
 

Project III: Language learning in classroom interaction: Role 
play, project work and digital media (Linköping University)  
 

In line with the recent reconceptualisation of second language learning as an emergent, socially 
distributed process, situated in the larger context of social interaction, the classroom has been 
defined as a fundamentally social site for language learning. This has led to an increased 
sensitivity to the institutional organisation of classroom discursive activities and to the intricate 
details of classroom interactions. Rather than viewing language learning as acquisition of 
isolated grammatical features, learning a new language is inherently linked to learners’ 
participation in various communicative practices in informal and formal settings (Cekaitė, 2006; 
Cromdal & Evaldsson, 2003).  

Traditionally, memorising, repetitions and audiolingual methods have been at the core of foreign 
language pedagogy. In present-day, foreign language classrooms, communicative language 
pedagogy has become a prevalent method of language teaching. The main aim of such programs 
involves language teaching and learning through students’ active and interactive involvement in 
simulated communicative activities, role plays, dialogues, acting dramatizations, and discussions 
in classroom interaction (as well as other forms of mediated language learning, such as written 
tasks, project work) (Duff, 1996; Mori, 2002). All in all, such pedagogical activities involve rather 
complex communicative tasks, situations and environments that require the employment of 
perspective-taking skills, planning, performance and recognition of a variety of communicative 
roles and genres (Mondada & Pekarek Doehler, 2004; van Lier, 2000). Collective memory and 
remembering thus appear and take shape in such narrative events (Lantolf, 2000).  

This project aims to study English as a foreign language in classroom interaction in 
comprehensive schools at the upper secondary level (grades 7-9). Based on video recordings of 
everyday classroom activities, the focus is on the interactive process of students’ work on 
communicative tasks, including role-play pre-work, role-play work done in pairs or groups (with 
follow-up performances) or, for example, collectively designing a home-page in English. 
Participation in such classroom activities requires a great deal of creativity and world knowledge 
on the part of students, for instance, planning the scenario for a role play, searching relevant 
information (e.g. on the Internet), new vocabulary in a foreign language, thinking out scenarios 
about communicative situations that resemble communication in ‘real life’ and the ‘world 
outside the classroom’ in the target language country (Mori, 2002). Moreover, in line with the 
integration of English teaching into other school subjects (e.g., social studies), such classroom 
assignments can include long-term group work on specific projects, resulting in oral 
presentations, the joint production of written texts, work with IT-based information and 
materials. Consequently, such tasks involve learning how to handle, use, and interpret new 
digital media, and evaluate the information that is available, as well as learning how it needs to 
be configured in specific classroom activities (van Lier, 2002). Another feature of developing such 
functionally relevant knowledge of a foreign language is being engaged in communicative 
projects with young people in other parts of the world. These partners may have English as their 
native language, but it is also productive to establish contacts and develop projects with young 
people who, like their Swedish peers, have English as a second language.  



Aims and methods  
The point of this specific project is thus to study how young people develop sophisticated 
communicative skills in a foreign language, and how they come to master a broad set of 
practices in the new language. By adopting a longitudinal perspective on language classroom 
interactions, the focus is on how students learn to master and express themselves in these 
communicative genres, how they learn to construct a variety of discursive roles, and how they 
are able to organise and mediate their (language) learning.  

The project will be carried out in close co-operation with schools in the Linköping area. Partners 
are not difficult to find, since English is a mandatory subject in all schools. The approach implies 
engaging teachers in developmental activities in which foreign language learning practices of the 
kinds described above are developed in systematic manners in different domains. We will also 
seek to develop criteria that can be used to assess how children master various kinds of practices 
in English both in writing and orally. The work will begin by co-operating with a few classes to 
test out specific activities of the kind described above, and to document how children learn to 
master these. Following this, the project will expand to a number of classes, and the 
development of communicative skills will be studied in a more precise manner. The focus will be 
on documenting how children increase their competences in producing functional written and 
spoken narratives in English of different kinds and for different audiences.  

The team members responsible for the Linköping part of this program are Linell, Cekaitė and 
Musk. The project is directly linked to the comprehensive program “Talk-in-Interaction: 
communicative activities in social contexts (“Samtalsforskning i Linköping”), which is a 
comprehensive research and research training environment in the area of interaction and 
communicative activities. The co-directors are Professors Jan Anward, Per Linell (both at the 
Dept. of Language & Culture) and Karin Aronsson (formerly at the Dept. of Child Studies). For the 
time being, the Linköping group comprises some 15 researchers and 15 graduate students. The 
group also includes specialists in language learning in multilingual and multicultural contexts. For 
this project we will seek to recruit one doctoral student, who will be funded through local 
resources. We will co-operate with distinguished international scholars who have contributed to 
the understanding of language learning and who have played a role in stimulating the 
transformation of classroom activities. We already have close contacts with Professor Johannes 
Wagner, University of Southern Denmark, Kolding, Professor Lorenza Mondada, Université 
Lumière Lyon 2 and Professor Arja Piirainen-Marsh, Jyväskylän yliopisto (University of Jyväskylä), 
who are well-known for their expertise in the  fields related to this project. 
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