. 34
2.3.3 Portfolios as an empowering form of assessment.................... 35

2.4 Previous nexus analysis studies on language learning in the wild... 37

CONDUCTING THE STUDY .....ociiiiiiiiiiirneccireeeeeeeeeee e 40
3.1 The theoretical and methodological approach...........ccccccccueeiniennnnnne. 40
3. 1.1 Nexus analysis......ccccocviciriiiniiiniiiiiciiccnceceees 40
3.1.2 Exploratory practice.........cccceeeviriecinieiniereinieiniececieeeenenes 46
3.2 Dat@..ceciciiiic e 50
3.2.1 The Foundation of the Independent Use Portfolio .................. 50
3.2.2 Data cOlleCtion .....c.coeueeirueirieinieiiinicencereccnee e 51
3.2.3 Participants ... 55

B3 MO oo e e e e e e e e eaaaaan 56



3.3.1 Engaging: Entering the zone of identification and defining

the social aCtiONS..........ccciviriiiciiiccce e 56
3.3.2 Navigating: Mapping the cycles of discourse and

conducting a discourse analysis...........ccoceceevreineiniinncinenne. 57
3.4 Ethical considerations ............ccccocoeiiiiininiiiinn 61
3.5 My own historical body and position as a teacher-researcher........... 63
4  ARTICLES INCLUDED IN THE STUDY .....cccccceiiniiiiiinniccerrecceenes 66
41 Summary of the articles ..o 66
4.2  Article I: Interaction order ... 68
4.3 Article II: Historical body .........ccccooeoiviiiniiiiiiiiiiiiiicccce, 71
4.4  Article III: Discourses in place ........cccocceevvecivieinincniniciniececeneenee 73
4.5 Article IV: Discourses in place........cccoeceevruecinieinieieninieinieinieeenieene, 76
5  FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION.......coccoiuiiiriniieiiiirieieeeeseeeeeeeeeee e 80
51 Learning inthe wild ..., 80
5.2 Supporting learner agency .........c...cccceevevireiniiiniiiineeee 83
52.1 Shaping new interaction orders..........ccceceeureeinieirinccinecnnennn. 85
5.2.2 Learning from the historical bodies ..........ccccccoveinnivinccnnnne. 87

5.2.3 Discourses in place: Creating tasks and assessments that
EMPOWET [€ATTIETS.......ceeviiiiiiiciicceeee e 88
6 CHANGING THE NEXUS ......ccccccoviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiccccees 92
6.1 Implementing change in the studied nexus...........ccccceveeiviciniennnnee. 92
6.2 Theoretical and methodological implications of the study ................ 95
6.3 Evaluation of the study and future research ideas..............ccccc.c..... 97
6.4  Concluding WOTdS ... 99
SUMMARY IN FINNISH ........ccccceiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiccc s 100
REFERENCES.......ooooiiiiii et 104
APPENDIX 1 PORTFOLIO INSTRUCTIONS .......cccceoeuiiiiiiiiiiiiicicicieeeeieens 120

ORIGINAL PAPERS



1.1

INTRODUCTION

The motivation and aim of the study

I was at the store the other day, and a few people in front of me were speaking in what
sounded like Finnish. The cashier asked them where they were from, and they told
him Finland. When we had both walked out I said, “Moi!” and they were happy to
hear that I knew a little Finnish.

I went to part of the ... music festival last week and listened to the Finnish folk band
Kardemimmit perform. It was a really good experience and I loved their voices, har-
monies, and style of the music. ... I could understand the numbers in their songs, and
was pretty happy about that, but any other words were hard to catch. However, I lis-
tened to some of their songs on YouTube afterwards too (some links listed below) and
found some of the lyrics, so that was cool. ... It was cool to see a Finland band touring
the US!

So... I'love The Sims franchise, and I was looking at the new expansion for The Sims 4
recently. I scrolled past the available languages, and for some reason, “Suomi” caught
my eye... First, I went into Create-a-Sim and made a couple of sims. ... I built their
apartment, learning a few new words for household items such as “huonekasvi” for
house plant, “tyttaso” for counter, and “amme” for bath.

These quotes from learners of Finnish in the United States demonstrate how
language learning in today’s world takes place in complex settings, and is
impacted by globalism, mobility, and technology (see Sibanda & Marongwe,
2022). Language learners, even those living an ocean away from the country their
target language is most closely associated with, can access the affordances of rich,
technology-mediated settings (Douglas Fir Group, 2016), such as those of a
computer game or a smartphone application. Learners can run into other target
language speakers at a store or hear the language sung at a folk concert, all made
possible by the mobility of people and resources. Language learners no longer
necessarily need to travel anywhere to use their target language.

13



This study explores and analyzes how learners of Finnish at a U.S.
university learn Finnish beyond the classroom, in the wild, in environments such
as a chat or digital game. The wild refers to the wilderness: “a free or natural place”
(Merriam-Webster, 2024). It is a metaphor that encourages seeing human
cognition as socially distributed in interaction with its ecological context and
resources (Hutchins, 1995, p. 14). Researchers on interactional competence (e.g.,
Clark et al., 2011; Eilola, 2024; Eskildsen et al., 2019; Lilja & Piirainen-Marsh,
2019a; Wagner, 2015) emphasize the role of learners’ everyday life interactions
beyond the classroom in the wild as an important resource in classroom language
learning (see Section 2.2). The experiences and exposure learners gain in the wild
should be reflected in the language classroom so that learners can learn from
them. In this study, I define reflection in line with the reflection model by the
sociologist Gibbs (1988), “as the process that involves the description, evaluation,
and analysis of an experience, leading to a change in the form of an action plan
for a future language use event” (Article IV).

During my many years of engagement with the U.S. Finnish Studies
program as a Finnish language teacher, I felt a need to develop foreign language
instruction so that it would support language learners’ learning in the wild.
Considering the ongoing climate crisis, I did not see it as sustainable to encourage
traveling or tourism as the learners” main targets of language learning, and I felt
more could be done to encourage learners to use the language where they are, in
their learning environment. I wanted to enhance learner agency and lifelong
learning by incorporating learners” more efficient use of their different learning
environments in classroom instruction and conduct a systematic, in-depth study
on the learners’ practices that would then inform change (see Scollon & Scollon,
2004).

Thus, viewing through an ecological orientation, I understand language
learning as learners’ adaptation to the environment in an active process
(Atkinson, 2011, p. 149; van Lier, 2000, 2004). It is a dynamic response to the
affordances provided by the environment. I analyze affordances in relation to
agency to mean the perceived possibilities the environment can offer an
individual, and how the individual uses these possibilities (Gibson, 1979; van
Lier, 2000). I define agency as both a socioculturally mediated and an individual
phenomenon (Ahearn, 2001), to mean how individuals use the resources of their
environment to function and succeed in navigating it (Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Duff,
2013; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). When I use the word learning in the study, I
refer to the process of learning, as understood within the ecological framework
(see Section 2.1), not the outcome per se. In the study, learners turn their
experiences in the wild into learning moments.

The study draws on Scollon and Scollon’s (2004) nexus analysis, which is
a ”study of the ways in which ideas or objects are linked together” (Scollon &
Scollon, 2004, p. viii). It is a change-oriented approach and methodological
framework that draws on “ethnography of communication, linguistic
anthropology, interactional sociolinguistics, and critical discourse analysis”
(Lane, 2010, p. 67; see Section 3.1.1). Because of the strong pedagogical connection,
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the study is also informed by Allwright’s (2005) and Hanks’s (2017) exploratory
practice (see also Allwright & Hanks, 2009) as a form to conduct research as a
teacher-researcher (see Section 3.1.2). I also used discourse analysis (Gee, 2004a,
2004b; Pietikdinen & Méantynen, 2019) as an analysis method.

In sum, the present study seeks to gain a research-based understanding of
the learners’ practices and develop classroom instruction to facilitate task, course,
and curriculum-level developments to support their language learning in the
wild. The aim is that learning goals and classroom instruction can be developed
to better align with actual learner needs. In addition, I offer some insights into
further developments of nexus analysis in the study of language teaching and
learning.

1.2 The data and the research questions

The participants of the study are learners of Finnish at a university in the United
States. I, as a teacher-researcher, used a classroom task that I call an Independent
Use Portfolio to generate the data. I created the portfolio task together with my
colleague Piibi-Kai Kivik (see Section 3.2). In the Independent Use Portfolio, the
learners were tasked to use Finnish in any way they chose beyond the classroom
(see Appendix 1), in the wild. For the portfolio, the learners as the participants of
the study were tasked to record their interactions in the wild, report what they
did, and reflect on their learning in the same situation. Figure 1 summarizes the
different types of data included in the portfolios:

Recorded samples of

language use situations: Written reports: Written reflections:
Photos, screenshots, Learners wrote about Learners reflected on
audio/video recordings, what they did their learning

drawings, links

FIGURE1  The portfolio data

The data of this study thus includes learners’ recorded interactions, reports, and
reflections. The data consists of altogether 99 portfolio entries. I also used the
ethnographic experience I have gained through my constant interaction with the
learners as their Finnish language teacher to facilitate the data collection and
analysis processes (see Chapter 3).

Typically for nexus analysis, the research questions were only discovered
at the end after a thorough observation of the actions (Wohlwend, 2020, p. 6).
This compilation part synthesizes the findings of the four research articles
(Rasdnen, 2021, 2024a, 2024b; Rasanen & Kivik, 2023) the study is comprised of.
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The individual articles have their own specific research questions examining the
issue of learning in the wild from different perspectives. These questions are
introduced in Chapter 4, where the articles are summarized. The questions of the
overall dissertation are the following;:

1. How do language learners use and report using the target language
in the wild for the portfolio and why this way? (the findings of all
the articles)

2. How do they reflect on their learning in the wild and why this
way? (the findings of all the articles)

3. How can classroom practices be changed to support learner agency
in the wild? (the implications of the overall study)

All articles included in the study contribute to answering all questions. The third
research question concerns the implications of the study for changing the existing
practices, so it will be answered by drawing together the conclusions of all the
articles.

1.3 The context and the related concepts

The context of this study was a Finnish Studies program located at a research-
tirst university in the Midwestern United States. The university offers classes in
numerous different languages on four levels. Language instruction, in this
university, serves to complement undergraduate students” General Education:
All undergraduate (bachelor level) students must study a foreign language in
addition to their first language (mostly English). In addition to undergraduate
students, the Finnish courses are open to graduate students, staff, faculty, and
members of the surrounding community.

The studied context can be characterized as a foreign language learning
context because it is physically located in an area where there are no significant
communities of target-language speakers. Foreign language (L3), traditionally, has
been defined as a language not used in the learners” immediate surroundings,
often studied for the purposes of future tourism or living in the target culture,
whereas second language (L2) is defined as the official language or the language
that has social power within the country in which it is studied (Saville-Troike,
2006, p. 4).

However, digitalization, globalization, and the increased mobility of people
put the concept of foreign language in a questionable light, as technology enables
learners to access a second-language environment independently of time and
place (see, e.g.,, Godwin-Jones, 2019; Reinders et al., 2022; Vaarala & Jalkanen,
2011). In this study, I use the concept of foreign to distinguish the setting from a
second language environment where learners get more automatically exposed to
the target language wherever they go. However, I am wary of the negative
connotations that the word foreign has in the multilingual reality and argue that
the distinction between foreign and second language learning is not always that
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clear-cut. Learners in a foreign language learning context can search for
affordances in (the) digital wild(s),® which Sauro and Zourou (2019b) define as
being different digital environments, such as fanfiction sites or gaming platforms,
which learners can use to practice their target language, but which have not been
specifically designed for learning purposes (p. 1). In the global, technology-
mediated world, learners can use the target language already at the beginning of
their learning process, and already beginning-level learners can have some
target-language networks or interest in building them.

Finnish, like many other languages in the United States, is classified as a so-
called less commonly taught language (LCTL), which is a group of languages that
share similar pedagogical and administrative challenges (Diao et al., forthcoming)
due to relatively low enrolments and a lack of resources compared to more
commonly taught languages (Blyth, 2013). The National Council of Less
Commonly Taught Languages (NCOLCTL, 2024) defines LCTLs as “all
languages other than English and the commonly taught European languages of
German, French and Spanish,” so their grouping consists of nearly all world
languages. Even Mandarin Chinese, by this definition, is considered an LCTL.

I avoid using the concepts native and non-native speaker. Instead, 1 use
Rampton’s (1995) concept of expert to describe those language speakers who have
such a stabilized language repertoire that they are not categorized as learners.
With this choice, I hope to avoid some ideological positionings, because expertise
is defined in relation to other speakers through their skills, not their heritage
(Rampton, 1995, pp. 340-341). In addition, learners can also take on the role of an
expert when, for example, they talk to their non-Finnish speaking friends.
Expertise is thus a relational category, as it depends on how one is positioned
against other speakers (Rampton, 1995, pp. 340-341).

I see my participants as new speakers of Finnish, defined by O'Rourke and
Pujolar (2015), as individuals who are learning their L2 in their adult age without
much “community exposure” to it (p. 1). All the participants are expert English
speakers and most of them had (based on my interactions with them) little
foreign language learning experience before studying Finnish. Although it is
typical for LCTL learners to study their target language because of a heritage
connection (Johnston & Janus, 2003; Lee, 2005), this was not the case with most
of the learners in the study. Although some of them had Finnish heritage, they
did not grow up speaking the language. Only a small number of the learners had
visited Finland. Most of the participants were studying Finnish as a mandatory
language study component of their undergraduate degrees, as part of their
general education requirement. To fulfill the requirement, they could have

1To use wild as a noun instead of an adjective, there are two conventions: (1) singular form
and the definite article: the wild, or (2) plural form without an article: wilds. The first version
is more widely used in the literature related to language learning in the wild, with one
exception: Sauro and Zourou (2019) use wilds in plural to talk about digital wilds. I also used
this plural form in Articles II and IV. However, Shafirova and Cassany (2019) and Sundqvist
(2019) use the singular version the digital wild and for the sake of coherence, I also use the
singular version in this compilation where possible. To further complicate the matter, in
Article I1I, Kivik and I also refer to Lech and Harris’s (2019) the virtual wild, which is a similar
concept.
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chosen any language. Murphy, Magnan, Back and Garrett-Rucks (2009) found
that compared to more commonly taught languages, LCTLs attract learners who
study for personal reasons rather than requirements in their degree. Thus, it can
be assumed that the learners were motivated to study Finnish. Some were also
graduate students or non-degree students whose Finnish language studies did
not fulfill any requirements but who pursued the study of Finnish solely due to
personal interest.

In this compilation, I mostly refer to the participants as learners because the
study focuses on pedagogical developments in which they are in a learner role.
However, the learners are also speakers and users of the language, and they do
not always take on a learner role while using the language in the wild (Article I;
Lilja, 2014). I also use student when I refer to the institutional role of the
participants as university students. In the original articles, I used learner and
student interchangeably.

The Independent Use Portfolio task was developed in this context to answer
some of the pedagogical challenges the teaching of LCTLs faces (see Section 3.2.1).

1.4 Using nexus analysis for a holistic understanding to inform
change

Scollon and Scollon’s (2004) nexus analysis aims for change, and this study was
designed to benefit language learners, teachers, researchers, program
administrators and language policy actors. Nexus analysis was developed by the
linguists Ron Scollon and Suzanne Wong Scollon (2004), who worked to develop
an understanding of why there was a low ratio of Alaska Natives studying at an
Alaskan university. They traced their different sub-studies conducted with the
Alaska Natives over the years to explore and analyze why the ethnic minority
was discriminated against, with the aim of changing the practice so that it would
provide them equal access to education (Scollon & Scollon, 2004).

I chose nexus analysis because it enables exploring complex contexts and
dynamics (see also Kuure et al., 2018), like the different in-person and online
contexts included in this study. Wohlwend (2020) describes being attracted to
nexus analysis because of its “humility and openness” (p. 6): Nexus analysis
presumes that the researcher makes observations without strong guiding
preconceptions, allows the data to surprise the researcher, and determines the
research questions only after a thorough examination (Wohlwend, 2020, p. 6).
Nexus analysis is also suitable for the study because of its multimodal orientation.
Current technologies make it possible to collect multimodal data, so it would be
harder to justify the exclusion of video or images (Wohlwend, 2020, p. 12). Many
scholars have used nexus analysis to explore language pedagogy and language
teacher education (see the review by Kuure et al., 2018). It paired well with
exploratory practice, a form of teacher research (see Section 3.1.2).
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Nexus analysis aims for a holistic understanding of the nexus of practice,
which “can be understood as a point at which historical trajectories of people,
places, discourses, ideas, practices, experiences and objects come together to
enable some action which in itself alters those historical trajectories in some way
as those trajectories emanate from this moment of social action” (Scollon &
Scollon, 2004, p. 159). The starting point of nexus analysis is social action, and the
aim is to identify the major discourses that together shape the studied action. In
this study, the social actions were comprised of the learners’ language use
activities in the wild and the actions they took to reflect on their learning. The
process of nexus analysis involves engaging, navigating, and changing the
practice in separate but overlapping stages (see Section 3.1.1).

This study set out to explore two closely intertwined nexuses of practice,
using Finnish in the wild and reflecting on learning in the wild. Each consists of a set
of smaller social actions. The two nexuses form a wider nexus of learning in the
wild. Figure 2 illustrates the relationship between the two nexuses:

Using Learning Reflecting
Finnish in the on learmpg
in the wild wild in the wild

FIGURE2  Learning in the wild

As Figure 2 shows, learning in the wild happens when learners use Finnish in the
wild and reflect on their learning. I will introduce research related to learning in
the wild in Section 2.2 and reflection in Section 2.3.

1.5 The structure of the dissertation

The dissertation study is reported in four research articles (Rdsanen, 2021, 2024a,
2024b; Rasdnen & Kivik, 2023) that approach the nexus from different
perspectives. This compilation part will introduce the conceptual and theoretical
foundation of the study, describe how the research process was conducted, and
compile and summarize the findings. I will also address the implications for
change that the findings point to, evaluate the study, and provide suggestions for
future research.

This compilation consists of six chapters. I have named some of the chapters
or their sections according to the stages of the nexus analytical process: engaging
(Section 3.3.1), navigating (Section 3.3.2), and changing (Chapter 6).
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Chapter 2 introduces the theoretical foundation of the study and reviews
previous related literature. Chapter 3 explains how the study was conducted.
Chapters 4 and 5 summarize the articles included in the study and present the
main findings. Chapter 6 discusses how the proposed changes can be
implemented and includes an evaluation of the study, future research ideas, and
a conclusion to the compilation.
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2 LANGUAGE ECOLOGY IN THE CLASSROOM
AND THE WILD

2.1 Language ecology

2.1.1 Environment and exposure

It is not possible to study a topic such as learning in the wild in a laboratory
setting: It is necessary to examine the impact of the environment in which these
learners are acting. Clark, Wagner, Lindemalm and Bendt (2011) suggest a need
for a paradigm shift in language teaching from seeing language as a purely
linguistic phenomenon to seeing it as socially and contextually bound.
Supporting learners’ language learning in the wild through instructional
activities strengthens “the ecological validity and developmental power of
language education” (Thorne & Hellermann, 2022, p. 37).

Aligning with these ideas, this study views language learning through an
ecological orientation (van Lier, 2000, 2004, 2010), which means that language is
learned in interaction with the environment, as learners learn to utilize it in
increasingly effective ways. This chapter will outline how learning environments,
agency, and affordances are conceptualized in the study through the ecological
orientation. In Section 3.1, I will further explain why nexus analysis (Scollon &
Scollon, 2004), combined with exploratory practice (Allwright, 2005; Allwright &
Hanks, 2009; Hanks, 2017), is a useful approach to studying these complex
ecologies.

The learning environments in this study take place in the classroom and the
wild. They can be institutionally organized, such as the spaces where the Finnish
Studies program hosts its extracurricular conversation hours, familiar spaces
such as homes, or public spaces such as stores or streets. Most often, however,
the environments that this study introduces are digital spaces, such as the
environment provided by a digital game (the digital wild(s), Sauro & Zourou,
2019b). These digital environments can provide a temporary sense of immersion,
and learners can develop strategies to succeed in the game more efficiently.
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Different material environments enable and create different discourses
(discourses in place; see Section 3.1.1). For example, the discourses around a
university building can relate to the role of that building as a significant
landmark in the town it is located in, or the many institutional meanings
associated with its use, such as the significance of that building as the home of
the university’s administration. Different discourses related to the building can
become backgrounded or foregrounded. The backgrounded discourse related to
the history of the building being constructed on native land can become
foregrounded in the university faculty’s land acknowledgment statements
included in their email signature lines or opening speeches at university
functions.

As language learners interact with their environments, they develop
methods to interpret the world and its meanings (van Lier, 2000, 2004). For
example, a learner who changes their phone settings to Finnish learns to use the
applications through visual and linguistic cues by navigating the phone. When
learners interact with their peers in a chat conversation, they need to interpret
and respond to their interaction partners’ messages and thus adapt to the
interaction event.

Van Lier (1996) describes language learning through the stages of exposure,
engagement, intake, and proficiency, which often intertwine. Because of the focus
on the learners’ reflections on their language use in the wild, this study especially
focuses on exposure and engagement. In the exposure stage, the learner is
exposed to target language material, which they need to engage to learn from the
exposure (van Lier, 1996). The source of the linguistic exposure connects to the
different hierarchies that are created (interaction order, see Section 3.1.1): If a
language learner seeks out linguistic exposure from expert language speakers,
the interaction can be more hierarchical than if they decide to discuss with their
target-language-speaking peers (Article I). Learners, in this study, actively seek
out target language exposure prompted by the portfolio task, and they then
engage with the exposure by processing it in their written reflections. The
Independent Use Portfolio, the feedback from the teacher, and the target
language speakers with whom the learners interact support them in the
engagement process. The learners can thus utilize target language affordances
for their learning (van Lier, 1996).

Communication, as viewed through the ecological orientation, is seen as a
semiotic rather than just a linguistic process, and visual cues and embodied
interaction are part of the meaning-making. In the previous example, where a
language learner navigates their phone with the help of images and symbols in
the applications, meanings are highly contextual and tied to certain times and
places (van Lier, 2000, 2004), and learners actively process information
multimodally and with their senses, while involved in both intentional and
incidental activity (see Section 2.2.1).

Language ecological analogies have also been criticized (see, e.g., Edwards,
2008; Pennycook, 2004). Pennycook (2004) encourages researchers to pay
attention to the metaphors related to nature and ecology used to describe
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language learning because of their potentially misleading aspects. Pennycook
(2004) argues that ecological analogies are part of the historical developments
that want to see humanistic things such as languages or cultures biologically.
These metaphors can be understood as harmfully depoliticizing linguistic
diversity. For example, following the logic of language ecology, language loss
would also be interpreted as something that would naturally happen through
this fight for survival, although many ecological linguists themselves are in favor
of linguistic diversity. In addition, as Pennycook (2004) argues, language ecology
“downplays human agency and linguistic creativity” (p. 223), although agency is
central to learning. It is therefore important to understand the limitations of the
ecological analogies: Languages and language speakers are not to be considered
species that fight for existence. This study recognizes that learners of Finnish at a
U.S. university are mostly learning the language for reasons other than mere
survival in the environment: They explore the target culture and create social
connections through the language. In addition, this study emphasizes the role of
the individual in the learning process through the focus on agency, which will be
elaborated on in the following section.

2.1.2 An ecological approach to agency

Learning requires an active and agentive learner, and it happens in social
interaction through adapting to the environment in an active, dynamic process
(Atkinson, 2011; van Lier, 2000, 2004). Ahearn (2001) defines agency as “the socio-
culturally mediated capacity to act” (p. 112). It happens when individuals engage
with the affordances of the environment (Hsieh et al., 2022, p. 2), meaning how
individuals use the resources of their environment and their social context to
function and succeed in it (Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Duff, 2013; Emirbayer & Mische,
1998). Ahearn (2001) encourages researchers to focus on exploring the
sociocultural mediation of agency in different contexts and situations (p. 122).

When we examine learners’ agency through the ecological orientation, we
are not just examining their personal properties, but also the ecologies in which
they act (Priestley et al., 2015). This study features a context seemingly limited in
affordances (more about affordances in the following section) when it comes to
Finnish language learning, as learners do not get exposed to Finnish
automatically outside of class. Not many Finnish speakers, in the context of the
study, live in the same town apart from their learner peers, so learners need their
agency to seek out practice opportunities. They reach out to their existing Finnish
language contacts and access digital environments.

Although agency is heavily contextual and understood in relation to the
environment, it is still something that can be achieved by an individual when
their “personal capacities” interact with the “affordances, and constraints of the
environment” (Priestley et al., 2015, p. 19). These personal capacities can be
linked to the individual’s life experiences and expectations (historical body; see
Section 3.1.1). Thus, agency relates to an individual’s “ability to make choices,
take control, self-regulate, and ... pursue their goals” (Duff, 2013, p. 417) and their
perception of to what extent they can direct their actions (Jones, 2007, p. 254).
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Tying these together, agency is the individual’s ability to control their actions,
but also their perception of themselves in relation to their actions. For example,
a language learner interested in music can actively pursue using songs in the
target language for pronunciation practice or to learn new vocabulary. Their
effort and ability to search for useful songs and to use them, and their perception
of the usefulness of this activity for their learning, constitute their agency.

When emphasizing the significance of the environment, we must also
understand agency as a shared, collective phenomenon, organized contextually
in communities (Vaughn, 2020). Language learner peers in a class can have a
mutual goal of learning that they pursue together, at the same time strengthening
their interpersonal relationships and their individual agencies. A group of peers
can jointly take charge of the collective learning effort, for example, by
recommending resources to peers.

Both the learner’s ability to control, and their perception of their ability to
control their actions, can evolve over time. Agency is situational and positional:
It is shaped in relation to others (Vaughn, 2020, p. 113). An internalized sense of
agency, however, is needed for lifelong learning (van Lier, 2010), so that
individuals can direct their actions even after they are not enrolled in a language
class.

In sum, agency is (1) achieved by an individual and (2) positional and
contextual, shaped collectively with the support from the environment. Through
instruction, teachers can enhance an individual’s agency in their environment.
Pedagogical arrangements that enable learners to affect their environment can
support their agency (Vaughn, 2020).

2.1.3 Agentive learners utilizing the affordances of their environment

A concept closely linked to agency is affordance: what perceived possibilities the
environment can offer an individual and how the individual uses these (Gibson,
1979; van Lier, 2000). This study views affordance ecologically in relation to
agency. In other words, affordance is the relationship between the actor and the
target, and it enables activity but does not cause it (van Lier, 2000). Originally
Gibson’s (1979) concept, the concept of affordance has been explained through
ecological and biological metaphors to describe what possibilities the living
environment can offer animals. However, the analogies made with the animal
world do not give sufficient credit to the role of agency (Pennycook, 2004, p. 223).
It is necessary to look at agency and affordances together (Hsieh et al., 2022). If
learners are active and committed, and engaging their agency, they can observe
linguistic possibilities and use them for linguistic activity (van Lier, 2000).
Affordances are formed ecologically in the relationship between the
learning environment and agency. Especially when looking at digital spaces,
where learners can rather freely access a great number of affordances, it is clear
that agency and affordance should be analyzed together through an ecological
lens (Hsieh et al., 2022): Affordances are elements from the environment picked
up by the individual. In a study by Hsieh, Chuang and Albanese (2022),
enhancing learners’ agency during a course project also enhanced their use of
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digital affordances. So far, few studies have focused on contextual affordances
from the point of view of learner agency from an ecological approach although
various contexts shape how we relate to agency and affordances (Hsieh et al.,
2022, pp. 3-4).

Different things can appear as affordances for different actors, and
according to Norman (1988), objects can also have affordances that do not
become actualized. Gibson’s (1979) original definition of affordance links it to
sensory perception: Affordances are where we see or perceive them. One
individual may see affordances where another one does not. In this study, it is
possible to analyze the affordances the learners utilize. Unused affordances are
more challenging to operationalize because they are not salient to the teacher-
researcher or possibly even to the learners. Affordances are closely tied to action
and if a learner does not act upon an affordance, it is difficult to analyze whether
they have perceived it as an affordance in the first place. Although sensory
perception is the first step, some level of action proves the affordance’s real
potential.

As individuals are impacted by their immediate environments but also by
contexts beyond their immediate reach (see Bronfenbrenner, 1979), this study
examines affordances on multiple levels. On the macro level, the institutional
setting of the Finnish Studies program, and the society and culture within which
it is nested, provide affordances for the learners’ Finnish language learning, and
on an even wider level, the conceptions of language learning in the cultural
context afford learning to the learners. On the meso level, the portfolio
assignment is an affordance for the learners’ learning of Finnish. On the micro
level, one word in an interaction event can function as an affordance for situated
language learning.

In the context of this study, affordances can be created and enabled
institutionally or non-institutionally in digital or material spaces. Some are
offered by the institutional program, for instance, extracurricular events like a
conversation hour organized by the Finnish Studies program, or non-
institutionally, provided by friends and other target language-speaking contacts,
online communities, and target language content that the learner is interested in.
The Internet offers almost limitless affordances for language practice. Learners
can use their digital environment in diverse ways and find different affordances
in it (Hsieh et al., 2022). Online affordances can also be institutionally or non-
institutionally provided, depending on whether learners use the course learning
management system or access the digital wild (Souro & Zaurou, 2019b).

Affordances can also be examined through different categories, such as
linguistic, semiotic, social, cultural, and digital (see Figure 3). This categorization
was developed by Hsieh, Chuang and Albanese (2022) to describe the
affordances of virtual English as a lingua franca exchange. It also applies to the
context of the present study, which is multimodal and often expands to digital
environments. I added the category of material affordances because the learners in
this study did not act in digital environments only. It is to be noted, that the
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categories overlap. For example, all the affordances are by default social, and
many of them are digital.

social

) digital

) material

) linguistic

) cultural

semiotic

FIGURE3  Types of affordances in the study

Learning a language is a social endeavor because language is essential in
communicating and connecting socially (Eskildsen, 2022, p. 59). As learning
happens in social interaction (Atkinson, 2011; van Lier, 2000, 2004), learners use
their social affordances for language learning. Social affordances, in the study, can
include the teacher, learner peers, and other target language speakers. Learners
can reach out to their existing social contacts (see also Article III) and practice
using the target language with their interaction partners, thus receiving exposure.
Many technologies, such as chat, require existing contacts with other target
language users.

The Internet and mobile devices enable many digital affordances. Digital
affordances can be games, chat, and social media. Mobile devices enable,
according to Lai and Zheng (2018), “the mobility of time, space, and learning
experience” (p. 300; see also Ducate & Lomicka, 2013): Learners are not limited
only to what is within their immediate material environment but can engage in
language learning activities even when waiting for a bus, for example. Learners
can change the language of an application, or the entire phone navigation, into
the target language, and then navigate it or use it to receive further exposure
(Ducate & Lomicka, 2013; van Lier, 1996). Internet and technology enable
collaboration, reflection, interaction, creativity, searching and organizing
information, and access to authentic language use (e.g., Haines, 2015; Komppa &
Kotilainen, 2019; Richards, 2015). With the term material affordances, I make a
distinction with more technology-mediated practices, as exemplified above.
Learners can, for example, read a book printed on paper.
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Of course, sometimes the distinction between digital and material (or offline)
is not clear-cut, as mobile devices bring the internet everywhere (ubiquity,
kaikkiallistuminen; Isosomppi et al., 2023). However, as Jones and Hafner (2012)
state, digital affordances impact our actions in many ways, enabling us to do,
think, and be things that we could not if we were limited to the material world
only. Without digital technology, we could not share a picture with a large group
of friends or post a comment for our professional networks to see. Having access
to these kinds of affordances has changed how we see the world today. For
example, access to news reporting on television has changed the way we think
about the news as a phenomenon, as we can know broadly what is happening in
the world, whereas earlier we would have been limited to the news of our local
communities (Jones & Hafner, 2012, p. 5). Digital technologies also enable us to
explore different identity positions through membership in different digital
online communities. If we were limited to the material world, the communities
might be limited to the peer language learners and the teacher, and perhaps the
few target-language speaker community members living in the area.

In the study, linguistic affordances are the situated language use
opportunities the learners have for example, when they produce language to
interact in a chat. Learners can utilize target language exposure (van Lier, 1996).
For example, they can learn vocabulary in a video game, idiomatic expressions
used by a friend in an email, or ways to address people in a TV show. Cultural
affordances refer to, for example, when learners learn about Finnish upper
secondary school students” graduation traditions through a picture shared by
their discussion partner in a chat (Article I). Language and culture learning are
often closely connected, and these two dimensions are inseparable from one
another (Godwin-Jones, 2016).

Douglas Fir Group (2016) also mentions semiotic affordances, which is a
relevant category, because communication, in the ecological approach, is seen as
a process that involves both linguistic and semiotic resources such as visual cues
and embodied interaction that are also part of the meaning-making (van Lier,
2000, 2004). However, semiotic affordances are backgrounded in the study, as
they support learners’ use of linguistic and cultural affordances. Semiotic
affordances play an important part in meaning-making (Douglas Fir Group, 2016,
p- 27). Eskildsen (2022) notes that regular everyday interaction events can be full
of semiotic affordances that L2 learners can use (p. 62). In digital environments,
these semiotic affordances can be very rich, as learners can use images,
movement, symbols, etc. in the meaning-making process. The more different
contexts L2 learners participate in, “the richer ... their evolving semiotic
resources will be” (Douglas Fir Group, 2016, p. 27). Digital affordances enable
many semiotic affordances, such as different visual cues that help a learner
navigate a language learning application in addition to the linguistic affordances
in the form of text.

According to Gibson (1979), the prior experiences, beliefs, and so on of an
individual impact how they use affordances (historical body; see Section 3.1.1;
Article II). Perhaps a student is interested in Finnish music, for example, and is
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motivated to listen to Finnish songs, read the lyrics in Finnish, and use them as
learning material, because she has had good experiences doing it before in other
languages. In addition, every learner has a linguistic repertoire and resources that
they can use when interacting in the target language (see, e.g., Blommaert, 2005).

In sum, affordances, in the study, are social, digital, material, linguistic,
semiotic, and cultural elements in the environment or the target language
exposure that hold potential for interaction and enable learning. Affordances are
analyzed in connection to agency, as learners report which affordances they have
taken up and what they have done with them.

Overall, Section 2.1 explained how I operationalize agency and affordances
within the ecological approach. I conceptualize language ecology to mean the
following things:

1. The social support provided in the environment plays a significant part
in the learning process, and thus language learning is not considered only an
individual process. A learner’s ability to get practice in the target language
depends much on whether and what kind of practice partners they can find.

2. Learning happens through the process of adapting to an environment. If
a learner struggles to navigate a game in the target language, for example, they
can try different commands to move forward.

3. Language learning is also affected by wider societal contexts, such as
institutions, teaching approaches, or online communities, in addition to the
immediate contexts in which the learner participates.

The following chapter will outline the conceptual and theoretical
foundation of the Independent Use Portfolio and review the related literature.

2.2 Learning in the wild

2.21 Defining language learning and teaching beyond the classroom

This study emphasizes the significance of the wild as a resource for classroom
language learning. Reinders, Lai and Sundqvist (2022), whose edited volume
compiles research in the area of language learning and teaching beyond the
classroom, emphasize that the field is not consistent in its use of terminology, and
call for clarity.

Benson (2011) uses the concept of language learning and teaching beyond the
classroom (LLTBC), which Reinders, Lai and Sundqvist (2022) consider the
broadest of the different concepts used to describe a phenomenon that has many
different names. Benson (2011) avoids making a strong distinction between
learning that takes place inside and outside of the classroom and, in reality, these
dimensions are part of a continuum.

Benson (2011) divides these different dimensions into four categories based
on location (classroom, outside-of-class), formality (formal, informal), pedagogy
(how much instruction is provided, or does the learner engage in self-study), and
locus of control (is the learner in charge, or who makes the decisions). Other
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researchers have since expanded the model by adding further dimensions to it.
Many language learning events mix features of these different dimensions
(Benson, 2011). Learners can be tasked to search for information in the target
language online using their mobile phones during a language class activity, and
access environments that go beyond the language class, while remaining
physically in the classroom space. Conversely, learners could be studying a
language outside of a formal curriculum, such as using a language learning
application or a TV show specifically made for language learning. Although
these kinds of activities take place physically outside of the classroom, they can
resemble activities connected to taking a course (Benson, 2011). Thus, making
clear distinctions between inside and outside-of-class learning is challenging and
unnecessary. Each activity rather falls on a continuum.

LLTBC can involve different types of learning: formal, non-formal, or
informal, but it centers on informal learning. Schugurensky (2000) defines formal
learning as institutionalized, being based on a hierarchical system, and leading to
a diploma or a certificate. Non-formal, on the other hand, means often voluntary
educational activities that are not part of an official curriculum, such as
workshops or extracurricular programming, but involves teachers. Informal
learning, then, is defined as what formal and non-formal are not. It can take place
within a formal or non-formal context but is not tied to their official curriculum.
(Schugurensky, 2000.) For example, if learners use their mobile phones during a
classroom task to find information, they can engage in informal learning.
Following this definition, informal learning can happen even in a classroom.

Informal learning can involve different types of learning. Schugurensky
(2000) defines informal learning to be:

1. self-directed (done without a teacher’s assistance)

2. incidental (the learner did not set out to learn something, but in ret-
rospect realizes that they had indeed learned something)

3. to include socialization (the learner internalizes some values and
practices of everyday life through the process).

Schugurensky’s (2000) definition of informal thus describes the type of learning
that takes place in LLTBC, although it does not say anything about the context in
which it takes place.

Incidental learning is the opposite of intentional learning, and it takes place,
for example, when a learner, engaged in a target language activity, such as
reading a text, pauses to think about a word previously unknown to them (Webb,
2020). Incidental learning is a feature of informal learning (Schugurensky, 2000).
It is the by-product of performing a task (Ellis, 1999). Learners of Finnish, when
they chat in Finnish with a friend, for instance, can learn the language
incidentally, when they stop to ponder on a word used by their conversation
partner. However, if they then seek out more information on a specific linguistic
element that they encountered in the chat, they might learn more intentionally.
Thus, although most LLTBC research, as Reinders, Lai and Sundqvist (2022)
point out, focuses on “self-directed incidental learning” (p. 4), learners can also
engage in intentional learning beyond the classroom. For instance, a learner who
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plays a digital game can engage in incidental learning, but they can also set out
to intentionally learn vocabulary from that game. To expand on Schugurensky’s
(2000) definition of informal learning, it could be argued that it is often or mostly
incidental but can also be intentional.

Because Benson’s (2011) concept of LLTBC, by describing a continuum, is
so general in range, another concept is needed to emphasize learners” activities
outside of class. Two concepts have been used: extramural L and learning in the
wild.

Extramural L or extramural English is a concept developed by Sundqvist
(2009) to refer to any English learning that happens outside of the walls of a
classroom, such as through gaming or watching TV shows. Sundqvist (2019) later
expanded the term to extramural L to also consider languages other than English.
Sundqvist’s (2009) definition does not include the word learning. Sundqvist and
Sylvén (2016) emphasize that extramural L does not refer to deliberate,
intentional learning but does not exclude it either. However, it is strictly defined
as happening outside of the classroom (Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2016). The concept,
therefore, has no strong ties to institutional and intentional learning.

The research tradition using the concept of language learning in the wild
emphasizes the “real-life and situated nature of LLTBC” (Reinders et al., 2022, p.
2) but also the pedagogical aspect (see Section 2.2.3). Sauro and Zourou (2019b)
define the wild as being learner initiated, not necessarily connected to any
educational context. However, they do not explicitly exclude the instances where
learners would be engaged in, for instance, playing a video game or chatting
freely in the target language in the classroom. This study uses the concept of
learning in the wild because of its strong connection to pedagogical research
literature. As stated in Chapter 1, this study was motivated by the drive to
develop language pedagogy and support learners’ learning in the wild. Although
previous research on language learning in the wild focuses heavily on oral
communication because of its background in an ethnomethodological research
tradition and conversation analysis (Thorne & Hellermann, 2022, p. 42), I argue
that the concept is also suitable for describing non-oral social actions.

2.22 Researching language learning in the wild

Eskildsen, Pekarek Doehler, Piirainen-Marsh and Hellermann (2019) address a
need to expand the contexts of language learning research to concern “the full
ecology of the wild” (p. 2). Although the wild plays a major part in most learners’
language learning, historically, most language learning research has focused on
classroom learning, investigating, for example, teaching methods and classroom
interaction (Reinders et al., 2022; Thorne & Hellermann, 2022). To fill this gap,
there has recently been a growing interest in researching learning beyond the
classroom either on its own or in connection to classroom learning, stirred by the
recent technological developments that have exponentially grown learners’
access to informal learning affordances. Researchers of language learning beyond
the classroom come from different fields and research interests, such as
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computer-assisted language learning or study abroad research. (Reinders et al.,
2022.)

Studies on learning in the wild have often focused on institutional language
use situations, such as customer service encounters, in which learners can use the
language as a tool to access services (Clark et al., 2011; see, e.g., Eilola, 2024; Lilja
& Piirainen-Marsh, 2019b) or workplace interactions (e.g., Lehtimaja, 2019, on
learning language during a workplace training for nurses) where communication
happens through a work role. In contrast, the present study focuses mostly on
non-institutional language use. Learning in the wild, in the study, refers to
informal free time activities mostly due to the foreign language learning context
where the target language serves the purpose of maintaining and constructing
social connections and gaining access to information and entertainment (see the
categorization by Lai et al, 2018). However, because the Independent Use
Portfolio was assigned to the learners within an institutional context, and they
had to record, report, and reflect on these situations in a portfolio assignment,
many of their activities are connected to institutional language use. Furthermore,
many free time practices learners participate in are organized within an
institutional framework, such as conversation hours. During conversation hours
learners also make references to content learned in class (Kivik & Rasédnen, 2019).

In addition to focusing on institutional situations, most “in the wild”
studies such as those in Reinders, Lai, and Sundqvist (2022) examine agency and
learning environments in a second language environment, where learners often
have a wider range of affordances in their environment for active learning. This
is especially typical in research on Finnish learners (see, e.g., Komppa &
Kotilainen, 2019; Lilja et al., 2022; Strommer, 2017). In contrast, the U.S. Finnish
studies program offered an interesting setting for the study because learners had
more limited access to resources than what is typical in “in the wild” research.

Consequently, learning in the wild was expanded to online spaces, and the
digital wild (Sauro & Zourou, 2019b), as the activities took place in global,
mediated, and technology-enhanced environments. A great deal of the digital
wild research has focused on fan fiction (e.g., Shafirova & Cassany, 2019), gaming
(e.g., Sundqvist, 2019), and social networking sites, and especially on the learning
of English (see Sauro & Zourou, 2019a). There is a need for more studies that
address learning in the digital wild in the context of LCTLs (cf. Theod6rsdottir &
Eskildsen, 2022, about Icelandic, and Lilja & Piirainen-Marsh, 2019a, b, about
Finnish, in in-person interactions).

To aid in filling this research gap, the present study expands the (digital)
wild research to the LCTL of Finnish in the United States. With LCTLs, the digital
wild becomes perhaps even more important, because learners might not
automatically get exposed to the target language outside of class (Article II). The
digital wild provides these learners with opportunities to experience immersion

and an environment close to that of second language learning (Godwin-Jones,
2016).
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2.2.3 Bringing wild language use back to the classroom

Wagner (2015) suggests that the relationship between the wild and the classroom
can appear in two ways: First, classroom activities can inspire and direct the
target language activities the learners engage in their everyday lives. Learners
bring their unpredictable outside-of-class interactions to the classroom to reflect
on and make sense of, possibly preparing them for later repeating the same
activity. Second, the teacher can create classroom tasks that relate to the learners’
experiences in the wild, so that they can gain tools to use the language outside of
class (Wagner, 2015).

Thorne, Hellerman and Jakonen (2021) propose a third way. They introduce
the concept of rewilding education as a metaphor for creating pedagogies that
facilitate the structured use of the wild in classroom education. They illustrate
this with a project in which augmented reality was used to facilitate learners’
cooperation and use of their material spaces as resources for learning. The
learners moved outdoors on a campus area and the game gave them tasks that
related to the material spaces around them (Thorne et al., 2021).

Because the ecological conditions for language learning in the wild are often
unpredictable and challenging, learners need to learn flexibility and ways to
manage unpredictable situations already during their language class (Thorne et
al., 2021; Wagner, 2015). Learners in the present study could not control their
interaction partners’ turns and they ran into communication trouble they would
then process in their portfolios. Real-life interactions can be challenging to plan
for since even simple customer-service interactions do not often follow textbook-
like sequences (Wagner, 2015).

Many strategies enable bridging language learning practices and learners’
everyday life encounters. Wagner (2015) argues that teachers can help learners
make sense of their encounters and prepare for repeated interactions by
encouraging reflection but cautions that debriefings in small groups or one-on-
one conversations can take a great deal of time. Clark, Wagner, Lindemalm and
Bendt (2011) describe how encounters in coffee shops can be harnessed for
language learning purposes by engaging the actors - baristas and the learners
themselves - to commit to target language use instead of switching to English.
Thus, the social environment is crucial in these pedagogical arrangements. The
different actors that learners interact with, such as store clerks, baristas, and even
the learners’ romantic partners, take on new roles as language supporters. To
enable practicing the social side of communication, these actors should help keep
the focus on communication and not on language-related episodes. (Clark et al.,
2011.)

These types of learning practices have been brought to the classroom in
pedagogical interventions. In Lilja and Piirainen-Marsh (2019a, b), who greatly
inspired the present study, learners first prepared for coffee shop interactions in
the classroom, then went into the wild, and returned to the classroom to report
their experiences. These interactions were oral customer service situations,
whereas, in my study, the interactions were mainly technology-mediated free
time activities, and often text-based. In the study by Lilja and Piirainen-Marsh
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(2019a, b), the preparation phase made language learners notice and reflect on
the practices they would use in the wild. The debriefing made their learning
salient in the classroom.

2.3 Reflection and portfolios

2.3.1 Using reflection to learn from experience

In Gibbs’s (1988) classic reflection model, developed from the educational
theorist Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory, learners move from
processing a concrete experience to evaluating and analyzing the experience,
leading to an action plan for a future language use event. Kolb (1984), in turn,
reports drawing on the work of the psychologists Lewin, Dewey and Piaget.

Experiential learning theories emphasize the role of the learners’
construction of knowledge from their own experiences over information
transmission where the teacher introduces the theories to the learners directly
(Gibbs, 1988; Kolb, 1984). The learner actively constructs knowledge based on
their experience and then tests out their own theories in practice (Kolb, 1984).
Experiential learning theories, rather than the transformative learning model
developed by the sociologist Mezirow (1981), characterize the type of learning
from reflection that the learners in this study are engaged in. In this study, the
importance of reflection is in how it harnesses the potential of learning by doing.
Rather than transform their ideas, the learners reflect on their use of Finnish in
the wild to process the exposure and learn from the experiences they have
collected.

Gibbs (1988) introduces a practical guide for teachers of all fields to help
utilize the potential of using reflection to learn from different kinds of
experiences, such as those gained in a nursing course. It is perhaps this
practicality of Gibbs’s (1988) book that makes it so popular for teachers of
different fields: Rather than a great deal of theorization, the book focuses on
introducing thoroughly designed prompts that teachers can use to scaffold their
learners to do reflection (see Article IV). The Gibbs (1988) model has since been
adapted to different contexts. For example, Dressler, Becker, Kawalilak and
Arthur (2018) describe the process of constructing a cross-cultural reflective
model to enhance pre-service teachers’ experiential learning when studying
abroad.

Gibbs's (1988) reflection model includes the following steps of reflection (p.
49), which are often, like in the original, presented in the shape of a cycle:

1. initial experience
description
feelings
evaluation
analysis
conclusions (general)

AL
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7. conclusions (specific)
8. personal action plans

It must be noted that while Gibbs (1988) talks about learning by doing, he
does not distinguish what kind of learning he is talking about. 2 Pedagogically,
reflection is an intentional learning activity, although incidental learning is part
of the initial experience (for these definitions, see Section 2.2.1).

2.3.2 Reflection in university language classes

LCTL and other foreign language instruction in the United States relies heavily
on the proficiency goals developed by the professional organization the
American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL, 2024a). These
goals emphasize communicative competence and the reaching of proficiency
levels, leaving less attention on meta-level skills and reflection (Diao et al.,
forthcoming). The proficiency-oriented teaching tradition has de-emphasized the
role of critical reflection in the U.S. foreign language classrooms (Simard et al.,
2007), although several studies (e.g., Dam & Legenhausen, 2011; Porto, 2007;
Simard et al.,, 2007) address its importance in the development of learner
autonomy. The communicative method has even been seen to discourage
reflection (Tarvin & Al-Arishi, 1991) because of its heavy emphasis on sole target
language use. However, since U.S. university-level foreign language instruction
aims to fulfill the important curricular goal of general education, meta-level skills
should not be ignored even at the lower language levels. Reagan and Osborn
(2019) argue for the importance of reflection and propose that U.S. foreign
language programs could start departing from the focus on proficiency goals.

Reflection is key to learning from experiences in the wild (see, e.g., Gibbs,
1988; Wagner, 2015). If learners only experience a linguistic element in the wild
once, they might not remember it later, unless supported to do so (Eskildsen,
2022). They need to process the exposure to learn from it (see Section 2.1.1). It is
a useful practice that can facilitate doing learning (Lilja, 2014) and enhance
remembering. The classroom task can provide a platform for it.

In the context of higher education foreign language learning, reflection has
been used for learners to process their learning experiences and make personal
connections to the target language in their learning beyond the classroom. For
example, Marden and Herrington (2022) used written reflections for learners to
reflect critically on their learning in their group work with so-called native-
speaker tutors.? Learners in Kessler (2023, p. 1057) engaged in reflective writing
about their mobile-assisted language learning with the language learning
application Duolingo. Crane (2016) used reflective writing for learners to

2 Although coming from a slightly different paradigm, the concepts of explicit and implicit
learning can be used to describe the kind of learning done in the portfolio. Requiring a re-
flection can help make the learners” implicit, tacit knowledge from experience more ex-
plicit, facilitating learners’ ability to articulate “some kind of rule or description” for what
they have observed (Gasparini, 2004, p. 204). However, in this dissertation, I view learning
from the ecological perspective (see Section 2.1).

3 As explained in Section 1.3, I do not use the concept of native speaker in this study.
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critically reflect on their understanding of the German language and their own
language-learning journeys (p. 55). Most of the previous studies conducted in the
foreign language learning context focus on reflecting on general experiences, like
Crane (2016), or teacher-predetermined situations, like Marden and Herrington
(2022) or Kessler (2023). The Independent Use Portfolio focused on learners’
specific self-selected activities instead of teacher-determined ones.

Many of these studies consider that written reflection provides teachers and
researchers access “into the internal, largely private world of the language
learners” (Bailey, 2022, p. 355). For example, Kessler (2023) states that journals
“provided a clear window” into learners’ metacognitive awareness (p. 1057). In
contrast, I view written reflection, in the context of classroom language learning,
as an interactive process where learners explain their choices to the teacher. In
other words, in my view, written reflection is a process that consists of several
socially mediated actions or social actions (Scollon, 2001; see Section 3.1.1) that are
moderated by the learner’s deliberate or not deliberate choices on what to
communicate to their teacher. When reflection is used as an assessed classroom
assignment, it must be considered the learner is writing to the teacher as the
recipient to whom they explain their choices. Porto (2007), who studied
Argentinian university-level English learners’ reflections on their classroom
language learning, found that almost all the reflections addressed the teacher and
more than half of them were written in the form of a letter. The learners sought
the teacher’s confirmation of their reflections and included requests to her (Porto,
2007). Thus, because the learners submitted their reflections as part of a
classroom task, they wrote with the teacher in mind. The role of a (language)
learner has certain established social roles and expectations: When learners
reflect on their learning in a classroom task, they are writing to the teacher, which
impacts how they express themselves (interaction order; see Section 3.1.1).

Several studies (e.g., Dam & Legenhausen, 2011; Porto, 2007; Simard et al.,
2007) address the importance of reflection for learner autonomy. Thus, rather
than language acquisition directly, reflection has been seen to help build learner
autonomy and “facilitate L2 development” (Simard et al., 2007, p. 510). For
example, Simard, French and Fortier (2007), who studied French elementary-
level English learners’ written reflections, could not find a direct correlation
between L2 development and learners’ journal reflections but found some links
between them (Simard et al., 2007). Corrales and Erwin (2020) found a connection
between the depth of language learners’ reflective tweets and their overall
performance in the class, but also no direct correlates. Following these findings,
the present study is not interested in language learning per se, but in the use of
reflection to develop learner agency, which facilitates their learning.

2.3.3 Portfolios as an empowering form of assessment

Portfolios are considered an alternative, empowering type of assessment in
contrast with so-called traditional assessments such as language tests (Abrar-ul-
Hassan et al., 2021; Lynch & Shaw, 2005). Unlike tests, portfolios provide learners
with more context and enable the integration of different language skills (Abrar-
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ul-Hassan et al., 2021). Chostelidou and Manoli (2020) consider portfolios a
useful, empowering method to assess learners with learning differences.

Some studies, such as Chostelidouand Manoli (2020), differentiate
electronically submitted portfolios from more traditional ones by calling them e-
portfolios. However, since most portfolios today are submitted in an electronic
format, the addition of the e seems unnecessary.

The European Language Portfolio (ELP) includes a reflective writing
component in which learners set goals for their language learning and then
reflect on their achievements (Hismanoglu & Hismanoglu, 2010). It includes the
documentation of activities and reflection, as well as aims to help learners
develop their “learner autonomy, plurilingualism and intercultural awareness
and competence” (Council of Europe, 2024b). The European Language Portfolio
features learners” work with different languages and includes elements such as a
biography and a language passport.

Abrar-ul-Hassan, Douglas and Turner (2021) list the different types of
portfolios typically used in language teaching: a showcase portfolio, a progress
portfolio, and a working portfolio. Lynch and Shaw (2005) list the following
characteristics of optimal portfolios:

1. The students actively participate in the selection of the portfolio components.

2. The students reflect on this selection process, and their reflection is included in the
portfolio.

3. The process of creating and selecting the portfolio components is included in the
evaluation.

4. The evaluation contains elements of peer and self-assessment.

5. The portfolios are evaluated by persons familiar with the individual students and
their learning context.

6. The students participate in deciding the criteria for evaluating the portfolios.

7. The evaluation is reported qualitatively, as a profile or other detailed description of
what the student has achieved.

(Lynch & Shaw, 2005, p. 265; I added the numbers)

Portfolios involve learners throughout the assessment process, and they
give learners a choice over what to present (Abrar-ul-Hassan et al., 2021, p. 3).
Lynch and Shaw (2005) emphasize this process nature as a crucial feature of
portfolio assessment (p. 272): It is significant that the focus is not only on the
outcome. Portfolios can also enhance learners’ “emotional growth”
(Chostelidou & Manoli, 2020, p. 518). According to Abrar-ul-Hassan, Douglas
and Turner (2021), teachers also play an active part in the portfolio process
because they assess the learners” work and support learners in the process. They
consider it important that assessment practices are carried out throughout the
process (Abrar-ul-Hassan et al., 2021). In Section 3.2.1, I will explain how the
Independent Use Portfolio connects to these categories.
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2.4 Previous nexus analysis studies on language learning in the
wild

Nexus analysis has been popularly used to explore issues related to language
teaching and learning (see the review by Kuure et al., 2018), such as the study by
Tiermas (2022) on disciplinary social and linguistic practices in a physics class or
Legutko (2024) on multilingual approaches to writing instruction. Nexus analysis
has also been used to study family language policy (see, e.g., Vorobeva, 2024),
language teacher training (see, e.g., Tumelius, 2022) and pre-service teachers’
language learning (see, e.g., Dressler et al., 2021). In this section, however, I will
discuss previous studies that examine (non-teacher-trainee) learners’ language
learning or use in the wild.

The study by Ruuska (2020) focuses on very advanced Finnish learners’
identity work and language use in everyday life contexts. The study revealed that
very advanced Finnish speakers needed many strategies to engage in complex
identity work to manage their everyday language practices and achieve
legitimacy in Finnish. Leskinen (2023) examines language-related experiences in
the trajectories of three migrants who were participating in skilled migrants’
training. Their lives and trajectories were impacted by practices related to
language choice in different situations, different ideologies related to migration,
and institutional language requirements. The participants’ language choices and
practices were situational, and they became skilled in multilingual interaction
(Leskinen, 2023). Ruuska’s (2020) participants are very advanced Finnish
speakers, and Leskinen’s (2023) participants have a working proficiency (B level
in the European Framework of Reference), in contrast with my study, which
features Al- to Bl-level learners (see Council of Europe, 2024a; more on the
participants in Section 3.2.3). In addition, the participants in Ruuska’s (2020) and
Leskinen’s (2023) studies use Finnish in Finland.

To my knowledge, Karjalainen (2012) is the only other nexus analytical
study that focuses on Finnish language speakers living in the United States.
Karjalainen (2012) applied the approach to the language biographies of American
Finns and examined the mobility of language through migrant stories. Even
partial language skills functioned as a resource to the participants, and their
Finnish skills were connected to many material and ideological dimensions
(Karjalainen, 2012). Karjalainen (2012) uses nexus analysis as an analytical tool in
her ethnographic study, especially to connect the micro and macro levels of
analysis (p. 87). She does not specifically follow the three stages of nexus analysis
(see Scollon & Scollon, 2004, see Section 3.1.1) but refers to them in the description
of her ethnographic data collection. Haneda (2005) is another study focusing on
an LCTL in the North American context. The study focuses on Japanese learners’
writing practices in a classroom context. The study found that the learners’
investment in their writing was connected to their life trajectories and
memberships in communities of practice. The focal learners had either Japanese
heritage or had lived in Japan before (Haneda, 2005).
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The participants of my study do not live in Finland (cf. Leskinen, 2023;
Ruuska, 2020), and most of them do not have any Finnish heritage (cf. Karjalainen,
2012). Yet also to these learners, the Finnish language seems to be an important
means of building connections, and the ability to speak Finnish as an LCTL
makes them stand out from other speakers in the area. Ruuska (2020) and
Karjalainen (2012) both conducted short-term ethnographies, although both were
very familiar with their research contexts, in which they held insider
positionalities. My engagement (see Section 3.1.1) in the research context lasted for
seven years.

A couple of nexus analytical studies focusing on Finnish learners’ language
learning in the wild have focused on working life contexts. Strommer (2017)
focused on cleaning work and Virtanen (2017) on nursing. These studies found
that learners” agency, the affordances of their environment, and social support
are essential in learners’ use of linguistic resources.

Some nexus analytical studies conducted in the Finnish context focus on
learners” learning of English with digital technologies. Kuure (2011) used
technology-mediated discourse analysis to investigate English learners” learning
of English outside of school. The case study focused on Oscar, who invested a
great deal of time in a virtual game that he played at home. Online games and
related activities enabled several affordances for language learning, although
learning language was not the main goal - it was more central to him to build
social connections, solve problems, and build communities with peers. Online
communities were available to Oscar when he needed them. Potential spaces for
learning were created when some English language expressions or game features
became the target of negotiation in the game (Kuure, 2011). Koivisto studied
(2013) elementary-level pupils” use of mobile devices in the classroom context.
Specifically, it investigated how the pupils oriented to the introduction of mobile
devices in their language classes and found that they were prejudiced about
bringing these free time practices to the classroom context. Similarly, Tapio’s
(2013) study showed a contrast between learners” English language practices in
and outside of the classroom. Tapio (2013) studied Finnish Sign Language (FinSL)
signers” use of English and found that the pupils had multiple affordances for
learning English and took agency over their technology-mediated informal
English language activities. The interesting finding of the study was that those
affordances and resources were not recognized or actively utilized in classroom
language teaching.

In sum, the previous studies focus on the affordances or limitations of the
learners” material (Strommer, 2017; Virtanen, 2017) and digital environments
(Kuure, 2011; Koivisto, 2013; Tapio, 2013) (see also Figure 3). I focus on an LCTL,
Finnish in the United States, where the learners’ access to material affordances
can arguably be even more limited than those who live in a target-language-
speaking context, so the digital affordances are emphasized. In addition, the
learners of my study do not study a mainstream language (Koivisto, 2013; Kuure,
2011), so there might be fewer digital affordances available. The previous nexus
analytical studies focusing on language learners’ target language learning or use
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in the wild have either focused on a mainstream language as a target or a
language to which the participants had a connection through their heritage or
current or prior residence in the target culture. To my knowledge, there are no
previous nexus analytical studies that examine LCTL learners’ learning in the
wild when the learners do not have a heritage or residency connection to the
target language and culture. Examining these kinds of learners” practices in the
wild and encouraging these practices through classroom pedagogy is especially
important when the learners” access to affordances might be limited. The present
study attempts to fill this gap.
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3 CONDUCTING THE STUDY

3.1 The theoretical and methodological approach

3.1.1 Nexus analysis

The ecological orientation discussed in Section 2.1 needs to be paired with a
methodology that takes into account the complexities of language use in its
ecological context (Hult, 2010). A multimethod approach is necessary because it
can facilitate seeing the connections between social actions and the entire nexus
(Hult, 2017, p. 93). Nexus analysis enables capturing such complexities (Kuure et
al., 2018).

Nexus analysis takes social action as its starting point (Scollon, 2001;
Scollon & Scollon, 2004), which, according to Scollon and Scollon (2004), is “any
action taken by an individual with reference to a social network, also called a
mediated action” (p. 11). Scollon and Scollon (2004) explain taking this micro-
level approach because “much of the social world that we come to take for
granted is constructed out of these rather small pieces of action” (p. 64). Social
actions can be divided into smaller and higher-level actions (Scollon, 2001). For
example, when a higher-level social action is writing an email, narrower actions
would be opening the email application, choosing a recipient, writing a greeting,
and so on. In the process of circumference, the “act of opening up the angle of
observation to take into consideration these broader discourses in which the
action operates” (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, pp. 10-11), it is determined how small
a unit the researcher zooms in on in their effort to find the appropriate unit of
analysis. The social actions this study focuses on are explained and listed in
Section 3.3.1.

According to Scollon (2013), an action can only happen once. Practice, on
the other hand, means that an individual action can be seen “as being the same
as that action” (Scollon, 2013, p. 185). Thus, writing an email could be
characterized as practice because the same actions are conducted in a rather
similar fashion in repeated instances. Practice can be considered as an abstraction
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or an idealization of how unique and concrete actions can be grouped together
(Scollon, 2013, p. 186). The entrance point of nexus analysis is the site of
engagement, defined by Scollon and Scollon (2004) as “a unique historical moment
and material space when separate practices ... come together in real time to form
an action” (p. 12).

Discourse, in nexus analysis, means two different things, the small ‘d” and
the capital ‘D’, as divided by Gee (1989). The small ‘d” discourses are “any
instance of language in use or any stretch of spoken or written language” at the
micro level (Gee, 2014a, p. 226). Discourse is also analyzed at the macro level as
the big ‘D" Discourse. Big ‘D’ Discourses are defined as “ways of being in the
world... forms of life which integrate words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes, and
social identities as well as gestures, glances, body positions and clothes” (Gee,
1989, pp. 6-7). In other words, Gee (1989) sees the big ‘D’ Discourse as an
“identity kit,” meaning the things that form a social identity (p. 7). Nexus analysis
engages in the analysis of both (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 90), as the big ‘D’
Discourses are enacted in the small “d” discourses. For example, a learner can
enact their expert position in U.S. politics in the way he writes about it in a forum
post with confident expressions (Article II). The challenge is to be able to provide
evidence of how the micro-level action and wider societal level connect (Lane,
2010, p. 67), which nexus analysis helps do. Section 3.3 will outline how I have
operationalized the small “d” and the capital ‘D" discourses in this study.

Nexus analysis examines the “discourse cycles that are circulating through
the moment of social action” that is being studied (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 87).
It aims to find out which discourse cycles are relevant to understanding the social
action and looks for the sources of those discourse cycles (Scollon & Scollon, 2004,
p- 103). These discourse cycles or semiotic cycles (Scollon & Scollon, 2005) that
nexus analysis maps are historical body, interaction order, and discourses in place
(Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Together they shape and are shaped by social action.
The cycles can be operationalized separately: however, it is important to study
all the intersecting cycles together to get the full picture of the nexus of practice.
Figure 4 introduces the cycles of discourse and summarizes what they mean:
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Historical body:
prior
expectations and

experiences of
the individuals

Interaction order: Discourses in place:
the “wider circulating discourses
that are already present ... when the

action occurs” (Hult, 2017, p. 96)

social order,
hierarchies, and
arrangements

social action

FIGURE4  Cycles of discourse (adapted from Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 20)

Originally philosopher Nishida’s (1958) concept, the historical body
embodies the actors’ life experiences (Scollon & Scollon, 2005, p. 108), their life
histories, prior experiences, “goals and purposes, ... unconscious ways of
behaving and thinking” (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, pp. 19, 46). Scollon and Scollon
(2004) prefer the concept of historical body over Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990) habitus,
because they view habitus as being too static and abstract (Scollon & Scollon,
2005). When starting to learn a new language, we carry within our bodies our
previous experiences of learning other languages, which shape how we orient
ourselves to learning the new language. Learners also bring in the traditions and
ideas of what it means to be a language learner and a university learner. Learners
might also have had previous encounters with the target language and culture
which shape their thinking. Historical bodies, in this study, are understood
dynamically “as action” (Jones, 2007): They can change over time (Article IL, p. 3).
However, our physical bodies also impact how we are seen by others in a
situation (Beiler, 2022). Following Forsman (2015), this study also focuses on
historical bodies at the collective level, as “constructions connected to collective
narratives, such as the lived history of the language class” (Article II, p. 3) that
the learners have attended together.

Participants in interaction define one another through social hierarchies
(Goffman, 1983, p. 3). Interaction order encompasses different social arrangements
and hierarchies that shape actions in a given situation (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p.
19). A typical interaction order at a grocery store checkout is that the cashier
greets the customer, scans the products, and asks whether the customer wants a
receipt. If the cashier were to sing a song instead, the expected interaction order
would be disturbed, and the customer might get confused. The interaction
practices of language classrooms are often dynamic and there are many
hierarchies in place. The roles of teacher and pupil are inherently asymmetrical,
and this impacts how turns are distributed in the classroom (Seedhouse, 2004;
Tainio, 2007). Classroom interaction order varies depending on the pedagogical
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focus of the class: whether it is on form and accuracy, meaning and fluency, or
completing a task (Seedhouse, 2004). Learners can carry expectations of the
classroom interaction order in their historical body (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p.
23). For example, language learners can enact a typical classroom interaction
sequence even if the teacher has left the class (Seedhouse, 2004).

Scollon and Scollon (2004, p. 14) state that “all social action is accomplished
at some real, material place in the world.” Hult (2017) defines discourses in place
as the “wider circulating discourses that are already present ... when the action
occurs” (p. 96), which shape our actions in that place. Discourses in place can be
material or conceptual. Scollon and Scollon (2003) use discourses in place to refer
to the symbolism of signs in the material world and the meanings they place on
our interactions (p. 11). Hult (2015) defines them as “the material and the
conceptual context in which the action takes place” (Hult, 2015, p. 224).

In other words, discourses in place are the overt and covert discourses
enabled by the material dimensions, visual elements, design, and interactional
affordances of a place (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 163). For instance, a customer in
a grocery store is directed by signs of products, and how the shelves, corridors,
and cash registers are located. It would be highly atypical for a person to try to
climb over the shelves, for example, because the material discourses in place direct
how we move. At the same time, our activities are impacted by more conceptual
discourses, such as dieting talk in the media, or an often-repeated TV commercial
for a chocolate brand that impacts customers’ actions in a store. Material discourses
in place in a classroom can be, for example, the course syllabus, or the assignment
that the learners are tasked to follow. Classroom environments are characterized
by the preference of different signs, which can represent institutional discourses,
or can be hand-written by the students, for example (for more on signs, see Scollon
& Scollon, 2003). A classroom seating order reflects discourses related to teacher
and student positions in a school environment: the teacher standing up on a
platform and the students positioned in the audience, or everyone seated around
a round table. At the same time, the classroom seating order impacts the
interaction order of the classroom (Tainio, 2007).

There are several discourses in place foregrounded and backgrounded in
each social action and it would be impossible to analyze them all. That is why it
is important to ask, “which discourses matter here?” (Wohlwend, 2020, p. 29) to
narrow down the focus of the analysis. It is useful to deal with discourses in place
as they are materialized so that the focus is not too abstract (Raudaskoski, 2021).
For example, when looking at the ideologies that permeate a school environment,
one can analyze how they materialize in school curricula or the signs that are
posted on the building walls. For example, in the staff dining room of a university
I have worked at, there is a sign that prohibits loud talking in the room and a
device that blinks red if the noise gets too high. I interpret this kind of sign and
the placement of the device to reflect two separate discourses: The sign promotes
a quiet and peaceful environment for relaxation, but it also communicates that
the room is an academic environment and a workplace as well as that the people
who use that space are not to have too much fun in it.
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All the cycles of discourse can be seen to have both conceptual and material
dimensions, as in Table 1.

TABLE 1 The conceptual and material dimensions of the cycles of discourse
abstract/conceptual physical / material
Interaction orders Norms that control how social ac- | The seating arrangement

tion is organized
How we position ourselves in re-
lation to other people

Historical bodies Our experiences and life histories | Our physical bodies (Beiler, 2022)
Discourses in place | The “conceptual context” (Hult, The “material context” (Hult, 2015),
2015), such as ideologies such as signs on walls

The discourse cycles are conceptual instruments (Hult, 2017, p. 100) that help
see the studied phenomena holistically. By operationalizing them separately, we
can reveal some possibly invisible practices. Although nexus analysis aims to
find out how these cycles shape actions together, in some studies, one of the
cycles might receive less emphasis over another (Hult, 2017, p. 101). In Section
3.3.1, I explain how I have mapped the different cycles of discourse in this study,
and in Section 3.3.2, I explain how I have analyzed their impact on the social
actions that the study focuses on.

In the present study, nexus analysis was used to structure the research
process. Although the study heavily draws on Scollon and Scollon’s (2004) nexus
analysis, the process of data collection, the type of data collected, and the analysis
methods did not strictly follow their field guide (pp. 152-178). Nexus analysis
came in after the data collection had started, but even partially retrospectively it
helped operationalize the different stages of the research process. Scollon and
Scollon (2004, pp. 8-9) introduce three activities of doing nexus analysis: engaging,
navigating, and changing the nexus of practice, as introduced in Figure 5.

engaging

changing navigating

FIGURES5  Activities of nexus analysis (adapted from Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 153)
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The figure illustrates the cyclical nature of the process: The stages overlap
and intersect. This study explored two closely intertwined nexuses of practice as
part of the same research process.

In the first stage, the researcher engages the nexus of practice. The researcher
familiarizes themself with the social actions and actors that are essential in the
studied social issues and recognizes, selects, and narrows down their focus.
Nexus analysis contrasts the arrangement typical in the ethnographic tradition
where the researcher would observe the participants from the outside (Scollon &
Scollon, 2007). During the engagement stage of the nexus analysis, the researcher
aims to be recognized as one of the participants, or at least be clearly identified
by them (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 153, 2007). The researcher interacts with the
key participants and is recognized by them. The researcher identifies the most
important cycles of discourse, which are formed by the historical body, the
interaction order, and the discourses in place. (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, pp. 153-
154.) In Section 3.3.1, I will explain how I engaged the nexus of practice.

In the second stage, the researcher navigates the nexus of practice by
searching for connections and relevance in the different discourse cycles and
analyzes them (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, pp. 159-160). Scollon and Scollon (2004,
p- 87) call this activity mapping, the goal of which is to understand broadly what
factors have impacted the social action. Here we can ask: “How have just these
elements come together at just this moment to produce this particular action?”
(Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 169). According to Raudaskoski (2021, p. 253), we can
use any method, such as interviews or observations, to reach this understanding,
but the focus of the analysis needs to be on what the participants perceive as
meaningful. The researcher cannot simply come up with explanations or try to
somehow be objective (Raudaskoski, 2021).

The next part of navigating is circumferencing, examining what “semiotic
ecosystems” impact the actions in focus. The semiotic ecosystem consists of the
cycles of discourse, the different personal and societal level meanings that come
together in social action (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, pp. 88-89). In this stage, the
researcher conducts a discourse analysis. It was part of the navigation stage to
trace the different discourses and decide which ones deserve further examination,
and then analyze their impact. As Lane (2010) states, nexus analysis provides the
tools to expand the discourse analysis, as the analyst can explore how the life
histories, interaction patterns, and surrounding discourses intersect in the nexus
(p- 77). Nexus analysis enables zooming in and out in the discourse analysis and
movement between the micro and macro. Using the analogy by Scollon (2013),
zooming in can be like looking at an online map to see the street names to find out
how to get to a restaurant, and zooming out is needed to see the city as a whole
and what places surround the restaurant (p. 186). Understanding how discourse
is constructed at the micro-level is necessary to see how the macro-level is
constructed, and at the same time understanding the big picture can help
understand what is happening at the interaction level. In Section 3.3.2, I first
explain what I did to map the relevant cycles of discourse to focus on and, second,
how I zoomed in to the interaction level.
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The stage of changing includes re-engagement with the nexus of practice
which can mean direct actions. The researcher can make salient the different
practices in place and bring social change (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, pp. 177-178).
Even navigating the nexus already changes it, because the process results in
asking new questions, and the participants become more aware of the studied
phenomena (Hult, 2015, p. 225). Change is the part where the researcher can
directly contribute to the nexus of practice and bring in their own contribution.
As expressed by Wohlwend (2020), with nexus analysis, we can locate the social
actions that can be changed to reconstruct the nexus. Nexus analysis is thus both
deconstructive and reconstructive (Wohlwend, 2020, p. 8). It first focuses on
analyzing the discourses that shape the social action and making different links
visible, before pointing out which ones of the actions could be changed. Often the
change must start from the smaller scales because those are the ones we can
change. Implementing change on the small scales can lead to change on the wider
scales (Hult, 2010). The idea is to study all the factors first before the change stage:
Nexus analysis does not advise changing anything for the sake of changing
before reaching a comprehensive understanding of the nexus. I discuss the
changing stage in Chapters 5 and 6.

3.1.2 Exploratory practice

In addition to nexus analysis (Scollon & Scollon, 2004), the study is informed by
exploratory practice, which integrates teaching and research practices (Allwright,
2005; Allwright & Hanks, 2009; Hanks, 2017), and it is conducted by an insider
teacher-researcher (see e.g., Nakata, 2015). In exploratory practice, research
practice is engaged in the regular classroom teaching and learning practices as
different dimensions of the same phenomenon (Hanks, 2017).

Exploratory practice bears a strong resemblance to action research (see e.g.,
Cohen et al., 2011; Kemmis et al, 2014) and design-based research (e.g.,
Campanella & Penuel, 2021), although they emphasize slightly different aspects
of the research process. Action research is a type of practitioner research where
teachers examine their own practices with the aim of changing them (Cohen et
al., 2011). The teacher-researcher orients to solving a specific problem in the
classroom (Hanks, 2017). Design-based research also orients to changing existing
practices through a pedagogical intervention, even though the teacher does not
need to be a teacher-researcher improving their own practice but can collaborate
with a researcher. Revising and re-examining the design and developing theory
are emphasized (Campanella & Penuel, 2021). While all these approaches share
similar features, exploratory practice is particularly useful for the present study
because it encourages being puzzled about classroom practices and seeks to
understand why things happen rather than orienting to solving problems,
although improving classroom practices can still be a desired outcome (Allwright,
2005; Allwright & Hanks, 2009; Hanks, 2017). Exploratory practice emphasizes
the role of learners, alongside their teachers, as researchers of their own practice,
and thus has a stronger focus on learner agency (Hanks, 2017). This distinction is
not strict, since also in critical participatory action research, participants can be
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empowered to participate in different parts of the research process (Kemmis et
al., 2014), and many design-based studies aim to empower the participants (see
the case examples in Campanella & Penuel, 2021).

Nexus analysis can reveal and make salient invisible practices (Scollon &
Scollon, 2004). In this study, it worked as a method and an approach to discover
and explore practices that can otherwise go unnoticed in classroom instruction
and learning. Classroom instruction needs to connect to learners’ everyday lives,
but it is often challenging for a teacher to know what target-language practices
the learners engage in once they leave the classroom. Many of these practices are,
in a way, “invisible,” to the learners’ teachers and peers (Benson, 2011).

Leuverink and Aarts (2019) synthesize the features that make teacher
research distinct from regular pedagogical practice or other types of research,
based on their analysis of 30 teacher research publications, most of which are
review publications. Figure 6 summarizes the characteristics:

Teacher-
as-

researcher

o 1
Systematic /

Dynamic
setting

Six
character-
istics of
teacher
research

Improve-
ment of
practice

Context-
specific

Collabora- \“\
tive

FIGURE 6  Six characteristics of teacher research (Leuverink & Aarts, 2019, pp. 760-762)

Teacher research includes the teacher-as-researcher, which at first glance
might seem apparent, but in fact is a unique feature of teacher research. In the
present study, the teacher of the Finnish language program conducted the study
as the researcher, instead of an outside researcher or a research partner, for
example. I researched my own educational practice in the environment where I
worked (Leuverink & Aarts, 2019, p. 760). It is also a central feature of nexus
analysis that the researcher participates in activities in the research context
(Scollon & Scollon, 2004).
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Teacher-research is systematic: To lead to improvements in practice, the
research needs to be conducted systematically (see also Hanks, 2017, p. 51-53).
What that systematicity means depends on the chosen approach (Leuverink &
Aarts, 2019). The present study followed the stages of engaging, navigating, and
changing typical for Scollon and Scollon’s (2004) nexus analysis, and traced the
cycles of discourse circulating through the social action.

Teacher research aims for improvement of practice: According to Leuverink
and Aarts (2019), although teacher research can contribute to general knowledge,
its main goal is to improve teaching practice. The present study, however,
considers these two goals equally important. This study stemmed from the need
to re-evaluate the curriculum and learning tasks used in the Finnish language
classrooms, but it offers insights into the improvement of foreign language
instruction in general. Although teacher research is often considered less
generalizable due to the diverse contexts in which it is conducted, it is the
diversity of the different contexts that make it so ecologically valid (Rose, 2019,
p- 899).

Teacher research is often collaborative: It is conducted collaboratively with
the stakeholders (Leuverink & Aarts, 2019) who, in the present study, were the
learners who participated in the study. The teacher-researcher remains in
dialogue with the stakeholders throughout the process of the study (Leuverink
& Aarts, 2019) and the portfolios were constantly discussed in the classroom with
the learners.

Teacher research is context-specific: It is conducted in the teacher’s own
educational context (Leuverink & Aarts, 2019, p. 761) which, as mentioned, might
make it susceptible to issues in generalizing the findings to different contexts (see
Rose, 2019). However, the findings can work as an analogy to other contexts and
thus the context-specific features must be rigorously reported so that the findings
can be generalized (Leuverink & Aarts, 2019). For the specific features of the
context of this study, see Section 1.3.

Taken together, these six characteristics illustrate what makes teacher
research distinct from other types of research. At the same time, many of these
characteristics, such as systematicity and collaboration, are features that other
types of research often share. To say that teacher research is systematic makes it
distinct from non-research, such as research-informed teaching practice, for
example. Especially when examining their own practices, the teacher-researcher
must be critical in their analysis (Nakata, 2015).

An important feature of insider teacher-research is that in addition to
rigorously reporting about the conduct and context of the study, detailed
information about the teacher is given (see e.g., Nakata, 2015). Nakata (2015)
introduces three teacher-researcher positions from which data collection and
analysis can be approached. These positionings impact how decisions are made
in research. Table 2 summarizes Nakata’s (2015) categories:
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TABLE 2 Different teacher-researcher positionings (Nakata, 2015)

Type of teacher-re- Data collection Analysis
searcher positioning

1 Outsider Outsider
2 Insider Outsider
3 Insider Insider

The first type is an outsider teacher-researcher who collects and analyses
the data without much inside information about the learners. The second type is
an insider teacher-researcher who collects data from their own students but
conducts their study as if they were an outsider, directed by the desire to avoid
bias as a teacher-researcher. The third type is an insider teacher-researcher who
conducts the analysis from the insider point of view of wanting to understand
and improve their own pedagogical practice. (Nakata, 2015.) The second type is
popular, especially among graduate students. However, conducting research
with one’s own students but still being concerned about teacher-bias and data
reliability can put teachers in an uncomfortable dilemma where they feel that
they would like to help their students learn better with their recently gained
knowledge, but they cannot do so at the risk of jeopardizing their data (Nakata,
2015). It is also impossible to “tell the truth” and to present one single true
narrative (Hakala & Hynninen, 2007) and it is, in reality, impossible to control for
all factors impacting the research study and data to keep it objective (Nakata,
2015). For these reasons, being transparent about the teacher’s impact on their
own research is a more truthful approach. The third type equals the position of
the teacher-researcher in exploratory practice (Hanks, 2017). However, the
categories of an outsider and insider are not to be considered dualities (Nakata,
2015) and although the present study has been planned to position the teacher-
researcher in the third type, the researcher positioning has fluctuated between
the insider-outsider categories at different stages of the project (see Section 3.5).

In sum, this study combines teacher research (exploratory practice) and
nexus analysis, because they go well together through their shared focus on
examining actions rather than language (see also Scollon, 2001, p. 141), their
emphasis on the researcher’s insider positionality and participation in the
research context, and orientation to changing existing practices (see the previous
Section 3.1.1). I use tools and research strategies from nexus analysis to bring
systematicity and depth to the teacher research project. The following sections
will detail what I did in the engaging and navigating stages.
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3.2 Data

3.21 The Foundation of the Independent Use Portfolio

This study incorporated a portfolio assessment due to its flexible format:
Learners could include examples of their language use in the wild and reflect on
them in the same assignment. As portfolios are considered an empowering type
of assessment (Abrar-ul-Hassan et al., 2021; Lynch & Shaw, 2005; see Section
2.3.3), using a portfolio was chosen because of its potential to support learner
agency.

The data of this study thus comprised of learners’ portfolio entries. The
Independent Use Portfolio, inspired by conversation analytic studies on
interactional competence, was designed to offer an incentive and opportunity for
the learners to bring instances of the wild to the classroom, and for the teacher to
then develop scenarios based on the portfolio findings that would feed back into
classroom learning. Interactional competence means L2 learners’ ability “to
engage in the dynamic and context-sensitive coordination of social interaction”
(Eskildsen et al., 2019, p. 8). As stated in Section 2.2.3, in Lilja and Piirainen-
Marsh'’s (2019a, b) studies on interactional competence, learners in the classroom
prepared for their language use actions in the wild, engaged in those actions, and
then returned to the classroom to reflect.

The Independent Use Portfolio materialized from a study of L2 Estonian
and Finnish learners’ interactional competence that I started together with my
colleague Piibi-Kai Kivik, who was puzzled by the same questions within the U.S.
university in which we taught (see also Article III). In the project, we recorded
language learners’ classroom and conversation hour interactions over a semester
in spring 2019 (see e.g., Kivik & Rdsdnen, 2019). When developing the portfolio
task, we were also informed by the European Language Portfolio introduced in
Section 2.3.3 (ELP, 2024), which enables learners to showcase their learning
beyond the classroom, integrated with classroom learning. Like the European
Language Portfolio, the Independent Use Portfolio, at its early stages, also
included a biography, which was not conducted every semester.

For pedagogical reasons, we chose to call the portfolio Independent Use
Portfolio (see the definitions outlined in Section 2.2.1). The name needed to be
short and self-explanatory in the course syllabi. Independent, in this context,
refers to self-directed (see e.g., Abar & Loken, 2010) language use that would not
be otherwise part of learners” homework. However, being independent, in the
portfolio, did not mean that learners would not receive any social support or
scaffolding. Many of the actions the learners reported were social events such as
interactions with other target language speakers.

The Independent Use Portfolio functions as a showcase portfolio in which
learners present what they have done. It partially fulfills the portfolio criteria by
Lynch and Shaw (2005, p. 265; see Section 2.3.3) because it includes learner-
selected content, a reflective component, self-assessment as part of the reflection,
and the learners’ own Finnish language teacher as the evaluator. The
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Independent Use Portfolio is a type of ongoing, formative assessment, in contrast
with traditional summative assessment (Abrar-ul-Hassan et al., 2021, p. 2). Like
Gibbs's (1988) reflection model introduced in Section 2.3.1, the Independent Use
Portfolio included the elements of description, evaluation, and analysis of a
specific experience, and learners’ plans for an enhanced future language use
event.

Exploratory practice emphasizes the teacher’s and students” agency and
questions the traditional positioning where learners are the recipients of teacher
research, teachers solve those problems, and researchers provide guidance
(Hanks, 2017, p. 5). Thus, the learners themselves, as experts in their own
language use practices, are considered important practitioners in the study.
Access is a relevant concern for anyone doing ethnographic research
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995): The teacher cannot (easily) follow students to
where they use the target language in the wild. This study used learner-self-
generated and reported data, and involved students as co-researchers (Hanks,
2017, p. 49) who made decisions on what aspects of their language use to present.
This practice also supported their agency (see Karjalainen, 2012, p. 90).

All students, independent of their decision to participate in the research
study, participated in the Independent Use Portfolio, and the practice also
continued after the data collection was over. The portfolios were discussed with
the students and the findings impacted classroom practice.

3.2.2 Data collection

The Independent Use Portfolio was used as a course assignment in several
Finnish language classes during the years 2019-2020 (see Appendix 1 for one
version of the portfolio instructions). Section 1.2 introduced the different types of
data included in the study that were collected as part of the Independent Use
Portfolio. The data were collected in three cycles. First, in the spring of 2019, 1
collected portfolios with my colleague, Estonian teacher Piibi-Kai Kivik, as part
of the project Study of Interactional Competence in L2 Finnish and Estonian, which
focused on classroom and conversation hour interactions. Second, the portfolios
for the academic year of 2019-2020 were collected by myself. The third and final
phase of data collection took place in the fall of 2020, and the Finnish portfolios
were collected while Finnish language instruction was conducted entirely online
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Figure 7 summarizes the data collection timeline:

spring 2019 fall 2019 spring 2020 fall 2020

*40 entries (8 *25 entries (6 *14 entries (6 *20 entries (5
students from students from students from students from
3 levels) 2 levels) 2 levels) 2 levels)

FIGURE 7 Timeline of data collection
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In the portfolio, the learners were tasked to use Finnish independently
outside of class in any way they chose and to record, describe, and reflect on their
language use. Figure 8 summarizes the different components included in each
portfolio entry:

*Format is free. Can be (but is not limited to) any of these: photos, drawings, link,
copy of a chat conversation or email exchange, video...

*In your entry, describe what you did in the target language. When? With whom?
Where? Why?

*You can also write about the following:
*What did you say, how did your peer respond?

*What did you learn in this language use situation? New phrases, vocabulary, or
something else?

* Also include a reflection, in which you address the following:
* What discoveries did you make about the language?
*What did you understand? What didn’t you understand?
* What was challenging or confusing?
* What would you do differently next time?

FIGURE S8  The portfolio components (see also Appendix 1)

Each entry, including all its components, was submitted electronically.

Different level classes and different semesters received slightly different
versions of the instructions. The portfolio also carried different names in different
semesters, such as Portfolio, Language Portfolio, Independent Language Use Portfolio,
and finally, Independent Use Portfolio. * The developments took place for
pedagogical reasons: I felt a need to adapt the task slightly for different language
levels and to develop the task for the following semesters as I saw how it worked.
For example, the first time I conducted the portfolio in my classes, I separated the
written components into description and reflection, like in Figure 8 (see Appendix
1). I adapted the instructions in later semesters, and in some of the new versions,
the description and reflection were to be submitted jointly as one text (see
Appendix 1 of Article III). First-semester students were tasked to write their entries
entirely in English, second-semester learners wrote the description in Finnish and
reflection in English, and students in the third semester or higher wrote their entire
entries in Finnish.

To illustrate the portfolio components, I have included a portfolio entry from
a learner in spring semester 2019, who followed the instructions in Appendix 1. In
her recording, the learner included eight screenshots of a chat conversation, and
Figure 9 is the first one of them. I have removed the learners’ friend’s turns from
the example. I have included my own translation of the excerpt below the figure.

4 Or Itsendisen kielenkdiytin portfolio, in Finnish.
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N =l 67% @

Moi! Miten menee? ;..;

Voi ei, millaiset kirjoitukset sulla on?
1:18 PM

Ma& oon tosi hyvd, kevédtloma alkaa
huomenna! M& aion menna New
Orleansiin kaverieden mukana

1:20 PM

Myds olen hakenut kesékoulua

22 PM ¥

<

i O

FIGURE9  Example of recording

My translation:

Hi! What's up?

(friend’s turn)

(friend’s turn)

(friend’s turn)

(friend’s turn)

(friend’s turn)

Oh no, what kind of exam do you have?
I'm really good, spring break starts tomorrow! I'm going to go to New Orleans with
friends

I have also applied to a summer school in X
(friend’s turn)

The learner included the following description:
Paivakirjamerkinta

Tassd portfoliossa md keskustelin kavereiden kanssa Whatsappissa. Md aloitin
keskustelu ja vain kysyin “Miten menee?”. Sitten me keskustelimme meidan eldmasta.
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Esimerkiksi, md puhuin kesdsuunnitelmasta ja hdn puhui penkkareista ja hdnen
englannin opinnoista. Keskustelussa olivat paljon uusia rakenteita h&nestd. Ma
ymmérsin niitd mutta en voi tehdd rakenteita keskustelussa itsensa. On tosi kiva nama
rakenteita ovat tekstissd koska se auttaa minua kun ma voin nahda uusia asioita. Myos
keskustelussa md opin mikd penkkari on. M4 ajattelen ma tiesin sana mutta unohdin
sen. Han lahetti linkki englannin testin oppimaéérd, siis mé opin vahéan englannin testi
suomessa.

My translation:
Journal entry

In this portfolio I chatted with a friend on WhatsApp. I started the conversation and
just asked “What's up?” Then we talked about our lives. For example, I talked about
summer plans and she talked about penkkarit> and her English studies. The
conversation included many new structures [posted] by her. I understood them but
could not produce those structures in the conversation myself. It is nice that these
structures are in a text because it helps me when I can see new things. Also, in the chat
I learned what penkkarit is. I thought that I knew the word but I forgot it. She sent me
a link to the English test syllabus, so I learned a little bit about the English test in
Finland.

The following is the learner’s reflection on the same activity:

Reflektio

Ma ajattelen keskustelu meni hyvin, ei ollut katkos kommunikaatiossa. Keskustelu
muistutti mua “opiskella aihe” suomessa on normaalisti sanottu “lukea aihe”. Yks asia
joka voi parantaa keskustelussa on kieli tyyppi. Maija ldhetti viestejd kirjakielessa
usein. Ehkd on koska hén tietdd mé olen suomen opiskelija ja kirjakieli olisi helpompi
mulle, mutta mun mielestd olisi hyvéa idea oppia puhekieli vai slangi tekstissd. Oli
pieni ongelma kun me puhuimme televisiosta. Han halusi tietdd jos David oli jaksossa
jo mutta md ajattelen han halusi tietdd jos han voitti, mutta md ymmarsin myshemmin
keskustelussa.

My translation:
Reflection

I thought the conversation went well, there were no breaks in the communication. The
conversation reminded me that “to study a subject” in Finnish is normally said “to
read a subject.” One thing that could be improved in the conversation is language type
[register]. Maija often sent messages in written [standard] Finnish. Maybe it is because
she knows I am a student of Finnish and written language would be easier for me, but,
in my opinion, it would be a good idea to learn spoken language or slang in text. There
was a small issue when we talked about television. She wanted to know if David was
in the episode already, but I thought she wanted to know if he won, but I understood
later in the conversation.

5 A Finnish tradition in which graduating upper secondary school students drive around in
trucks and throw candy to school children.
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As the examples show, the description and the reflection parts largely overlap,
and for this reason, these two elements were integrated in some other semesters,
such as shown in Appendix 1.

Students received a grade for each entry. The grading was based on active
engagement and effort. Students also received written feedback that aimed to
further encourage them to explore different language use situations, rather than
traditional feedback on accuracy. For instance, if a learner was interested in
Finnish crime shows, the feedback pointed to a crime show that they might like
and answered any questions the learners had asked.

The actions the learners reported in their portfolios (see Section 5.1)
included a wide range of interactions with other speakers of Finnish in a variety
of situations in different modalities and engagement with target-language
content. About two-thirds of those activities took place online. A few entries also
dealt with learner interaction with the target culture or introspective activities,
such as writing a journal. The current Finnish language portfolio data consists of
99 portfolio entries in Finnish and/ or (partially) in English, including recordings
(video, screenshots, images, text, drawings, or links) of language use and
reflections (see Figure 1 in Section 1.2).

3.2.3 Participants

The focus on the one setting, in this study, was chosen to achieve a deeper level
of analysis (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 3). All the participants studied in
the same Finnish studies program and their total number was 17. The learners
participating in the study are students of Finnish at a U.S. university, enrolled in
language classes at four different levels, approximately ages 17-50. Due to the
specific context and small class sizes, to protect their identities, I do not disclose
their exact ages, study majors, or other identifying information. The participants
studied Finnish in different classes that aimed for Al- to Bl-level proficiencies
(see Council of Europe, 2024a).

Three of the articles included named focal learners. Article I focused on
Owen, Ivy, Tina, and Vera. Article II featured learners that I named Matt, Bob,
and Katya. Article III focused on examples from Eva, Violet, Ella, Kim, Lisa
(learner of Estonian), Maya (learner of Estonian), Jenna, and Lucas. I intentionally
chose names that were short and rather generic Anglo-American names to avoid
identifiability. In addition, some of the named focal learners in the three articles
overlap. In each article, different names were given to further avoid
identifiability, since the focus of this dissertation was not on following a single
learner’s trajectory (see Section 3.4). In Article IV, I did not find it necessary to
name the learners whose portfolios were featured, because the excerpts were
short and served to illustrate intertextuality between the portfolios and the
portfolio instructions (see Article IV).

The Finnish courses that the learners participated in met two to five times a
week for 45 to 75 minutes, usually in person, but in the spring and fall of 2020,
meetings were held online using video conferencing. As reported in the previous
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section, the participants were recruited in three cycles, and some of the
participants remained in the study through the different semesters.

3.3 Method

3.3.1 Engaging: Entering the zone of identification and defining the social
actions

The first stage of nexus analysis is thus engaging the nexus of practice. As the
study was conducted in the field, I lived and worked in the studied environment
as aregular participant, participating in the everyday functions of the community,
which is typical in ethnographically informed field research (Hammersley &
Atkinson, 1995). This experience as a teacher-researcher gave me access to deeper
contextual knowledge an outside researcher would not have access to. The
teacher-researcher position meant that entering the zone of identification had
taken place before the beginning of the study, as I already had an existing
relationship with the participants. Established “field relationships” made it
easier to receive consent from the participants (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p.
57) and the learners were possibly more inclined to participate, as they knew the
study would benefit their own teacher in the planning of the language course
they were taking (more about the teacher-researcher positioning, see Section 3.5).
One beneficial factor in the study was time (see also Hammersley & Atkinson,
1995): my extended engagement in the research site of seven years of teaching in
the same university, which enabled continued access to the research site and a
profound understanding of the studied phenomena. I discuss my own historical
body and position as a teacher-researcher further in Section 3.5.

The ethnographic posture I take in this study relates to ethnography as an
approach and theoretical paradigm rather than as a method. My discourse
analysis has been informed by an ethnographic “perspective on language and
communication,” meaning that I analyze language in its social context as one of
the learners’ resources in performing their actions® (Blommaert & Jie, 2010, p. 5).
I did not conduct fieldwork the way it is often understood in ethnography as an
outsider entering a community with a fresh mind to collect fieldnotes
(Blommaert & Jie, 2010 pp. 4-5; Scollon & Scollon, 2007) but was very familiar
with the context even before I started the study (see Section 3.5). I also used my
ethnographic knowledge or experience from the context of the study to facilitate
the analysis (see Section 3.3.2).

As explained in Section 3.1.1, instead of language use per se, nexus analysis
takes social action as its starting point and an important part of the engagement
stage is to define the social action that is being studied (Scollon & Scollon, 2004,

6 In nexus analysis, language can be seen as a tool or a mediational means that mediates the
social actions (Scollon, 2002, p. 7; Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 12).
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p- 153). The social actions the learners recorded and reported in the wild are listed
in Section 5.1.

The sites of engagement in the wild were different material and digital
spaces where the Finnish learners engaged in language use in the wild, in the
context of a small university-level Finnish Studies program in the United States.
These were, for example, a storefront, a video game, a phone navigation, an
online forum, and a sauna. The repeated site of engagement in reflecting on
learning in the wild was writing in the Independent Use Portfolio.

3.3.2 Navigating: Mapping the cycles of discourse and conducting a dis-
course analysis

The navigation started with mapping the relevant cycles of discourse (Scollon &
Scollon, 2004, p. 87) by going over the portfolio data. Different actors (learners,
classmates, teachers, peers, online communities) and places (the classroom,
institutional events such as the conversation hour, home, storefronts, and
technological spaces such as a mobile application) come together in the nexus,
and certain discourses become foregrounded and backgrounded in the data. I
created mind maps and tables on the contents of the learners” portfolios to see
what these actors, places, and situations were. I also took notes of my initial
observations of the discourses that stood out. This mapping was a way of
organizing the data, and I returned to this process several times during the
analysis (Pietikdinen & Mantynen, 2019, p. 258).

The digital wild, alongside in-person activities, became representative of
the language use activities described in the portfolios: With limited access to in-
person communities, the learners turned to online games, chats, YouTube videos,
and other resources to get access to authentic target language use. Learners could
thus access wider communities of Finnish speakers. Since these contacts were
mostly located elsewhere in the world, learners needed to be especially self-
directed and agentive about reaching them. At the same time, due to
globalization and migration movements, learners also encountered occasional
opportunities for in-person meetings with target language speakers. It seemed
that they were specifically attentive to any opportunities to use the target
language. For example, learners happened to run across other Finnish speakers
in stores and used even the minimal opportunities they had to practice their
Finnish in these situations (Article I).

After the initial mapping, I scanned the data again and searched for
repetitions and patterns, but also items that stood out. These observations
informed me about possible patterns that I could then group into categories,
constantly returning to my research questions but also revising the questions as
I oriented my focus (Pietikdinen & Méantynen, 2019).

For each substudy reported in the articles (Article I, II, III, & IV), I
formulated an individual set of research questions that guided me to focus on
specific aspects of the data (see the summary in Section 4.1). After going over the
data multiple times, I realized it made sense to focus the questions around one
cycle of discourse at a time. In the later stages of my study, following Dressler,
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Crossman and Kawalilak (2021), I started using the discourse cycles as lenses
through which I approached the data. Focusing on each discourse cycle
separately made it possible to operationalize and examine them closely. For
example, in Article II, I used the concept of historical body as a lens to examine
the nexus of practice, although I always also analyzed the two other intersecting
cycles —interaction order and discourses in place —for a holistic analysis, to get
the full picture of the nexus (see also Dressler et al., 2021, p. 609).

For each article, I restarted the process of going over the portfolios with the
research questions in mind. I searched for patterns in sentence structures,
punctuation marks, pronouns, choices of certain words over others, and so on. I
then moved on to seeing these observations as belonging to certain phenomena,
which facilitated my grouping of the observations into categories (Pietikédinen &
Maintynen, 2019).

After the categorization, I chose representative portfolio entries to zoom in
on. These entries were often rich in exemplifying the category I wanted to
illustrate. I analyzed these examples in detail to search for patterns but also items
that stood out. As an example of a pattern, a learner wrote about his navigation
of a phone in Finnish using the repeated pattern of when I did x, I did it in Finnish
throughout his report. For example, he used the sentence: When I checked my
calendar, I read the months in Finnish. As an example of an item that stood out, a
student I call Matt used the word random to refer to some Instagram accounts he
followed. He, however, mentioned that these accounts, in fact, belong to the
Finnish President and Prime Minister, which indicates that they hold a certain
institutional prestige and are not that random after all (Article II). The word
random thus stood out because it seemed to contrast with the learner’s message.

The micro-level analysis drawing on interactional approaches to critical
discourse analysis (Gee, 2014a) was used to make syntheses about the macro level.
I interpreted this repeated sentence structure of when I did x, I did it in Finnish to
mean that the learner is emphasizing the affordances of the phone interface for
his language learning and his own role in the actions because he is repeating
these active verbs. The reflection also shows what the learner can express in his
emerging language skills. Upon analyzing the entire portfolio entry where the
word random had been used, I realized that the word appeared to function as a
way for the learner to position himself as unique and different from the other
students in his class: He is especially interested in these kinds of institutional
Instagram channels (Article II).

Discourse analysis examines language as a social action in its context of use
in relation to “the social practices and structures of language users” (Pietikdinen
& Mintynen, 2019). It enabled analyzing, for instance, how the learners position
themselves against more expert speakers (Rampton, 1995), revealing different
hierarchies and power dynamics by using language and other semiotic resources.
The learners position themselves in relation to other people for example by using
the pronouns we or they. The interactional discourse analysis was conducted to
get behind what the learners were saying and doing as they performed different
actions and participated in meaning-making mediated by language (Gee, 2014b;
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Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 158). I analyzed the expressions the learners used in
their reports, reflections, and recorded samples. I used different tools, as
introduced by Gee (2014b), to conduct the analysis: for example, making familiar
strange and strange familiar (pp. 25-28), analyzing not only what is said, but also
what is not said and why, and analyzing subject positions, that is, who is
positioned against certain norms and how (p. 116).

In cases where the learner had submitted screenshots of their interactions,
such as in Vera’s chat exchange (Figure 9), I was able to analyze samples of how
the original interaction had unfolded. As the submitted samples were selected by
the learner, I interpreted them as their attempts to demonstrate something they
brought up in their reports and reflections. When I analyzed such samples of
interactions, I first analyzed the learner’s report and reflection and then searched
the interaction data for the interaction sequences mentioned in Vera’s report and
reflection. I then analyzed the chat sequence on its own and compared it with
Vera’s own interpretation of the situation. For example, Vera mentions in her
reflection that a vocabulary item, the word penkkarit, had caused her trouble in
the interaction, but upon analyzing the interaction sequence in the original
interactional data, I found no evidence of such trouble, since the interaction
partner ignores Vera’'s concern and continues the interaction as if no problematic
source item had been indicated (Article I, pp. 237-238). This led to my
interpretation that since the learner used the chat to mediate the interaction, her
learner role, in this short sequence, did not cause significant delays in the
interaction, making it more like an equal exchange between two peers.

Sometimes the samples the learners had submitted did not include such
interaction sequences but rather featured some visual representation of material
the learner had explored or created, featuring examples of semiotic meaning-
making with visual cues (Sections 2.1.1 and 2.1.3). The learner’s choice of
including a certain visual and framing it a certain way gave me an interpretative
lens through which I analyzed the visual. I analyzed what kind of discourses the
visual created together with the learner’s report and reflection. For instance, a
learner had submitted a picture of a Sims character she had created and writes So
I made a Finnish sim, and moved her into a Finnish house that I built (Article II, p. 10-
11). I thus interpreted the picture through how it depicts this so-called
Finnishness and found that it reflects a certain neo-colonial bias (see e.g., Garcia,
2019) of what Finnish people look like: The character has blond hair, blue eyes,
and Western clothing.

As mentioned, I used each discourse cycle as an analytical lens, so my way
of approaching the small ‘d” discourses was slightly different depending on the
focus of each article. To analyze the interaction order, I analyzed how the
interaction was constructed: how the learners position themselves against other
speakers, and, for example, turn-taking in the interactions (Article I). To analyze
historical bodies, I searched for evidence of past interactions in the interactional
data (Article II). The discourse analysis revealed how the participants explain
their past actions in retrospect, make sense of their actions, and negotiate them,
revealing instances of learner agency (Jones, 2007). To analyze discourses in place,
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I looked for “evidence of intertextuality and interdiscursivity” (Hult, 2017, p. 100)
in the data to locate relevant discourses in place. I realized that the Independent
Use Portfolio instructions circulated through the learners’ reflections on the
material level as they recycled the instructions in their reflections (Article IV). On
the conceptual level, the portfolio task impacted the learners” social actions by
incentivizing them: The actions exist because of this discourse in place (Article
11I).

I used my ethnographic experience as a teacher-researcher to facilitate and
triangulate the analysis (see also Bergroth-Koskinen & Seppald, 2012). Meanings
depend on the context (Blommaert & Jin, 2010, p. 7), and discourse analysis can
help make the context a more salient part of analyzing communication (Gee,
2014b). For example, the word random in a learner’s portfolio entry appears
different when it is examined in the context of the full portfolio entry instead of
an isolated sentence. The interpretation deepens even more when we know that
the learner often highlights his unique interests in the Finnish class he is taking.
Gee (2014b, p. 30-31) calls this issue the frame problem: The more we know about
the context the more accurate our analysis can be, and any conceptual
information can change the interpretation of an utterance.

My ethnographic information helped me answer some of the “why that
now” questions in the discourse analysis (Kunitz & Markee, 2016, p. 9). It is
typical for discourse analytic research that during data collection the researcher
acquires contextual knowledge that gives them an insider perspective on data
analysis (Taylor, 2013, p. 50). This contextual knowledge was especially helpful
in understanding those elements in the data that would otherwise have been
challenging to interpret. My presence in the data collection also helped me
understand the situational and contextual references made in the interactional
data. For example, the reference relations of demonstrative pronouns are easier
to understand when the researcher is present in the data collection situation (see
Suni, 2008, pp. 47-48).

Figure 10 summarizes the data analysis process:

Mapping the Applying the Micro-level
relevant cycles discourse discourse
nt ey cycles as )
of discourse analysis

separate lenses

Ethnographic experiengé

FIGURE 10 Analyzing the data
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Figure 10 illustrates the analysis process that was repeated during the study. The
different steps largely overlapped: I mapped the relevant cycles of discourse,
used the three concepts of nexus analysis (the cycles of discourse, see Section 3.1.1)
as separate lenses to analyze the data from different perspectives, and conducted
a discourse analysis to see how the big ‘D’ Discourses were enacted at the micro
level. The teacher-researcher’s ethnographic experience informed the process of
mapping and facilitated the discourse analysis.

3.4 Ethical considerations

The study received ethical approval from the Institutional Review Board of the
University. An updated approval was obtained for each data collection cycle (see
Section 3.2.2). All potential participants were given a study information sheet that
communicated that the study would increase knowledge about learners’
independent language use and help the teacher-researcher develop instructional
materials and methods to better correspond with the learners’ needs.

The fact that the participants would directly benefit from the study was an
important ethical component of it: The participants were not just subjects, but
they would also gain from the research (Nakata, 2015). Students were not asked
to do anything specifically for research, as all of the students completed the
Independent Use Portfolio as a regular classroom assignment. Exploratory
practice can also be a way of avoiding burdening participants (Allwright, 2005):
Learners are not subjects of the study, but they partake in regular classroom
activities. In addition, when the researcher is the students’ teacher, the data
collection instrument does not necessarily draw that much attention, but the
students can focus on learning, whereas students might respond differently to an
outsider (Bergroth-Koskinen & Seppald, 2012).

Because the researcher was also the students’ teacher, a third-party assistant
helped in collecting student consent. It was communicated to the students that
the decision to participate in the study would not affect their coursework or grade
in any way and that their teacher would not know about their decision before she
had submitted the final course grades. In the first two data collection phases (see
Section 3.2.2), the assistant collected consent by entering the classroom while the
teacher was not present, and in the third phase of data collection, the assistant
administrated participant recruitment via email due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

It was communicated to the students that they would remain anonymous,
and images in any publications or conference presentations would be processed
so that participants would not be identifiable. Exploratory practice sees the
students as practitioners of the research, and it would be good to credit them for
their own ideas (Hanks, 2017). However, because of institutional ethics
requirements, it was necessary to keep the participants’ identities anonymous.
The original data was only accessed by the researcher and stored in a secure place.
Because the linguistic community was small (small class sizes and the unique
context of studying Finnish), I needed to take extra steps to protect the
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participants’ identities (see also Tapio, 2013, p. 82). Thus, little information about
them is revealed. As mentioned in Section 3.2.3, the learners’ names and other
identifying information, such as place names and their study majors or
professions, if they mentioned some, have been changed from the data. However,
since the analysis does not focus on evaluating any personal qualities of the
participants but their activity as language learners, the data are not high risk.

Additional ethical consideration was needed to deal with any third parties
participating in the data. In their portfolios, learners shared recordings or
screenshots of their interactions with friends or other Finnish language contacts.
I removed and blurred these third-party turns from the data excerpts in the
research articles where necessary.

Like Scollon and Scollon (2004), I researched practices within my own
institution and needed to be reflective of any possible challenges, such as
maintaining a confidential relationship with the participants who were my
students and examining my own motives for the study. Alvesson (2003) cautions
that avoiding revealing confidential information can lead to hiding some
practices that would be relevant to the study, which I needed to be mindful of
when selecting what information to include in my research articles and what to
exclude from them. It is also challenging to deal with research that is so closely
related to the self (Bergroth-Koskinen & Seppadld, 2012). I had to constantly
evaluate my skills as a teacher, as the portfolio revealed hidden practices and also
some possible unintended impacts of the portfolio task (Article IV). As is typical
for insider research, the teacher-researcher had a participant position in the study
as I generated and analyzed data about my own practices (Nakata, 2015, p. 175).
It is typical in language research for the researcher to be part of their own data
and to appear in it as one of the participants. The learners sometimes refer to their
teacher in their portfolios. Since the portfolio task was part of the learners’ course
assessment, they received feedback about their entries, which possibly
influenced how the data turned out.

As a teacher-researcher at a U.S. research-first university, I navigated
different personal and institutional expectations related to research and teaching.
Conducting research alongside regular teaching duties can be an overwhelming
task. Incorporating research practice into my own teaching enhanced my
understanding (Allwright, 2005) and kept my overall workload as a teacher
manageable when the primary task was to offer quality instruction to the learners.
Barkhuizen’s (2021) study of the teacher-PhD researcher Ana revealed identity
dilemmas in how she sees academic institutional research and teacher research.
Academic institutional research was perceived as more meaningless, driven by
neoliberal discourses that encourage publishing for the sake of publishing, and
teacher research was considered more meaningful, practice-oriented, and
impactful (Barkhuizen, 2021). On the other hand, teacher research does not
always enjoy the same kind of prestige as research conducted by non-teacher
researchers (Rose, 2019). As an educator, I wanted to engage in the production of
research-based knowledge so that teaching would inform research, not only the
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other way around, with research informing teaching practices (see also Rose,
2019).

The involvement of the teacher-researcher in the different stages of
designing and implementing the pedagogical project can be a major advantage
(Bergroth-Koskinen & Seppald, 2012). Conducting research and teaching at the
same time can lead to a more research-based teaching practice because the newly
gained knowledge can be put into practice (Bergroth-Koskinen & Seppald, 2012;
Hakala & Hynninen, 2007). The ongoing research study helped the teacher-
researcher understand some of the contexts in which students were using Finnish,
which impacted the contents taught in the class. At the same time, being a
teacher-researcher enabled deviating from pre-set plans and making decisions on
the go (cf. Rédisdnen et al., 2016).

3.5 My own historical body and position as a teacher-researcher

In ethnographic research, the research findings are affected by the researcher’s
life history (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 15). The researcher must examine
their motives: how they analyze the actions from their own positioning (Scollon
& Scollon, 2004). According to Scollon and Scollon (2004), the very beginning
point for a nexus analytical study is the researcher’s values and positionality (p.
87). Already the research questions come from certain discourses and the
researcher defines the field with their questions (Hakala & Hynninen, 2007).
Reflections on researcher positionality are thus an important component of all
social research (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995) and are even required from
research conducted by a teacher-researcher (Jensen et al., 2022). This reflection is
especially necessary when the researcher is highly involved in the research site
as a participant observer (Duff, 2020, p. 148), as was I as the teacher-researcher of
the present study, working in the same community for years. Examining one’s
own researcher positionality is, however, also a great challenge (Nakata, 2015).
Conducting research as a teacher-researcher requires openness from the
researcher and a willingness to engage with findings that do not show the
researcher in a positive light (Bergroth-Koskinen & Seppild, 2012).

A pedagogical relationship is uneven when it comes to power (Hakala &
Hynninen, 2007). As a language teacher and a faculty member, I had the power
to make decisions in the classroom and at the curriculum level. Decisions made
by the teacher-researcher allow the students to participate in their learning
activities (cf. Rdisdnen et al., 2016). My historical body was shaped by several
ideals of language learning. I aimed to be a democratic teacher and to move
instruction in the direction of finding out things together and thinking together
(Hakala & Hynninen, 2007). I intentionally aimed to make the interaction order
in the classroom into a participatory one (cf. Rdisdnen et al., 2016; Wohlwend,
2020, p. 244) through the implementation of the portfolio task, group and pair
work, and for instance classroom tasks that engaged students in project work.
The portfolio task also overturned the expected roles of a teacher as the one who
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is telling and the student as the listener (cf. Rdisdnen et al., 2016): In the portfolios,
it was the students who were telling the teacher things.

The teacher’s background should be considered when reflecting on teacher-
researcher positionality (Nakata, 2015). Teacher agency is shaped by the teacher’s
life histories, teaching experiences, and their own education (Priestley et al., 2015).
My historical body as a language teacher impacted what questions were relevant
to ask, but also how they were asked. My teaching philosophy and conceptions
of good language teaching were shaped by my pedagogical training and ongoing
discussions with colleagues about language teaching. I have experience teaching
university-level Finnish courses both in Finland and at two universities in North
America, along with previous experience teaching adult migrants in integration
training programs in different parts of Finland. Experience from teaching in
integration training settings, in which instruction was directly aimed at students’
integration into the local labor market (see Poyhonen & Tarnanen, 2015),
contrasted with the U.S. university setting, where students were studying an
LCTL for rather personal reasons (for more on reasons students study LCTLs, see
Murphy et al., 2009).

My historical body also holds experiences gathered as a former and current
learner of languages (cf. Alanen et al., 2013; Hanks, 2017), which explicitly and
implicitly informed the study. For instance, my experience that text-based chat
in a foreign language can contribute to oral fluency (see e.g., Blake, 2009) found
its way to the portfolio instructions (see Appendix 1). In reverse, the ongoing
study shaped the language learning experiences of the teacher-researcher as a
learner of different languages through practical tips from the learner portfolios.

Barkhuizen (2021) found that teachers who are also doctoral students need
to negotiate their dynamic identities as teachers and researchers. The duality of
the role brings to the forefront different ways of knowing - the researcher directs
their eye differently than the teacher. While the researcher seeks knowledge, the
teacher is often the source of knowledge for the learners. The PhD student role
emphasizes that the position of the researcher, as someone seeking knowledge,
is similar in status to that of the students and aims to unravel previous
knowledge and assumptions. (Hakala & Hynninen, 2007.)

At the same time, it is not always possible (or even desirable) to separate
the role of the teacher and researcher (Bergroth-Koskinen & Seppaild, 2012).
Barkhuizen (2021) suggests that pre-service teachers should have an introduction
to conducting research as part of their teacher training, and my research-oriented
pedagogical training made it natural to combine the roles of the teacher and
researcher from early on in projects conducted with senior colleagues.

Typically, learners of LCTLs treat their teachers as cultural informants and
model speakers of the language, especially when they are so-called native
speakers of the target language (Magnan et al., 2014). My historical body also
carried my position as a so-called native (see Section 1.3 for a brief discussion on
the concept of native) Finnish-speaking Finnish person in the United States, and
as such, I served as a cultural and linguistic informant in the surrounding culture.
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Thus, the concrete body of the teacher-researcher can also impact how learners
see the target language and its speakers.

In this chapter I outlined how I engaged the nexus as a teacher-researcher,
by entering the zone of identification and defining the social actions, collecting
data with the Independent Use Portfolio, analyzing it by using discourse analysis,
and navigating the ethical questions and my own teacher-researcher
positionalities relating to the study. In the following chapter, I outline what I
learned while navigating the nexus.
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4 ARTICLES INCLUDED IN THE STUDY

4.1 Summary of the articles

The study aimed to find out how learners of Finnish at a U.S. university learn
Finnish in the wild, focusing on two closely intertwined nexuses of practice, using
Finnish in the wild and reflecting on learning in the wild. All four articles analyze all
the cycles of discourse (interaction order, historical bodies, and discourses in
place) but focus specifically on one. Together, the articles give a holistic picture

of the nexus of practice.

Table 3 introduces each article and the discourse cycle it focuses on. The
other central concepts of each article are introduced in the third column. The
fourth column introduces the respective research questions of each article.

TABLE 3 Summary of the articles

The cycle | Other central concepts

Research questions

exposure, engagement, intake,
and proficiency (van Lier,
1996)

Agency (van Lier, 2010; Mer-
cer, 2011)

Expertise (Rampton, 1995)

of dis-
course in
focus
Articlel | Interaction | Ecological approach and - How do the learners
order stages of language learning: initiate Finnish lan-

guage use situations,
utilizing the af-
fordances provided by
their learning environ-
ment and technology?

- How is interaction or-
der constructed in
these situations?

Article II | Historical | Agency (Biesta & Tedder,
body 2007; Duff, 2013; Emirbayer &
Mische, 1998)

- How do language stu-
dents’ historical bodies
direct their agency in
the digital wilds?
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Digital wilds (Sauro & Zourou,
2019b)

New speakers (O’'Rourke &
Pujolar, 2015)

Scaffolding written reflection
(e.g., Coulson & Harvey, 2013;
Crane, 2016; Grossman, 2009)

Article III | Discourses | Learning in the wild (Clark - How did the portfolio
in place et al., 2011; Eskildsen et al., assessment impact stu-
2019; Hutchins, 1995; Lilja & dents’ target language
Piirainen-Marsh, 2019a, b) interactions?
- What kind of learning
Dynamic assessment (Poehner, did the students report
2008; Poehner & Lantolf, 2005) happening in those sit-
uations?
Learning-oriented assessment
(Purpura, 2016; Turner & Pur-
pura, 2015)
Learnables (Jakonen, 2018;
Majlesi & Broth, 2012)
Article IV | Discourses | Gibbs’s (1988) reflection model - How do phrases from
in place the Independent Use

Portfolio instructions
circulate to the reflec-
tions?

- What are the implica-
tions of this circula-
tion...

...for the created discourses?
...for learning?

The order of the articles in the table does not reflect the order in which the articles
were written and published. Writing of Article III began in 2019, already before
the official start of the dissertation study. I finished Article I first and Article II
third. Article IV was written last.

The focus on one discourse cycle in each article opens different perspectives
on the nexus: It enables the nexus to be viewed through a specific lens and, thus,
closer examination of it. My definitions of the discourse cycles and their analyses
interact across the articles, and I draw all their findings together in Section 5.1 to

open up the circumference to consider the full nexus.

In the following sections, I summarize each article separately.

67




4.2 Article I: Interaction order

Rasdnen, E. (2021). Toimijuus ja vuorovaikutusjdrjestys amerikkalaisten
suomenoppijoiden itsendisessd kielenkdytossd. [Agency and interaction order in
American Finnish Language Learners’ independent target language use]. Puhe ja
kieli [Speech and Language], 41(3), 225-245. https:/ /doi.org/10.23997 / pk.112565

Introduction

The first article was motivated by the need to bridge the gap between classroom
learning and learners’ everyday life interactions by enhancing learner agency and
self-directivity (van Lier, 2010). It examined how four focal learners — Owen, Ivy,
Tina, and Vera—actively engaged in situations in which they utilized the
affordances (van Lier, 2000) of their material and digital learning environments.
The focus was on interaction order (Goffman, 1983; Scollon & Scollon, 2004) and
how the learners’ interactions were constructed hierarchically. Agency was
defined as literal and metaphorical movement, orientation, or change of direction
(van Lier, 2010) and as the individuals’ general and situational sense about the
impact of their actions and behavior —how they participate in action (Mercer,
2011). The research questions were as follows:

- How do the learners initiate Finnish language use situations, utilizing

the affordances provided by their learning environment and technology?
- How is interaction order constructed in these situations?

Background and literature review

Van Lier (1996), whose ecological approach informed the article, has described
language learning through the overlapping stages of exposure, engagement,
intake, and proficiency. Because I focused on how the learners find and utilize
affordances, the stages of exposure and engagement were especially relevant. As
van Lier (1996) has suggested, learners need to process their target language
exposure to benefit from it (pp. 48-53).

Participants in interaction define one another as individuals and through
social hierarchies (Goffman, 1983, p. 3). In the article, interaction order became
salient in how the interaction between expert language users and language
learners was constructed hierarchically, while the learners defined their own and
their interaction partners’ language skills (no skills, beginner-level learner, more
advanced learner, expert language user, language teacher). I used Rampton’s
(1995) notion of expertise to describe the learners’ interaction partners whose
language skills were so established that they were not in a learner role in the
reported situations. Expertise is constructed in relation to the interaction partners
(Rampton, 1995, pp. 340-341).
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Data and method

The data consisted of 36 portfolio entries of the focal learners, who were selected
because they showcased especially active agency in various types of social actions.

Scollon and Scollon (2004), in their field guide, identified discourse analysis
as a suitable tool for the navigation stage, when looking at hierarchies and
interaction, so I used discourse analysis to examine how the focal learners
reflected on their own agency and interaction (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, pp. 173-
174). In discourse analysis, language is examined as social action in its context of
use in relation to the social practices and structures of the users (Gee, 2014a;
Pietikdinen & Mantynen, 2019).

Findings

The analysis showed that the interactions were often constructed hierarchically.
The learners and their interaction partners constructed their identities in social
interaction and took on different roles (Bucholtz & Hall, 2010, pp. 18-20). The
learners directed their activity with their own initiative, with the interaction
partners in an expert role. Positioning oneself as a learner or an expert language
user impacted how the interaction order was constructed.

The learners” active agency and initiative had a significant role in the
interactions. I divided the findings into three categories.

1) The learner making initiatives and directing the interaction event

The portfolios of the beginner-level learners were often constructed according to
the skill levels of the participants: The learner and the expert Finnish speaker had
their own roles in the interaction. The interaction was often initiated by the
learner, and the interaction advanced on the learner’s terms. The expert language
user participated in the interaction within the frame set by the learner.

The beginner-level learners described situations in which they had
participated in interaction multilingually using their still truncated repertoires
(Blommaert, 2010, pp. 103, 106). In their reflections, the learners paid attention to
their abilities to participate in interaction with their Finnish language resources.
The learners utilized their interaction partners to get maximal relevant exposure
in the target language and the interaction event was often constructed around the
learner’s questions and the expert speaker’s answers. In this way, the interactions
often came to resemble interviews.

2) The learners” aim for equal interaction

Several portfolios also showed how the learners aimed for equal interaction not
defined by the roles of a learner and an expert. This became salient especially in
the portfolios of more advanced learners when the learner had used the target
language with another learner at a similar level to theirs. Social media enabled
language use independent of time and place (see also Leppédnen et al., 2019, p.
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110). For example, in chat messages interaction was often structured as an equal
conversation between peers. Communication trouble, such as forgetting a word,
did not hinder the interaction when the learner could quickly check it. Interaction
was thus constructed as a friendly exchange between peers, and the roles of
learner and expert speaker were not emphasized in the interaction.

3) Learner as a language expert

The learners also reported on situations where the learners acted as language
experts. Because the learners’ exposure to the target language in their living
environment was limited in the studied context, the learners expanded their
chances for target language use with their own activity. They even introduced
and taught Finnish to their friends and families in the United States. In these
situations, the learners’ role changed: Instead of only learners, they were also
language experts and teachers. When they shared the target language with other
people, they got extra practice. They presented their knowledge of Finnish in a
positive light, and the learners also used Finnish to create humor. Studying
Finnish gave the learners an expert position, and they indicated being happy to
share the language with others. This phenomenon highlighted a unique feature
of studying an LCTL: In a target language environment, the learners would have
had fewer situations for similar language expert positions because there would
have been several experts around. Knowledge of Finnish was a way for the
learners to stand out from their peers.

Discussion

The learners participated in many interactions both in person and online. On the
one hand, in some situations, the learners described how they seized a sudden
opportunity to use Finnish. On the other hand, some examples demonstrated
careful preparation, goal orientation, and critical reflection. Overall, the
portfolios demonstrated the importance of having opportunities for target
language interactions.

The portfolios also showed glimpses of conceptual-level discourses in place,
which were the Finnish language learners’ conceptions of language and learning.
The learners did not aim for perfection but to succeed in communication and be
understood.

The findings can be used to develop foreign language pedagogy to better
correspond with learners” actual needs in the target language. Teachers could
critically evaluate what kind of language use situations learners should be
trained for in the class and encourage learners to suggest target situations
themselves. Language classes could center on practicing using the target
language in acquiring and maintaining relationships, while encouraging learners
to explore their living environment as a language learning environment.
Teachers could also help learners build networks in the target language and
develop tasks where learners can practice communicating with other people
using different technologies.

70



4.3 Article II: Historical body

Réasdnen, E. (2024a). Language Learners’ Historical Bodies Directing their Agency
in the Digital Wilds. Journal of Language, Identity & Education, 1-16.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2023.2300974

Introduction

The second article focused on the concept of historical body, defined as the
learners’ life histories and prior experiences of language learning. The study was
motivated by the notion that the influence of historical bodies on learners” agency
is often not given enough emphasis in language learning (see e.g., Wedin, 2021).
There is a need to develop language education to enhance learner agency and to
develop inclusive classroom practices.

The article focused on three focal participants —Matt, Bob and Katya—who
used Finnish in the digital wilds and reflected on their learning. There is
relatively little research on learners’ language use in the digital wilds with
languages other than English. The study applied Duff’s (2013) definition of
agency: “people’s ability to make choices, take control, self-regulate, and thereby
pursue their goals as individuals” (p. 417). The research question was the
following: How do language students” historical bodies direct their agency in the
digital wilds?

Background and literature review

The literature review first defined historical bodies and the connection between
historical body and agency and then outlined studies that examine language
learners’” historical bodies and investigate language learning in the digital wilds.
In the article, historical bodies have been treated “as action” (Jones, 2007), and as
collective (Forsman, 2015) and individual embodied life histories (Scollon &
Scollon, 2005, p. 108). In contrast with Haneda (2005) and Dressler, Crossman and
Kawalilak (2021), who also investigated language learners” historical bodies, the
participants of the article did not have experience living in the target culture
before. It focused on learners in higher education, unlike Koivisto (2013), who
analyzed school pupils. Historical bodies were defined in the article as “the
learners” prior experiences and expectations of the target language and culture,
and the professional or free-time roles they bring to the social action” (p. 3).

Agency, which gets its material from the historical body, is done in the
present moment but also has a future orientation (Biesta & Tedder, 2007;
Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Jones, 2007). The current literature on language
learning in the digital wilds features studies that examine learners of English (see
also Sauro & Zourou, 2019a). When learners observe authentic language use, for
example when they watch television, they can notice gaps in their own language
use (Richards, 2015).
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An important concept in the article was O’Rourke and Pujolar’s (2015) “new
speakers,” individuals who are learning their L2 in their adult age without much
“community exposure to a minority language” (p. 1).

Data and method

The analysis drew on nexus analysis. Although the article focused on historical
body as the lens through which the nexus was examined (see also Dressler et al.,
2021), the other two discourse cycles of interaction order and discourses in place
were also incorporated in the analysis.

To reach a deeper level of analysis, the article focused on three learners.
When looking at the portfolios, I looked for references to the learners’ life
histories in their portfolios and examined the reflections using discourse analysis
to see how the learners wrote “different versions of the historical body onto past
situations” (Jones, 2007, pp. 253-254). The analysis focused on the linguistic
resources of the learners and how they were writing to the teacher as the
audience (Gee, 2014a, pp. 19-20). The “retrospective discourses” (stories) shed
light on the connections between learner agency and historical body and how the
learners give meaning to their actions (Jones, 2007, pp. 253-254). My
ethnographic knowledge facilitated the analysis.

Findings

The analysis revealed how historical bodies directed the learners’ choice of
learning material, what items in that material they oriented to as their learning
targets, and how they oriented to future language use. I thus divided the findings
into three parts:

1) Historical bodies directing choice of learning material

The learners’ pre-conceptions, personal and professional interests, expertise, or
familiarity with the resource directed what resources the learners used as
learning material. One learner used official institutional channels as sources for
recommendations, one got a recommendation from a peer learner in the same
classroom, and one made his learner role salient in his post on a public forum.
Historical bodies also had ideological dimensions, such as the perceived prestige
of certain resources. The learners’ agency was linked to their historical bodies.
When they selected their own learning materials, the learners also actively took
agency of their language use.

2) Historical bodies directing orientation to learning targets
Historical bodies also directed what learners did with the resources they chose.
The learners oriented to certain elements in the target language use and noticed

gaps in their language knowledge (Richards, 2015, p. 19) in their reflections,
directed by their metalinguistic knowledge, past learning histories, professional
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experience, or world knowledge. These elements included cultural aspects and
vocabulary items. Experience with a certain platform, like a game, directed
learners to use it as a resource. Each platform had its own discourses in place that
the learners used for language learning. The learners were also directed by
knowledge gained in the classroom or even their implicit biases.

3) Historical bodies directing future learning projects

The learners’ historical bodies also directed what they oriented to as their future
learning targets in their reflections. They did this by emphasizing their role as
learners and highlighting their need to learn more. The learners” historical bodies
informed them about potential notice gaps, elements they did not yet know in
the target language. They, for example, refer to noticing gaps in their knowledge
due to their learner status. They reflected a need for more or enhanced practice
in a similar language use situation.

Discussion

The findings demonstrate the impact historical bodies have on learners’ language
use in the wild and their reflections on their learning in the wild. A relevant
implication would be the development of an enhanced portfolio assignment that
incorporates critical reflection on the target culture. The portfolio can be used as
a tool of inclusive pedagogy (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011), in which learners
direct their own learning. The article highlights Beiler’s (2022) suggestion of
expanding the concept of the historical body with decolonial theory. In line with
Biesta and Tedder (2007, p. 139), it is argued that the portfolio is a fruitful
platform for learners to learn about their own agency. The article concludes by
stating that reflection about and sharing of one’s life history is a way to enhance
the role of learner agency in the language classroom. Learners can start to see
how their historical bodies impact their learning.

4.4 Article III: Discourses in place

Réasédnen, E., & Kivik, P.-K. (2023). Portfolio assessment: facilitating language
learning in the wild. In M. R. Salaberry, A. Weideman, & W.-L. Hsu (Eds.), Ethics
and Context in Second Language Testing: Rethinking Validity in Theory and Practice
(pp- 135-161). Routledge. https:/ /doi.org/10.4324/9781003384922-9

Introduction

The third article was motivated by the need to teach and assess learners’
interactional competence, the ability of L2 learners to coordinate their
interactions dynamically depending on the context (Eskildsen et al., 2019, p. 8),
in contrast with individual performance ability, which is how assessment is
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usually done. I collaborated with Piibi-Kai Kivik on the article, which explored
the Independent Use Portfolio as an assessment practice that incorporates
learners’ language use in the wild. We analyzed what kind of washback impact
the use of the portfolio had on learners’ interactions and learning.
The research questions were the following;:
- How did the portfolio assessment task impact students’ target lan-
guage interactions?
- What kind of learning did the students report happening in those
situations?

Background and literature review

Lynch and Shawn (2005) have referred to portfolios as being a more empowering
type of assessment than testing. According to Abrar-ul-Hassan, Douglas and
Turner (2021), portfolios feature integrated skills and a variety of activities.
Portfolios have been found to enhance learner motivation and self-reflection,
among other things (Chostelidou & Manoli, 2020, pp. 509-510). We positioned
the Independent Use Portfolio as being different from other portfolios because of
the focus on LCTLs, interaction skills, and learner-initiated situations. We labeled
the Independent Use Portfolio as a showcase portfolio, introducing “examples of
a learner’s best work” (Abrar-ul-Hassan et al., 2021, p. 3). It drew inspiration
from the European Language Portfolio (ELP) with its focus on lifelong learning
(Council of Europe, 2024Db).

The article was guided by research on language learning in the wild (Clark
et al., 2011; Eskildsen et al., 2019; Hutchins, 1995) and research on how the wild
can benefit classroom learning. It was particularly modeled on a task design by
Lilja and Piirainen-Marsh (2019a, b). Another source of inspiration included
studies of interactional competence (Salaberry & Kunitz, 2019). The article also
discussed learning in the virtual wild (Lech & Harris, 2019), a concept similar to
that of the digital wilds (Sauro & Zourou, 2019b) that I have used in other parts
of the overall study.

Another central concept in the article is learnable (Majlesi & Broth, 2012), an
item learners bring into “a shared pedagogical focus” during interaction as a
relevant item to learn (p. 193). Learners orient to certain learnables in their
reflections when they retrospectively point to instances of language use that they
ponder. Learnables are learner-identified learning targets, and returning to them
after the interaction event might lead to learning.

The article draws connections between the Independent Use Portfolio and
dynamic assessment because the portfolio aims to create a positive washback
from assessment into teaching, and the learners are assessed based on their active
engagement instead of performance. In dynamic assessment, assistance is
incorporated in assessment procedures, following the Vygotskian principle of the
zone of proximal development, within which learners can reach higher-level
performances (Poehner, 2008, pp. 5, 12; Poehner & Lantolf, 2005, pp. 233-234).
The Independent Use Portfolio also draws on Learning Oriented Assessment
(LOA) (Purpura, 2016; Turner & Purpura, 2015), which treats assessment as a
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learning practice, featuring language use in different contexts. Like in LOA, in
the Independent Use Portfolio, the learners start the process in the classroom,
then go to the wild, and then return to the classroom to reflect, and then possibly
go back to the wild.

Data and method

In addition to the Finnish learners’ portfolios, a smaller Estonian language
portfolio corpus from the same university was also included in the analysis. The
two language programs are comparable because they are both small LCTL
programs and the two languages, Finnish and Estonian, are closely related. We
used a nexus analytical approach (Scollon & Scollon, 2004) and interactional
discourse analysis to analyze the data.

The orientation to change that is central in nexus analysis (Scollon & Scollon,
2004, pp. 177-178) was introduced both through the portfolio that incentivized
learners to use the target language in the wild and also through orienting to
possible curriculum-level improvements. In the analysis, we did not focus on
language learning per se, but on how students oriented themselves to learning
activities and constructed meaning retrospectively (Jakonen, 2018) in their
written reflections (Article III, pp. 142-143).

Findings

The findings focused on two identified washback effects: The portfolio as
assessment pushed learners to interact in the wild and it also functioned as a
means of doing learning through reflection.

1) Portfolio assessment pushing learners to interact in the wild

The portfolios demonstrated how the learners increased their usage of the target
language in their communications with their target-language-speaking friends.
They reported a willingness to start doing this and to continue the practice
because of the classroom assignment, which contrasts with typical classroom
assessment practices that usually end when the assessment is complete. Some
learners interacted with peer language learners and indicated they did it
specifically for language practice, as otherwise the interaction would have taken
place in English. Some learners, mainly the Estonian learners whose interactions
were included in the article, reported using their target language to establish new
contacts, as a way to open an English-language discussion.

2) Portfolio as a means of doing learning through reflection
Having to engage in reflection enhanced the learners’ noticing of the elements of
language use that they could potentially learn. These learnables were often

vocabulary or structures, but sometimes also related to discourse elements such
as register, or the pragmatics of language use.
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Discussion

The Independent Use Portfolio can thus create the washback effect of adding
more of the target language to learners’” interactions beyond the classroom and
reflecting on their learning in those situations. The portfolio provides the
platform but also the incentive for reflection. It can enhance learner agency while
also impacting how learners return to and operationalize their learning. It makes
metalinguistic processes and reflection part of classroom assessment practices,
elevating their status as important aspects of classroom language learning.

4.5 Article IV: Discourses in place

Réasdnen, E. (2024b). Scaffolding learning through reflection: Finnish language
students recycling, negotiating, and reinterpreting instructions in a portfolio
assignment. In M. Kivilehto, L. Lahti, T. Pitkdnen, E. Pitkdsalo & M. Tervola (Eds.),
Tutkimuksellisia siltoja rakentamassa. Vetenskapliga brobyggen. Building bridges through
research. AFinLAn vuosikirja 2024. (pp. 234-255). Suomen soveltavan kielitieteen
yhdistyksen julkaisuja 81. https:/ /doi.org/10.30661/afinlavk.143399

Introduction

The fourth article was motivated by the change orientation of Scollon and
Scollon’s (2004) nexus analysis: the need to further develop the Independent Use
Portfolio task to scaffold learners” reflections on their learning in the wild. The
article emphasized the importance of reflection in learning from experience.
Reflection was defined through Gibbs’” (1988) reflection model, and viewed as
necessary for learners to process and learn from experience. The article suggested
that learners could be scaffolded to reflect more deeply, which previous studies
by Grossman (2009) and Coulson and Harvey (2013) have also emphasized.

The article applied Hult's (2017) definition of discourses in place as the
“wider circulating discourses that are already present ... when the action occurs”
(p. 96). For example, Killkvist and Hult (2016) have analyzed how discourses
from language policy documents are negotiated at the interactional level.

This article focused on the Independent Use Portfolio as a material
discourse in place that circulates to the learners’ reflections. The article followed
this model to analyze how phrases from the portfolio instructions circulate to the
learners’ reflections. The research questions guiding the analysis were the
following;:

- How do phrases from the Independent Use Portfolio instructions
circulate to the reflections?

- What are the implications of this circulation...
...for the created discourses?
...for learning?
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Background and literature review

Nexus analysis is an approach that enables examining how discourses circulate
between contexts. Discourses in place, the central concept of this article, can also
be conceptual, but this article analyzed them at the material level by focusing on
the Independent Use Portfolio as a writing prompt.

Gibbs” (1988) reflection model was used as a way to structure written
reflection. In the article, reflection was defined “as the process that involves the
description, evaluation, and analysis of an experience, leading to change in the
form of an action plan for a future language use event” (Article IV). Several
studies (e.g., Coulson & Harvey, 2013; Crane, 2016; Dressler et al.,, 2021;
Grossman, 2009) have emphasized the importance of scaffolding in reflection
tasks to get learners to reach a deeper level of reflection because, without
scaffolding, learners can overgeneralize and have difficulties providing concrete
evidence for their conclusions (Corrales & Erwin, 2020; Grossman, 2009). Correia
and Bleicher (2008) analyzed learners’ use of reflection markers to structure their
reflections. This article also focused on the phrases learners use to structure their
reflections. However, to my knowledge, there have been no previous studies that
use nexus analysis to map how discourses circulate from the instructions to the
reflections.

Data and method

The article focused only on the reflection component of the Independent Use
Portfolio. First, the central discourse in place, the Independent Use Portfolio
Instructions, was identified. After that, the teacher-researcher mapped how the
instructions circulated to the instructions. Text-level discourse analysis was used
to see how the learners negotiated their instructions in their reflections. The
analysis was facilitated by the teacher-researcher’s ethnographic knowledge.

Findings

The first research question asked: How do phrases from the Independent Use
Portfolio instructions circulate to the reflections? There were two central findings:

1) Recycling phrases from the instructions

The learners often recycled phrases directly from the instructions to either
structure their reflections or demonstrate they had fulfilled the task. Thus, they
performed being good learners by answering the prompt sometimes word by
word. Agency and effort were part of the grading criteria for the portfolio, and
the learners either demonstrated how they had engaged their agency or
explained why they had not.

For example, the learners frequently recycled the phrases challenging or
confusing. The mention of challenges is typically contrasted with a contrastive
conjunction and an explanation of how the learners had used their agency to
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overcome the obstacle. They thus demonstrated how they were in charge of
guiding the learning process. The learners also frequently recycled the phrase
next time but did not always elaborate on what they would do differently were
they to engage in the same activity again.

In sum, the instructions provided the learners with a scaffold and structure
but directed them to write about things the teacher wanted them to write about.
Sometimes the recycled phrases were just mentioned but they were not followed
by deeper reflection.

2) Negotiating or reinterpreting the instructions

The learners also sometimes negotiated phrases used in the instructions, such as
the request to focus on situations outside of class or the request that they would
have to write about different language use actions in different portfolios. By
deviating from the instructions and explaining their deviation, the learners used
their agency by showing that they know what works best for them and can thus
be justified deviating from the instructions. In other instances, the deviation
provided them with an easier way to complete the task. Their disclaimers served
to pre-empt the teacher’s possible rejection of their choice of doing so. In some
instances, the learners reinterpreted the instructions to mean different things
than expressed in the prompt, because of some contradictory messages or
ambivalent wording. This practice was revealed when the learners explained and
justified their choice of deviating from their interpretation of the teacher’s
instructions, again emphasizing the role of their agency.

The second research question asked: What are the implications of this
circulation...

...for the created discourses?

...for learning?

On the one hand, the circulation of the phrases created a discourse of the learners
performing being good learners. When this circulation was done by repeating the
teacher’s phrases, a teacher-led discourse centering the teacher as the creator of
the reflection prompt was emphasized. The teacher, therefore, was controlling
the discourses. On the other hand, especially when the learners negotiated the
phrases, a discourse centering on learner agency was emphasized.

In terms of learning, the circulation of the phrases helped students structure
their reflections and perhaps reach a deeper level of reflection. However, by
impacting what topics they could write about, the instructions potentially also
limited the learners’ learning potential by restricting the topic they were expected
to write about.

Discussion

The way that the learners recycled, negotiated, and reinterpreted the instructions
shows how they used the Independent Use Portfolio to scaffold their reflections.
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They engaged their agency to deviate from the instructions when necessary or to
justify why they had not fully engaged their agency.

The findings indicate that the learners can potentially benefit from receiving
more scaffolding to do reflective writing. For example, one example showed how
a learner was very vague in her reflections on her future action plans, which
indicates that the learners could benefit from more scaffolding to be able to reflect
on an action plan. One of the possible implications would be that the learners
could work together to develop the prompt and provide scaffolding to one
another. On the other hand, the portfolio task could be developed to include the
learners’ return to the wild in the form of a repeated encounter with an action
they had previously reflected on. It is important that teachers remain reflective
about their practices and give room for learner agency.

The findings of the article also suggest that nexus analysis can be used to
bridge research practice with instructional change and task development. In the
study, nexus analysis was a helpful approach to tracing how discourses
circulated between the instructions and the reflection.

There are also recommendations for teacher training. Pre-service teachers
or teachers in professional development training could be tasked to collect data
and analyze the impacts of their own learning tasks. It is beneficial to see what
kind of responses a classroom task can result in, so the task can be developed and
the teacher can remain reflective about their own pedagogical practices.

79



5 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

5.1 Learning in the wild

In this chapter, I summarize the main findings of the overall study and discuss
their meaning for language instruction. The following research questions were
asked in the study:
1. How do language learners use and report using the target language in the
wild for the portfolio and why this way? (the findings of all the articles)
2. How do they reflect on their learning in the wild and why this way? (the
tindings of all the articles)
3. How can classroom practices be changed to support learner agency in the
wild? (the implications of the overall study)

The findings show that the learners engaged in various social actions and had
multiple affordances for learning in the wild, and they did not need to travel
anywhere to access target-language environments (cf. the concerns raised in
Section 1.1). The social actions the learners recorded and reported in the wild are
exemplified in Figure 11.
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FIGURE 11 The learners” actions in the wild

In the figure, which is not comprehensive of all the actions described in the
portfolios, I have divided the social actions according to the four language skills
of speaking, listening, reading, or writing separately, and cultural activities as
their own category. However, the skills are often integrated, and the social action
of chatting on WhatsApp, for example, consists of both reading and writing,
while the learner reads their interaction partner’s messages and then responds to
those. In addition, most of the social actions could be further divided into smaller
units, such as the social action of talking in a conversation hour, which starts from
exchanging greetings, possibly introducing oneself, asking questions, answering
questions, and so on. However, for the purposes of this study, and within the
realms of the available data, I chose that the level of detail presented in Figure 11
is sufficient.

The social actions surrounding the learners” reflections on their learning in
the wild can also be divided into wider or smaller-level actions. They can be, for
instance, writing about challenges, writing about learning orientations, writing
about future action plans, or asking questions from the teacher.

Figure 12 illustrates how learning in the wild happens at the meeting point
of two nexuses of practice, using Finnish in the wild and reflecting on learning in the
wild, both of which are impacted by several cycles of discourse:
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FIGURE 12 The nexus of learning in the wild

(IO = interaction order, HB = historical body, DiP = discourse in place)

Figures 11 and 12 thus summarize the answers to research questions 1 and
2. The learners’” historical bodies, their prior experiences and expectations of the
target language and culture, and the professional or free-time roles, as well as
collective historical bodies in the form of the lived history of the language class,
directed the learners’ agency and use of affordances: what resources learners
used as learning material. They also directed how the learners reflected their
learning and what they chose to write about: what elements they oriented to as
learning targets and how they oriented themselves to future actions.

The findings concerning the interaction order highlighted the importance
of learners” agency and initiative and their interaction partners” support. The
learners used their interaction partners to maximize their opportunities to
practice. The interaction order was equal when an advanced learner interacted
with a Finnish-speaking peer using technology. The interaction orders consisted of
the learners” writing to their teacher in their reflections and the teacher provided
guidance to the learners in the task. This shaped how the learners targeted their
writing: They addressed their teacher in the portfolios and wrote to her as their
audience.

The central discourse in place in this study was the Independent Use
Portfolio as a classroom learning and assessment task, which incentivized the
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learners to use the target language in the wild. It pushed them to reach out to
new or existing target language contacts and use Finnish with them. The portfolio
task incentivized the learners to do learning through reflection. The Independent
Use Portfolio also functioned as a writing prompt and it directed the learners’
reflections at the writing level, and the learners recycled, negotiated, and
reinterpreted phrases from the original task.

As the figure shows, both nexuses take place at the intersection of several
cycles of discourse, two of which (historical bodies and discourses in place) have
the same sources. The historical bodies that direct the learners’” agency in using
Finnish in the wild and their reflections come from the same set of experiences.
The Independent Use Portfolio as a discourse in place shapes the learners’
language use in the wild and their reflections.

However, the interaction orders of the two nexuses are different. In their
reflections, the learners interacted with their teacher. The interaction orders of
the learners’ language use in the wild take place between learners and expert
speaker peers, and at the level of the classroom.

5.2 Supporting learner agency

The study aimed to suggest improvements for (foreign) language pedagogy
(research question 3). As the central actors in the two nexuses are the same — the
learners —we can examine the different cycles of discourse from the perspective
of learner agency.

As stated in Section 3.1.1, change is often easier to implement at the smaller
level, and to instill change in the wider nexus of practice, it is necessary to identify
the points at which change could take place. Change in one cycle of discourse can
impact the other cycles, as they all circulate through one another. Following the
overall findings of the study, and the example by Strommer (2017, p. 80), I present
a change cycle that supports language learners” agency in the wild. The figure
illustrates the change implications for each cycle of discourse, the interaction
orders, historical bodies, and the discourses in place:
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FIGURE 13  Supporting learner agency in the wild

spaces

social sharing

practices

Learning from the historical
bodies

*Recognizing learners’
historical bodies
*Familiarizing learners with
new platforms

* Incorporating conscious
reflection of language user
positionalities and biases

Even implementing one of the improvements listed in the cycle can enhance
learners” agency and impact the other cycles. For example, recognizing learners’
expertise, as listed in the interaction order discourse cycle, is a way of creating
tasks and assessments that empower learners, as listed in the discourses in place
cycle, and it is also a way to forefront the learners’ historical bodies in the
classroom. In nexus analysis, social change can take place by changing any of the
cycles through one’s own social action, and thus change in any of the listed items
will enhance learners” agency. In the following sections, I outline what these
changes mean and how they could be implemented in language classes.
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5.21 Shaping new interaction orders

The findings show that language learners have control over their language use
and learning. The learners took a great deal of initiative in finding affordances,
both in person and in the digital wild. They used their practice partners as
affordances for learning and navigated the exposure from the environment with
their agency. If the learners” prospective interaction partners did not have prior
Finnish language skills, the learners’ role changed into that of a language expert
as they taught them some phrases. Learners’ interactions in the wild were often
hierarchically constructed, but the use of digital applications as affordances
enabled more equalizing practices.

The goal of incorporating language use in the wild as a resource in the
language classroom would require increasingly flipping the university-level
classroom interaction order to a more learner-centered one: The learners would
make observations and teach one another, with the teacher facilitating their
learning. Teachers would create tasks that give learners freedom and choice in
the content, while also scaffolding the learners to reach their goals.

The learners do not always have to be in a learner role: They have a great
deal of expertise over their own learning which the teacher can learn from.
Wohlwend (2020) also discusses flipping the interaction order to unravel the
hierarchies between teachers and learners. She offered teachers workshops
where they had the opportunity to learn to rethink their classes through learning
from their pupils (Wohlwend, 2020, p. 242). Teacher education could increasingly
aim to make teachers question their assumptions of a typical classroom
interaction order and then help them reshape that order. Language teachers,
especially in the context of foreign language teaching, might be accustomed to
being in charge of moderating learners’ target language exposure, so letting go
of some of the traditional classroom interaction order might create a conflict in
the teacher’s historical body of experience. Teachers might hold the belief that
their learners cannot survive without handholding. Wohlwend (2020, p. 242) also
notes that changing the classroom interaction order and trusting the learners to
be in charge of their learning was one of the most challenging aspects for teachers
in her teacher workshops. However, instruction that involves learners in the
process of decision-making and materials selection will likely have a higher
potential for learner engagement than solely teacher-driven curricula.

In the study, the learners used the digital wild to learn Finnish. To offer
more sites for foreign language learners’ adventures in the wild, the future will
likely see an increase in the use of different learning technologies in classroom
instruction. When learning foreign languages, the digital wild might become
even more important than in a second language environment, as learners might
not automatically get exposed to the target language outside of class. Digital
platforms can also facilitate learners’” access to more diverse target language-
speaking voices than traditional textbooks (Diao et al., forthcoming; Kramsch,
2019, p. 55). The digital wild can provide learners with opportunities to
experience immersion and an environment close to that of second language
learning (Godwin-Jones, 2016).
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The findings suggested that digital games can increase learners’ practice
opportunities by enabling target language exposure and offering new ways to
practice interaction. Some learners in this study reported on their use of the
virtual world game The Sims for learning. Games have been found to increase
learners’ vocabulary learning and retention, and their motivation (Hitosugi et al.,
2014). Rama, Black, van Es and Warschauer (2012) found games to have multiple
affordances for language learning, such as immersion in a target language
environment, and opportunities for authentic communication (see also the
review by Peterson, 2010). The immersion environment afforded by games can
help foreign language learners feel that they are interacting in a second language
environment. Learners living in a second language environment can also find
games to be a motivating environment for taking risks in the target language.
When learners successfully participate in interaction in such spaces, their
confidence can increase (Rama et al., 2012). In addition, multiplayer games can
provide opportunities for socialization in new speaker communities, as has been
found in the case of English language learning (Sundqvist, 2019).

Successful language learning applications do not necessarily need to have a
linguistic or learning focus. The findings indicate that it is relevant to focus on
interaction, sharing, and the negotiation of meaning, and learning the language
can be an important side-product (see also Kuure, 2011). The learners’ discoveries
made in the digital wild seem to suggest that rather than developing new
language learning applications, resources could be spent to develop ways to
apply already existing applications for language learning purposes.

The findings showed that learners do not necessarily need to have an
extensive target-language network to be able to practice, even though the lack of
a target language speaker network and practice partners is often considered a
key issue in (foreign) language teaching and learning (see e.g., Muhonen &
Rédsédnen, 2021), and even learners that have target-language-speaking families or
friends can consider practicing in face-to-face situations potentially
uncomfortable. The digital wild can help alleviate some of these issues.

The findings concerning the interaction order of the reflections revealed
how the learners often wrote their reflections to the teacher as the audience. The
teacher, on the other hand, communicated with the learners by providing
structure for their reflections in the reflection task. As raised in Article 1V, it is
relevant to consider, however, who the audience of the learners’ reflections are.
It might be more useful to have the audience of the reflections be the peer
language learners, which would enhance the role of social support in the
language classroom.

The portfolio task provided learners with some scaffolding as it functioned
as a writing prompt that the learners used to structure their writing. The learners
also often negotiated the instructions, which indicates that the task needs
modifications. One of the potential implications of the findings was aiming for a
more participatory approach to the portfolio, which aligns with Wohlwend’s
(2020, pp. 201-226) work to use immersive literacies as a way to bring about
equitable change. Abrar-ul-Hassan, Douglas and Turner (2021) suggest that
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effective portfolios use peer review and self-assessment as assessment methods.
Adding these dimensions to the assessment of the portfolios would further
facilitate flipping the classroom interaction order: Learners would be co-learners
and teachers, and they would also further take their learning into their own
hands.

With the additional use of technology in society and language learning,
learners must get opportunities to critically reflect on language use with
technology as well, as technology does not interact in the same way as humans
do. For instance, a chatbot on a company’s website, or a voice robot on a
company’s telephone customer service line will only respond to certain
commands. Thus, learning to navigate interaction with technology is useful for
such future encounters. At the same time, the newest technologies offer
numerous opportunities for language learners. Learners can, for example, use
Chat GPT as a tireless practice partner (see Section 6.3).

5.2.2 Learning from the historical bodies

Since the findings indicated not every learner would necessarily seek out the
same target language activities (Article II), learners in the classroom could be
encouraged to explore activities that work for them. Teachers and peers could
help learners by offering them recommendations, but it is relevant to
acknowledge that new practices do not necessarily persist if the learners cannot
have a say in what those practices are. In the study, the learners” historical bodies
were recognized through the analysis of their reflections. However, learners’
historical bodies could also be mapped in advance before engaging in classroom
tasks through pre-class tasks, group interviews, or surveys.

The findings showed that the learners” prior experiences directed their use
of digital applications. The learners referenced their historical bodies as
experienced Sims players as prerequisites for playing in Finnish (Article II). The
tindings also indicated that when introducing a new application, such as a game
in the classroom, learners should be trained in the platform or game mechanics
tirst before using it for language learning purposes (see also Rama et al., 2012).
Activities such as navigating a phone in Finnish are easier when you already
know how to use the phone in your own language. Thus, teachers could invest
some class time to first familiarize the learners with new platforms (see also Rama
et al., 2012) and pilot them, to ensure that learners are familiar with the basic
functions before engaging in learning activities.

The findings showed that historical bodies had a significant role in directing
learner agency and in their use of affordances in their reflections: They directed
what learning targets the learners oriented to and their future learning goals.
Hult (2014) suggests that reflection is a helpful practice in lifelong learning in
enhancing language awareness (p. 79) that can help learners navigate the
different symbolical positions that come with having a repertoire in more than
one language. Ruuska (2020) also states how second-language speakers of
languages need to constantly reflect on their identity positions depending on the
“sociolinguistic environment” within which they act (p. 14). Learners of Finnish
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will likely need to foreground their historical body position as new speakers
(O’'Rourke & Pujolar, 2015) of Finnish in their daily target language interactions:
Based on my reoccurring observations of expert Finnish speakers’ interactions
with the learners of Finnish at the U.S. university, expert speakers are typically
overly curious about why Americans are learning Finnish, so the learners are
constantly asked to position themselves in relation to their personal interest or
heritage. As exemplified by Hult (2014, pp. 74, 76), this task of constantly having
to explain one’s bilingualism in everyday encounters can become burdensome.
My own historical body of acquired daily life experiences as a Finnish person in
the United States with a marked Finnish accent confirms this experience: I have
developed an annoyance toward answering questions about my background
when trying to buy a coffee in a hurry. Reflection could be a useful tool to process
these experiences and develop strategies to manage the emotional load (see also
Hult, 2014).

The life histories directing learners” agency were sometimes more explicitly
pronounced, such as their professional orientations, but some are at a more
ideological level, such as unconscious biases and stereotyped ideas of how target-
language speakers are. As implicit biases affect our decision-making (health care:
Marcelin et al., 2019; education: Staats, 2016, p. 30), incorporating reflection could
be used as a strategy for learners to process their biases, possibly leading to
learning from those (see also Marcelin et al., 2019, p. 67; Staats, 2016, p. 32). Staats
(2016, p. 33) also notes how life histories can consciously and unconsciously
influence how we see others, but it is possible to lessen their impact. Biesta and
Tedder (2007) also note that “biographical learning” (p. 144) can enhance agency.
It is necessary to be cognizant of one’s biases to be able to work to change them
(Marcelin et al., 2019, p. 67). In the portfolios, learners have a platform to make
their positionings and biases more salient to themselves.

5.2.3 Discourses in place: Creating tasks and assessments that empower
learners

The findings show that the portfolio task was an important discourse in place
that incentivized the learners to use the target language in the wild. The study
aimed to enhance classroom practices and curricular changes following the
assumption that (foreign) language learners can be agentive learners who have
the resources to take charge of their own learning in the wild. Teachers do not
need to wait to introduce authentic language use even in elementary-level
classrooms. Foreign language learners have multiple opportunities for authentic
target language use outside of class when they turn to the digital wild (Thorne et
al., 2015; Sauro & Zauro, 2019b). Additionally, when encouraged to do so,
learners can find ways to use the target language even in their material living
environment.

Foreign language pedagogy can be adapted to match these findings:
Teachers can develop tasks for learners to tame the wild so that it is not so
confusing anymore. As Bergroth-Koskinen and Seppdld (2012) also state,
language learning environments are changing due to “internationalization and
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developments in technology, societies, and working life” (p. 95). While a
structured language class can provide safety, learners cannot stay sheltered for
longer than necessary. Language instruction should aim to help learners to be
flexible and adapt to different environments: to understand the different semiotic
cues and adapt their communication to different situations (see also Thorne et al.,
2015, p. 229). Language learning in the wild can be unpredictable and challenging,
so it is beneficial if learners learn to be flexible and manage this unpredictability
(Wagner, 2015; Thorne et al., 2021). To do that in the classroom, learners can be
incentivized to observe authentic language use, make generalizations, and
engage in communication. Teachers can design classroom tasks in which learners
explore language use on their own and report about it in class. If learners get
exposed to the target language in authentic contexts from the start, the barrier to
using the language later in life would likely be lower. Already beginner-level
learners can personalize their language learning journey through personalized
task types and a reflective approach. The findings showed that digital
applications enabled exposure to the target language. However, learners needed
to command, navigate, and manipulate the digital environments to use them for
learning. The learners’ actions then repurposed these applications as language
learning affordances.

Learners in a classroom could be tasked to reimagine (see also Wohlwend
2020, p. 202) their familiar material and digital spaces as language learning spaces.
Even learners in a typical second language environment, especially in the Nordic
countries, can face the issue that so-called locals want to speak English to them
(Kotilainen et al., 2022; Wagner, 2015). For instance, Kotilainen, Lehtimaja and
Kurhila (2022) note how many international workplaces in Finland use English
as a lingua franca when a non-Finnish speaker is present, which can exclude
learners from many practice and learning opportunities in their target language.
At the same time, Finnish remains the main language of communication in the
surrounding society and thus Finnish skills are essential (Laitinen et al., 2023;
Onikki-Rantajddsko, 2024). The study showed that learners can participate in
interactions multilingually with their emerging language skills (Article I, Article
III), and thus flexible multilingualism could be key to getting more practice
opportunities while able to express things at a more intellectual level (Kotilainen
et al., 2022; Laitinen et al., 2023; Onikki-Rantajddsko, 2024; Article III).

Learners could create new immersion environments by changing the
language of an application they have previously been using in English (or
another language) or introducing their target language in an environment that is
otherwise dominated by English. They could insist on the use of the target
language in customer service interactions or the workplace lunchroom, and
strategies to do so could be taught in the class. Of course, the surrounding society
plays an important part in this endeavor (Laitinen et al., 2023). Classroom tasks
can be used to make these affordances salient to the learners and learners can
explore different affordances and see what works for them.

As with understanding language learning within the ecological approach
(van Lier, 2000, 2004, 2010), social support from the environment is key in
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learners” growth into agentive language learners. Classroom tasks can be used to
strengthen learners’ social connections, support social sharing, and help them
form communities of practice (Wenger, 1998). Learners in the study got
recommendations from classmates, who had used previously familiar
applications for learning in new, innovative ways. In class, learners even
requested to share good practices together as a class.

The study emphasized the importance of an incentive provided in the
classroom. If beyond-the-classroom activities are just something extra that the
learners can choose to do on their own time, they might not similarly invest in
them. Getting out of the comfort zone takes effort and time, and learners in a
traditional classroom might carry the assumption in their historical bodies that
learning the class contents is enough. If learners receive tasks and incentives to
expose themselves to the target language in the wild, they might be likelier to
value that agency. Reflection skills alongside proficiency could also be weighed
inlanguage class assessment. If a teacher emphasizes learner agency in classroom
tasks but then relies on end-of-semester exams as the sole assessment method,
learners might feel that the classroom time has not been spent usefully. What is
assessed and graded in the class also seems like the most valuable item in the
course. The portfolio assessment introduced in this study is more focused on the
process of learning than the outcome, and the main grading criteria are based on
learners” engagement and effort. Thus, the assessment practice emphasizes life-
long learning. Language exams that evaluate learners” ability in a
decontextualized situation will likely not predict how the learner would do in a
real-life situation. The goal of life-long learning should be emphasized at the
curriculum level. The Independent Use Portfolio could be further developed so
that it would genuinely function as an alternative assessment according to the
criteria introduced by Lynch and Shaw (2005, p. 3, Section 2.3.3): In the future,
the portfolio could also include the process of selecting the language use activities
in its evaluation criteria and include the learners in deciding these criteria.

Even beginner-level learners can greatly benefit from portfolio reflection
(see e.g., Article III). Reflection can enhance the development of learners’ critical
skills and multicultural competence (Biers, 2022; Diao et al., forthcoming; Reagan
& Osborn, 2019). The reflective component can be completed in the learners’ first
language so that learners can focus on the metalevel and get to express their so-
called adult selves without the barriers of learner language.

The findings also indicate that reflection as a skill can and should be taught.
On the one hand, a potential implication of the study includes scaffolding
learners to reflect in depth. Learners could be trained to provide evidence for
their conclusions, and thus make reflection a more beneficial tool for learning. As
the findings showed, the writing prompt directed the learners’ classroom
responses. As ChatGPT can provide learners with readily composed essay
answers, teachers need to be increasingly mindful of what kind of questions to
ask. This also calls for assignments that communicate clear expectations and
learning outcomes, emphasizing the importance of taking charge of one’s

90



learning. This also means that learners would shape those learning goals for
themselves through classroom discussions.

Learners do not all learn the same way nor do they benefit from the same
type of instruction (Allwright & Hanks, 2009, p. 9-10). As the findings of Article
IV show, learners have their own learning agendas (see also Allwright & Hanks,
2009; Kress 2013). They can deviate from instructions when they find another
way more beneficial to their learning (Article IV). Thus, teachers need to be
constantly reflective on what works for their students. As the study demonstrates,
learners have a great deal of agency in pursuing their own learning goals by
searching for situations to use the target language. If the students were to receive
too strictly formulated prompts, the teacher would run the risk of taking over the
classroom discourse and simultaneously limiting the learners” agency.

This chapter discussed the potential implications of the findings for
language learners and teachers, how to shape new interaction orders, harness
learners’ historical bodies as affordances in language classrooms, and create
pedagogical practices that empower learners. The following chapter presents an
action plan on how these suggested improvements can be put into practice.
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6 CHANGING THE NEXUS

6.1 Implementing change in the studied nexus

Nexus analysis aims to change existing practices (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). The
improvements suggested in Section 5.2, however, might easily go
unimplemented without a concrete action plan (see also Aarnikoivu, 2024, p. 117).
Aarnikoivu (2024) argues that a great deal of literature (on doctoral education, in
her context) discusses possible changes but not how to implement them. As
Scollon (2013) states, change is conducted by individual actors that turn the
“potential to actual” (p. 192). Thus, this chapter focuses on the concrete actions
researchers can take to implement change, with examples from the present study.
Following Aarnikoivu (2024, p. 117), I divide change into three kinds: individual
(learners and the researcher), institutional (the immediate context), and wider
community-level change (learners, teachers, researchers, language program
administrators, and language policy actors).

At the individual level, participating in a study can empower participants
by impacting discourses in many ways. Scollon and Scollon (2004, p. 92) discuss
how even the sole presence of the researcher impacts the practices studied. In
their case, the presence of Ron Scollon changed the language of a game. Changes
emerge as outcomes of the research and data generation activities, discussions
with the participants, and engaging in new actions (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p.
152). In this study, discussions around learning in the wild became regular
practice in the classroom, as we often dedicated class time to sharing about the
portfolios. As an ongoing study produces new information, the teacher-
researcher can find it relevant to update their teaching methods and materials.
As I learned about how my students were using Finnish in the wild, I adopted
my lesson plans and materials to better suit their needs. I shared practical tips to
facilitate the learners’ engagements in the wild. These changes also have relevant
ethical dimensions, as the benefit to the learners from the research study is
immediate, and they would not feel exploited for the sake of research (see Nakata,
2015). In other words, the participants of the study also reap the benefits.

92



Research practices can also impact participants’ social connections and even
their relationships beyond the classroom (Article III). In this study, the learners
gained several new Finnish language contacts due to their participation in the
portfolio, as they sought out more Finnish-speaking contacts to interact with. As
Aalto, Mustonen, and Tukia (2009) note, instruction can give learners the tools
they need to obtain memberships in the target language communities of their
choice, and access to communal resources (p. 404). By participating in the study,
the learners expanded their communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) and possibly
gained new memberships in communities, such as Facebook groups.

Nexus analysis also leads to changes in the researcher’s own historical body
as they enhance their understanding of their “own place in life” (Scollon &
Scollon, 2004, pp. 78, 81). Conducting a research study can contribute to enhanced
teacher agency (see Seppadld, 2015), as the teacher-researcher adapts their
understanding of the subject (cf. Rédisdnen et al., 2016), as well as contribute to
professional development. At the same time, the researcher learns about the
process of conducting research. Because of the orientation to change, a nexus
analyst must constantly challenge their assumptions about the research process
(Wohlwend, 2020, p. 238). For instance, in this study, it turned out to be important
to explore the impact of the classroom assignment on the studied actions: The
data collection instrument received a new meaning as analyzable data.

The research process can also impact how the teacher-researcher is seen by
others, as the research process facilitates becoming a legitimate part of an
academic community (Barkhuizen, 2021, p. 359). Research was not considered a
requirement by my institution when evaluating language instructors’
professional success for reappointment or promotion (cf. Rose, 2019) but, at the
same time, it was requested (see also Barkhuizen, 2021).

The study only led to minor changes at the institutional level. I use the
tindings of Mahon, Heikkinen, and Huttunen (2019) to structure my reflections
on why that is. According to Mahon, Heikkinen, and Huttunen (2019), enacting
institutional change requires “asking critical questions,” as well as creating the
right kind of conditions (p. 463). Those conditions are enabled or constrained by
the following factors:

Enablers:

time (especially for interrogating practice)

space for creativity

space for autonomy and flexibility

positive, productive, and trusting relationships
rigorous critical dialogue and reflexive conversations
opportunity for engagement and experience.

U W=

Constraints:
1. intensification of academic work
2. lack of, or diminishing, contact time between university teachers and stu-
dents
3. over-regulation and standardisation of practice
4. promotion of particular constructions of pedagogical practice.

(Mahon et al., 2019, pp. 471, 474)
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The participants in Mahon, Heikkinen and Huttunen (2019) highlighted
time as the most significant factor enabling or constraining institutional change.
In this study, space seemed even more central. In terms of space, it was easier to
impact practices that were within the immediate reach of the teacher-researcher.
I had the autonomy and flexibility to instill change within the Finnish Studies
curriculum that I was solely in charge of. In the early stages of the study, new
curricular goals were added to the Finnish course curriculum and syllabi. The
new learning goals addressed building personal connections with the target
language and culture and the ability to use Finnish outside of class with greater
confidence and reflect on one’s path as a language learner.

However, it was more challenging to find space to impact curricula at the
departmental or university level. On the one hand, the demand for unified
assessment practices across language curricula created a narrower channel for
change (cf. Mahon et al., 2019, p. 475). On the other hand, these challenges were
caused by having little collaboration across languages and disciplines. To bring
change to this issue, Legutko (2024), for example, examines ways to increase
collaboration between language instructors to create multilingual approaches to
writing instruction.

More could be done at institutions to create safe spaces for pedagogical
sharing (cf. Mahon et al., 2019, pp. 471-472) so that research conducted within an
institution would directly benefit it. For instance, institutional sharing could be
facilitated by organizing informal pedagogical working groups. I did find some
platforms to present the pedagogical experiment to other instructors at
workshops aimed at colleagues. I also found some spaces to engage in informal
conversations with them. Some became interested in conducting similar projects
in their own classes and sought my assistance in applying for grant opportunities.
However, due to individual workloads and the demands of academic work for
performance and productivity (Mahon et al, 2019, pp. 471-472), it was
challenging to find the space for critical discussions about pedagogical practices.

The study aimed for community-level change that would impact language
learners, teachers, researchers, and program administrators. It has implications
for textbook and materials development. Teaching materials have a significant
impact on learners” development because they mediate their material conditions
for learning (Thorne et al., 2021, p. 120). Genuine functionality (e.g., Aalto et al.,
2009) could also be the goal of teaching material in the foreign language context.
Material developers and teachers should critically evaluate what kind of
language use situations learners should be trained for, or whether learners
should choose the situations themselves (Article I). The Finnish as a second
language textbook tradition is quite teacher-centered and structure-heavy (Aalto
et al., 2009). Future language textbooks and materials could aim to equip learners
with the skills they need to integrate into society. Textbooks could incorporate
portfolio assessment, reflection, and activities that enhance learner agency in the
wild (see Elg et al., forthcoming, for an attempt to do so).

To disseminate pedagogical research findings to teachers, researchers
should actively seek out platforms, such as teacher conferences and workshops,
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to communicate with teachers directly. Rose (2019) raises the issue that teachers
often engage with professional journals where teachers write to teachers, and
researchers communicate with one another in their own publication channels. I
have taken active steps to present the findings of this study both at researcher
and teacher conferences. Researchers could also solicit research ideas directly
from the teachers working in the field. It would be relevant to produce research-
based knowledge that makes teaching inform research and not only the other
way around (Rose, 2019).

In terms of language program administration, the study has implications
for the planning and marketing of language programs. As the study
demonstrated foreign language learners’ interest in developing social
connections through their target language (Article III), it becomes questionable
whether marketing language classes with the sole goal of enhancing learners’
careers and professional competence will be attractive to students (see also Diao
et al., forthcoming; Reagan & Osborn, 2019). Rather, in Diao, Rédsdnen, and
Tanaka (forthcoming), we argue that it might be more attractive to emphasize
softer values such as diversity and inclusion through language learning.

6.2 Theoretical and methodological implications of the study

The study also has theoretical and methodological implications. First, I propose
other teacher-researcher projects to combine nexus analysis with exploratory
practice, where the learners are also in charge of generating data about their
learning. In this study, the learners collected evidence of their language use in
the wild and analyzed their learning in such situations. While participating in the
research practices, they kept learning about themselves as learners, which
enhanced their agency (Allwright & Hanks, 2009). Having learners generate data
of their own learning can shift the classroom interaction order where
traditionally the teacher poses as the expert. Exploratory practice pairs well with
nexus analysis, because they both examine social practices and share the idea that
already understanding the phenomenon is part of the change (Allwright &
Hanks, 2009, p. 173). In comparison with action research, exploratory practice has
a stronger emphasis on curiosity, puzzlement, and seeking a holistic
understanding before proposing changes. There are no specific steps that
exploratory research projects need to follow (Allwright & Hanks, 2009, p. 172),
and this flexibility makes it easy to pair with other approaches, such as nexus
analysis.

Second, this study demonstrated that it is possible to conduct a “full” nexus
analysis with a very focused data set that comes from a single classroom
assignment when the analysis is facilitated by the teacher-researcher’s
ethnographic experience from the classroom. Nexus analysts usually collect
massive and vast amounts of data in the form of observation data and field notes,
audio or video recordings, and interviews (see e.g., Strommer, 2017). Scollon and
Scollon (2004) as well as Hult (2017), who has further developed nexus analysis,
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also seem to suggest different types of data to be collected to examine historical
bodies, interaction order, and discourses in place. However, I argue that it is also
possible to use a more focused data set, if it includes examples of interactions
(interaction order), introspection (historical body), and evidence of discourses
circulating between different scales. The Independent Use Portfolio data were
rich (Pietikdinen & Maintynen, 2019, p. 279-281) because they included
interactions at different layers—the learners’ interactions with other Finnish
speakers and with their instructor —and written reflections (see also Rdsdnen &
Aarnikoivu, forthcoming). Using a classroom assignment as nexus analytical
data can be beneficial for teacher-researchers who want to develop pedagogical
practices and find out what kind of change a classroom task can bring to the
studied nexus.

Nexus analysis is a flexible approach, and it can be adapted and used
selectively to study different contexts. A researcher must ask what data collection
method best benefits their research agenda, even when it requires deviating from
Scollon and Scollon’s (2004) field guide to some extent (Rdsénen & Aarnikoivu,
forthcoming). Tapio (2013) also argues that since nexus analysis is not a fixed
methodology, the future will probably see different, adapted versions of nexus
analysis taking place (p. 63). For example, due to our communicative contexts
increasingly moving to online spaces, perhaps researchers will start to conduct
all-online nexus analysis studies, as digital ethnography (see e.g., Varis, 2015) is
already widely applied. This adaptable quality of nexus analysis is useful for
seeking answers to different research questions. Thus, in Résdnen and
Aarnikoivu (forthcoming), we argue that as a research community, nexus
analysts should stay open to this methodological flexibility and remain reflective
about what nexus analysis is.

Third, the findings pointed to some important expansions to the concept of
historical body. Beiler (2022) suggests expanding the concept with decolonial
theory. In Article I, a learner explained building a Finnish house for her Finnish
Sims character in the virtual world game, a character whose appearances
reflected colonial ideas of what Finnish people look like. Another learner used
official institutional Instagram channels that represent the Finnish President and
Prime Minister as resources for his learning, instead of mentioning accounts of
some more underrepresented voices. Wohlwend (2020) also discusses how
“bodies and actions,” relate to producing expectations and practices in social
spaces. Wohlwend (2020) uses the example that stirred media attention in the
United States when a Starbucks employee called the police to expel Black
customers waiting for their associates to arrive before ordering. Interpreting
waiting as loitering was a result of the barista’s historical body of prejudices and
the customers” actual physical bodies, which embody racial histories.

In addition, I propose that nexus analysts use various methods to collect
information about historical bodies. Although interviews are a popular method
to learn about participants’ life histories, I echo Varis (2015), who claims that
“interviews are...not necessarily the magic fix” (p. 63). I followed the approach
of Jones (2007), who searched for evidence on the participants’ retrospective
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orientations to their past experiences in the discourse, as they made these
experiences relevant. This historical dimension in the discourse can even be
observed within a single episode, such as when learners refer to a phrase they
have learned in a previous class (also Kivik & Résdnen, 2021). Depending on the
research project, it might not always be necessary to have the participants share
their full trajectories.

6.3 Evaluation of the study and future research ideas

Nexus analysis worked well as an approach for this study because it aims to
reveal hidden practices. The approach was initially developed by Scollon and
Scollon (2004) to find out the practices preventing Alaska Natives from studying
at an Alaskan university. The hidden practices this study aimed to reveal were
the actions learners engage in after they leave the classroom space. The concepts
of interaction order, historical body, and discourses in place facilitated
understanding of the complex phenomenon of learning in the wild from different
dimensions. Nexus analysis focuses on seeing links between the micro-level
discourses, even at the level of a single utterance, and wider-scale dimensions,
such as conceptions of language learning, which would be challenging to achieve
with other approaches (Lane, 2010, p. 67). It enabled combining different types
of data: the written data with the images and recordings, with the teacher-
researcher’s ethnographic knowledge. This methodological flexibility was
attractive for an early career researcher. The change orientation of nexus analysis
was also directly linked to the research goal of developing pedagogical practices.

The added value of nexus analysis to simply combining ethnography and
discourse analysis is the way it allows one to search for explanations in the
complexities. Nexus analysis combines the concepts of historical body,
interaction order, and discourses in place in a way that enables seeing how one
impacts another. The historical dimension brought in by the concept of historical
body is a significant addition because it facilitates tracing hidden discourses
(Lane, 2014). For instance, we can examine how policy-level discourses in place
can be the result of micro-level interactions, where the historical bodies of the
individual actors come together (Killkvist & Hult, 2016). The explanations thus
emerge at the intersections where the discourse cycles come together in social
action.

However, using nexus analysis also involves many challenges concerning
zooming in and out. On the one hand, as nexus analysis focuses on individual
social actions, the researcher needs to be mindful of opening up the
circumference to avoid focusing on too narrow a topic (Scollon & Scollon, 2004,
p- 9). When drawing together the analysis of the three discourse cycles, one can
say many things about a single social action. On the other hand, it is important
to examine the full nexus, and thus collect information on all cycles of discourse.
Consequently, a nexus analyst can end up with massive amounts of data. This,
in turn, can lead to feelings of insecurity about data generation and analysis
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(Rasdnen & Aarnikoivu, forthcoming). In this study, the issue of circumference
was alleviated by focusing on a rather focused data set.

Nexus analysis cannot be used for all research topics. The focus needs to be
on social actions, and thus it is not useful for studies that have a solely linguistic
focus. In addition, nexus analytical studies include the researcher as one of the
participants, and a full nexus analysis, as described by Scollon and Scollon (2004),
can take “months or years” (p. 9) to complete. Thus, a nexus analytical study
heavily involves the researcher and is not necessarily the easiest journey to
embark on.

This study focused on one specific language learning context and, as with
other types of teacher research, it can be appreciated for “its richness in
ecological validity” (Rose, 2019, p. 899). I consider relevance an important factor
in evaluating qualitative research (see also Gutierrez & Penuel, 2014), and this
study was conducted with learners in a real setting where it was relevant to
research learning in the wild. The study thus aimed for credibility and
transferability to different language learning contexts instead of objective
reliability (Nakata, 2015). Although it focused on so-called foreign language
learning, the findings are equally useful in second language contexts where
learners might find it challenging to maintain the language of their interactions
in the target language (Kotilainen et al., 2022). Gaining strategies to prepare for
the wild is therefore important.

The study was conducted in a higher education setting, but the findings can
also be applied in schools. Jensen (2019) found that children were highly
motivated to use English beyond the classroom and emphasizes that children’s
experiences in the wild should be recognized in the language classroom.
Research on young learners’ learning in the wild has largely focused on English
language learning and gaming (see e.g., Piirainen-Marsh & Tainio, 2014;
Sundqvist, 2019), but other languages and contexts could also be explored. School
pupils could be tasked to reflect on their historical bodies as language learners
and recognize the environments in which they encounter the target language,
seek out learning resources in digital environments, and act as experts among
their learner peers. In the classroom, pupils can learn digital literacy skills to be
able to critically evaluate the affordances and constraints of these environments
(Jones & Hafner, 2012).

My position as a researcher, the learners’ teacher, and a so-called native
Finnish speaker created many power hierarchies in the study (see also
Karjalainen, 2012, p. 90, p. 101; Leskinen, 2023, p. 144). Even though I aimed, in
accordance with nexus analysis, to be recognized as one of the participants
(Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 153, 2007), my status was hierarchically different, and
these hierarchies impacted the learners” portfolio responses (see Section 3.5).

In Article IV, I treated the Independent Use Portfolio task as a discourse in
place that directed the learners’ reflections. Another approach would be to treat
the task as a 