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Abstract  
This dissertation is an exploration of conditions that afford and con-

strain how adults undertake activities connected with learning less 

commonly taught languages (LCTLs), which are languages other than 

English, Spanish, French, and German. The overarching aim of this 

dissertation is to describe how different factors in the environments of 

adults learning LCTLs affect the ways that those learners engage with 

the target languages over time. The intended contribution of this dis-

sertation is to provide insights to help educational policymakers, insti-

tutions, teachers, and learners make choices that better support the 

goal of plurilingualism. Among the findings of the four studies that 

comprise the empirical portion of this dissertation is the idea that learn-

ers actively and strategically choose a wide variety of tools for their per-

sonal learning environments, some of which afford new ways of con-

ducting language learning operations. Digital tools do not replace the 

work of language learning but create opportunities to do the work in 

different ways. There is no single learning or teaching method that is 

best for all learners, and learners should always keep looking for differ-

ent types of tools, human relationships, and courses that can help them 

meet their language learning goals. In a digital landscape with many 

opportunities for self-study, teachers continue to be valued for provid-

ing explanations, structure, benchmarks and feedback. The findings 

also indicate the importance of the availability of distance education 

for LCTLs. The personal learning environments of adult learners of 

LCTLs depend on the kinds of tools, communities, and institutions 

available to them, and reducing structural barriers to different kinds of 

adult education is crucial to achieving national and international goals 

for plurilingualism. 

Keywords: distance education, higher education, less commonly taught 

languages, personal learning environments, activity theory, computer- 

assisted language learning, digital tools 
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1 Introduction 
This dissertation is an exploration of conditions that afford and con-
strain how adults undertake activities connected with learning less 
commonly taught languages (LCTLs), which, in the European and 
North American context, are languages other than English, Spanish, 
French, and German (Turner, 1958). In this dissertation, “learning” re-
fers to a process of expanding participation in sociocultural activities, 
rather than just acquiring isolated knowledge or skills, and occurs 
through social interactions, the use of mediating tools, and tensions or 
conflicts within a specific context.1 In the case of language learning, it 
means the increasing use of the target language in real-world contexts.  

The overarching aim of this dissertation is to describe how different 
factors in the environments of adults learning LCTLs affect the ways 
that those learners engage with the target languages over time. The em-
pirical portion of this consists of four studies, which are described in 
chapter 6. Each of these studies has its own research questions and aims. 
In the current text, I fulfil the overarching aim of the dissertation by 
addressing the following research questions: 

  
• Why do adults choose to start learning LCTLs? (studies 2, 3, 

and 4) 
• What are the roles played in the personal learning environ-

ments of adults learning LCTLs by:  
o policies and frameworks (studies 1, 2, 3, and 4) 
o teachers (studies 1, 2, 3, and 4) 
o social relationships (studies 2, 3, and 4) 
o tools (studies 1, 2, 3, and 4) 

• How do these roles interplay and change over time? (studies 3 
and 4) 

 
I address these questions by presenting different aspects of the language 
learning process as experienced by different people who have one thing 

 
1  Adapted from Engeström, 1987, 2007; Engeström & Miettinen, 1999; Engeström 

& Sannino, 2010 and Wertsch, 1991. The theoretical underpinnings of this defini-

tion are discussed in chapter 4. 
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in common: they enrolled in a beginner-level distance course in a less-
commonly taught language at a Swedish university during the first half 
of the 2010s.  

The initial idea for this study emerged from what I perceived to be 
some widely held notions regarding the role of digital tools in language 
learning that I wished to call into question. These notions came from 
previous research on computer-assisted language learning (see chapter 
2.1.2 below), Swedish media discourse (see further along in this chap-
ter) and informal conversations. One of these notions is the view of 
foreign language learning as merely a workplace skill to be used for 
facilitating the buying and selling of goods and services. Another no-
tion is the treatment of digital technologies/things with screens as if 
they were a single type of artifact, or an artifact that should be singled 
out from the rest of our environment. The final set of notions was the 
view that language education can be tidied up and packaged as software 
with predictable inputs and outputs with no regard for the broader 
contexts in which languages are spoken, and the view that teachers and 
formal educational institutions are no longer necessary in the digital 
age (see Donato, 2000, p. 46) because everything can be taught or 
learned through, for example, games and/or videos.  

A point of departure in this study is the idea that Sweden and the 
European Union need their citizens to be able to use multiple lan-
guages, discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. The intended 
contribution is to provide insights into how the learning of LCTLs 
takes place over time that can help educational policymakers, teachers, 
and, not least, the learners2 themselves make choices that better sup-
port the goal of plurilingualism.3  

 
2  Pavlenko and Lantolf (2000) note that “while a person may become a functional 

bilingual either by necessity or by choice, as an adult she or he becomes a bicul-

tural bilingual by choice only. More than anything else late or adult bilingualism 

requires agency and intentionality (similar to crossing class lines): it is through in-

tentional social inter-actions with members of the other culture, through continu-

ous attempts to construct new meanings through new discourses, that one be-

comes an equal participant in new discursive spaces” (2000, p. 174). 

3  The term “plurilingualism” refers to an individual’s use of multiple languages, 

while “multilingualism” refers to the use of multiple languages in society. 
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The processes by which learning takes place are postulated to be dif-
ferent for LCTLs than for the more-commonly taught languages 
(MCTLs) because learners have fewer opportunities to engage with the 
target language outside of the classroom and because there are fewer 
learning materials and tools available for these languages (Ward, 2015). 
MCTLs are also more heavily researched (see chapter 2.3 below), so 
there is a need for studies focused on LCTLs.  

In the examination of the conditions that afford and constrain the 
learning of LCTLs, I take a particular interest in the use of digital tools. 
The role of artificial intelligence in learning is one of the biggest and 
most controversial questions of our time (Miao et al., 2021; Molina et 
al., 2024; OECD, 2023). Data collection for this dissertation began in 
2012, before generative artificial intelligence (AI, e.g. ChatGPT) was 
widely used and before the coronavirus pandemic made online learn-
ing widespread and mainstream. Nevertheless, the studies that com-
prise this dissertation engage with AI, in the form of machine transla-
tion (e.g. Google Translate), and synchronous distance learning. 
However, digital tools are not the sole focus. Instead, the purpose is to 
examine different factors in the personal learning environments of 
adults studying LCTLs and how these factors interplay. Because of this, 
I have conceptualized the process of language learning in a way that 
goes beyond digital tools and beyond learning institutions, classroom 
activities, and assignments and considers the broader contexts in which 
language learning takes place. 

Although innovation and the development of new technologies 
have always been part of the human story, the speed at which new de-
velopments have emerged over the last 20 to 30 years seems to be a 
challenge for society to digest; one can hardly open a newspaper (or 
Facebook) without encountering an article questioning the effect that 
social media, smartphones, and artificial intelligence are having on hu-
manity. A major part of this phenomenon is the issue of how technol-
ogy is affecting learning, education, and communication. When com-
puters were just beginning to gain widespread use in homes and 
schools, Clifford (1987) wrote, “Computers will not replace teachers. 
However, teachers who use computers will replace teachers who don’t” 
(p. 13). This sentence can be interpreted as a threat that low-tech teach-
ers will be, but it could also point at a simple generational shift. The 
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youngest teachers entering the profession today were born when e-mail 
and the World Wide Web were already widely in use in Europe and 
North America, and they were in their preteens when smartphones be-
came ubiquitous.  

Language learning in the classroom has often been seen as a set of 
“grammatical, lexical, and phonological” (Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000, p. 
155) skills to be developed, but the utility of these skills and the ways 
that they have been taught have been challenged by technologies such 
as machine translation. Recently, Stein-Smith (2023) described the role 
of the language educator as one of working beyond the classroom to 
encourage and support independent language learning, working to 
make language learning more accessible and affordable by developing 
open-source language learning materials, supporting heritage language 
communities, and “creating opportunities for the use of different lan-
guages” (p. 275). The contemporary media landscape offers language 
learners the opportunity to interact in genuine communicative situa-
tions in which the message, and not the form, is in focus, and, as Wang 
and Vásquez (2012) put it, this landscape has “created new contexts in 
which new literacies, new genres, new identities, and new pedagogies 
can be investigated” (Wang & Vásquez, 2012, pp. 417–418). Further-
more, digital tools may serve to blur the distinctions between language 
learning and language use, institutional education and informal learn-
ing, and the question of whether education is meant to nurture peo-
ple’s self-development or prepare them for the workforce (Pavlenko & 
Lantolf, 2000, p. 155), and this requires a consideration of the implica-
tions this has for language and educational policy.  

As mentioned above, a point of departure in this dissertation is the 
idea that Sweden and the European Union need their citizens to be 
able to use multiple languages. The 2002 Barcelona Objective estab-
lishes a goal for all citizens of the EU to be able to communicate in 
their mother tongue plus two languages (European Commission, 
2008). This is seen as essential for maintaining linguistic diversity in 
the European Union, as well as ensuring “social cohesion and prosper-
ity” (European Commission, 2008, p. 5) in Europe’s multilingual soci-
eties. Language learning is seen as an essential element in preventing 
conflicts and ensuring that all citizens can participate in (an increas-
ingly globalized) social, political, and economic life. 
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Foreign language learning is sometimes seen as a hobby for people 
with a special interest or aptitude (Altan, 2006). However, in today’s 
Europe the advantages of multilingualism are becoming more evident. 
At the beginning of the millennium, half the citizens of the European 
Union claimed to be able to have a conversation in a language other 
than their mother tongue (Little, 2005), increasing to 3 out of 5 in 2023 
(European Commission, 2024). Little (p. 5) provides evidence for the 
claim that foreign language skills are not evenly distributed in popula-
tions and tend to be possessed by those subsets of society that enjoy 
economic and/or cultural privilege, something which has also been 
noted by the EC:  

[C]oncrete measures are also needed for a large part of Euro-
pean society, which is still missing out on the advantages of 
multilingualism, e.g. those who are monolingual or still 
struggle with their first foreign language, school dropouts, 
senior citizens and other adults no longer in education. New 
learning solutions are called for to reach these specific groups 
through edutainment, the media and technologies (Euro-
pean Commission, 2008, p. 5). 

As this quote indicates, digital tools are often seen as a way to bridge 
the gaps between different social groups. However, as Webb (2006) as-
serts in her study on digital tools and social inclusion, such statements 
are often made without grounding in research. There is a wide range 
of phenomena that tends to fall under the heading of “new learning 
solutions” (European Commission 2008), and it is important to distin-
guish between what is qualitatively different and what is simply a new 
and shiny package. Distance education that is designed to be accessible 
to people whose life circumstances make it difficult for them to visit a 
physical classroom, for example, has been in existence for decades in 
the form of correspondence courses. Mobile learning devices have been 
around for centuries in the form of books. Just as film and television 
did not have the expected revolutionary effect on education systems 
(Cuban, 1986), the early decades of personal computing resulted in 
learning software that was more or less unidirectional and grounded 
in behaviorist models of learning (Stahl et al., 2006).  
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A study on information- and communications technology (ICT) 
and language learning in the European Union (Stevens, 2010) found 
that respondents often communicated in foreign languages online and 
used a variety of different tools for their own learning, and 70% of re-
spondents felt that ICT itself was an important motivating factor, both 
for its convenience and for its perceived direct positive impact on learn-
ing. The biggest barriers to use of digital tools in language learning 
were issues of infrastructure and cost which caused internet access to 
be unequally distributed, “especially among some of the more vulner-
able groups of the population who are the target audience for new ini-
tiatives” (Stevens, 2010, p. 34). 

Of particular interest are references to the potential of digital tools 
for self-directed and lifelong learning, which is often presented as a 
means for empowering learners, but the purpose of such rhetoric can 
also be to shift the responsibility (and expense) of education from gov-
ernment institutions to individuals (Biesta, 2006, 2010). It can also be 
argued that it is too much to assume that people know how to educate 
themselves, even if all the necessary resources are out there, available 
for free. This way of thinking has intensified in the digital age—after 
all, many people in the European Union are walking around carrying 
a device in their pocket that provides them access to nearly all the in-
formation currently available to humankind—but in a sense it was just 
as true before. Libraries have been a standard part of life in municipal-
ities across the developed world for centuries, yet few managed to read 
and assimilate all the information that was available.  

While plurilingualism is seen as desirable at the European level, at 
the Swedish level the view is somewhat different. According to the 
most recently published European measures of plurilingualism (Euro-
pean Commission, 2024), Sweden is near the top of every list when it 
comes to competency in and positive attitudes toward foreign lan-
guages. However, scratching the surface, for most Swedes, “foreign lan-
guage” means English. Ninety percent of Swedish citizens say they can 
carry on a conversation in English, the highest in Europe, while only 
49% can do so in a third language, 10th place (European Commission, 
2024). This is still higher than the EU average for third languages (28%) 
(European Commission, 2024), but nevertheless indicates that the be-
lief that det räcker med engelska—English is enough—is pervasive 
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(Ringmar, 2013; C. Rosén et al., 2015; C. Rosén & Sandberg, 2024; von 
Schantz et al., 2017).  

In 2017, the Association of Swedish Higher Education Institutions 
(Sveriges universitets- och högskoleförbund, better known by the abbrevia-
tion SUHF) produced a comprehensive report (Alberius et al., 2017) 
examining the need for a comprehensive national strategy regarding 
the development and support of the use of a number of different lan-
guages in Sweden, including the official language, Swedish, as well as 
the official national minority languages, major world languages, lan-
guages used in commerce and trade, and the languages spoken by Swe-
dish citizens and residents with immigrant backgrounds. Among the 
conclusions the report reached was that there are needs 1) for more 
language courses at Swedish higher education institutions 2) to pre-
serve the existing broad course offerings in languages at Swedish higher 
education institutions, 3) to provide seminars and courses for em-
ployed persons focused on bi- and tri-lingual communication in stress-
ful situations, 4) for increased resources to university programs in trans-
lation and interpretation, 5) to work towards an increase in the number 
of students studying languages at university level. 

Data collection for the SUHF report (Alberius et al., 2017) was con-
ducted following a period during which a number of universities dis-
continued or threatened to discontinue programs in modern languages 
(Ahlstedt et al., 2012; Universitetsläraren, 2012). The report seems to 
have evoked little reaction from policymakers, however, as language 
courses at higher education institutions have continued to be threat-
ened (Aronson, 2024; Eliasson, 2019). There have been voices decrying 
the reduction in language learning opportunities in Sweden from hu-
manistic and humanitarian perspectives (Hellqvist, 2015; Letmark, 
2016; Lodin, 2016; Östenberg, 2016), but the more pervasive and per-
suasive argument for language learning in the age of New Public Man-
agement seems to be that language skills increase Sweden’s economic 
competitiveness in a globalized world (Bardel & Novén, 2012; Baylan, 
2013; Cederberg & Spetz, 2014; Jansson, 2016; Rosén, 2023; Rosén et 
al., 2015; Rosén & Sandberg, 2024; SVT Nyheter, 2016). 

Besides its contribution to research on foreign language teaching 
and learning, the findings of this dissertation are intended to be rele-
vant to three main groups of stakeholders: adult language learners, 
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language teachers, and educational policymakers. The intended benefit 
to learners and teachers is a broader understanding of the conditions 
which afford and constrain language learning, an understanding they 
may be able to incorporate into their own learning environments. Cyn-
ically speaking, policymakers concerned with reducing the costs of ed-
ucation have an economic interest in the kinds of learning environ-
ments that anticipate a learner’s needs and pre-package activities that 
involve as little input from other people as possible. Less cynically, one 
of the main challenges facing educators and policymakers in deciding 
which types of technology to incorporate into their classrooms and li-
braries is that, faced with limitations on both money and instructional 
time, educational institutions want assurance that they are getting the 
most out of their investments in digital tools.4 There is a clearly stated 
need for digital tools that further pre-existing educational goals, rather 
than digital tools in educational settings as simply an end in themselves 
(Hutchison et al., 2012). 

 Having clear intentions for how digital tools ought to be incorpo-
rated into existing curricula before introducing them into the class-
room seems at first like common sense. However, this may not be as 
straightforward as it sounds. Quennerstedt et al. (2011) argue that an 
artifact can have more than one purpose and meaning to its users and 
that these meanings cannot always be designed in to the artifact or be 
predicted by examination of its properties, but rather, can only be dis-
covered by observing the artifact in use. Quennerstedt, et al. assert that 
teachers should be attuned to the unintended meanings that emerge 
when artifacts are put into use, as they could be counterproductive to 
the educational situation. The same can be said for the relationship be-
tween learning activities undertaken outside the classroom and digital 
tools. As Harrison and Thomas put it, “as learners become more tech-
nically sophisticated, the tools themselves assume more of a back-
ground role in the learning process itself, and are appropriated by the 

 
4  “Digital tools” refers to artifacts and devices including, but not limited to, com-

monly used software such as Microsoft Office, software specifically designed for 

language learning such as Rosetta Stone, smartphone applications, and the World 

Wide Web. 
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learners in ways that could not have been expected” (Harrison & 
Thomas, 2009, p. 121). 

In recent years, as a result of the coronavirus pandemic, institutional 
learning went online nearly overnight all over the world, and not with-
out challenges (Chen & Sato, 2023; Uebel et al., 2024b). However, the 
university at which data collection for this project took place (a re-
gional Swedish university hereafter referred to as RSU) has been offer-
ing language courses online since the early 2000s, and the pre-pan-
demic distance learning experiences of the learners and teachers at RSU 
may be able to offer insights that help other learners, teachers, and in-
stitutions meet the demands of a situation that is new to them. As the 
pandemic revealed, earlier discussions of whether using particular tech-
nologies is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ (see Case, 2015b, hereafter referred to as 
Study 1) may be replaced by an acceptance of the fact that technologies 
exist and will be used, calling for research into how they may funda-
mentally alter the ways in which languages are taught and learned. Dig-
ital technologies which have emerged in recent decades have affected 
the tools to which students of foreign languages have access, and these 
tools, in turn, influence the processes that language learners undertake, 
the role played by formal education in these processes, and the role 
played by different languages in learners’ lives. 

In the chapters to follow, I explain the bodies of research to which 
the dissertation contributes and the theoretical framework and the data 
collection and analysis methods used in the four studies that comprise 
the dissertation. The four studies can be read in their entirety, but a 
summary of the four studies is provided before a synthesis of their re-
sults is presented. The synthesis is then discussed in conversation with 
previous research. I conclude with a return to the issues raised in this 
introduction to discuss the implications that the findings of this disser-
tation has for those issues. 
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2 Key Concepts 
In this chapter, I explain key concepts which have helped to shape the 
focus of the study. To address the issues described above, I engage with 
several broad concepts/research paradigms: computer assisted language 
learning (CALL), personal learning environments, and less commonly 
taught languages (LCTLs). These concepts and how they relate to the 
empirical studies are described in the three following sub-chapters. As 
mentioned in the introduction, data collection began in 2012, as did 
the reviews of the existing literature on these topics. Therefore, the de-
scriptions and definitions below represent those that were used during 
data collection, not the most recent ones. The digital tools that can be 
used in language learning are rapidly developing, as are the research 
fields that relate to them, and it is not the intention in this dissertation 
to identify the roles of individual technologies, but rather to describe 
more broadly the conditions that afford and constrain how adults un-
dertake activities connected with learning less commonly taught lan-
guages (LCTLs) which, I would argue, will remain relevant over the 
longer term as particular different types of tools come and go. 

2.1 Computer Assisted Language Learning 
The collection of educational-theoretical approaches and research 
methodologies with an interest in the ways that the technological de-
velopments of recent decades have provided new opportunities for 
learning and engaging with languages is known as computer assisted 
language learning (CALL). This sub-chapter is a description of 1) some 
of the CALL-related concepts that have been explored in the empirical 
studies and 2) the debate around the utility of CALL as a distinct re-
search paradigm. 

2.1.1 Concepts from Computer Assisted Language Learning 
Digital technologies have a long history in language learning, from the 
basic drills with multiple choice answers first developed for mainframe 
computers in the 1960s and later employed on personal computers 
starting in the 1980s, to the instant connection and engagement with 
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target language communities afforded by social media today (Healey, 
2016).  

Garrett (2009) notes that there are different views about how com-
puters should be used in language learning. One lets “gadgetry drive 
pedagogy” (p. 720) and the other, a reaction to the first, maintains that 
new technologies “should be exploited only to carry out activities that 
were already pedagogically accepted” (p. 720). This tension continues 
to this day. The problem with the first view is that time and money can 
be wasted on gadgets and activities that do not contribute much to the 
language learning process. The problem with the second view, how-
ever, is that it “implies that current pedagogical practice represents eve-
rything we need to know” (p. 720) about language learning, and isn’t 
open to new opportunities, literacies and even demands that techno-
logical developments can create. Garrett asserts that 21st-century lan-
guage learners need a variety of digital literacy skills—   

to keyboard fluently in the appropriate fonts, to use email, 
text messaging, chat, and blogs as native speakers do (includ-
ing observing the target culture's politeness conventions, 
icons, abbreviations, etc.), to print, to search and evaluate 
Web sites, reference materials, and archives—in other words, 
to use technology the way native speakers in their field do 
(Garrett, 2009, p. 726) 

—but that these skills are not always explicitly taught. Farr & Mur-
ray (2016) point out that the speed of technological development 
makes it hard for learners, teachers and teacher educators to keep up.  

On the other hand, Healey (2016) points out that these technologi-
cal developments have changed how people communicate and “created 
opportunities for a sea change in resource availability, especially with 
languages not spoken locally” (Healey, 2016, p. 9). In other words, that 
which is new and significant in the technological developments of re-
cent decades is that they allow for interactivity and rapid communica-
tion between human beings. The web-based distance language courses 
of today differ from the radio and postal correspondence courses of the 
past in that they can offer synchronous and rapid asynchronous inter-
action between teacher and student, and among students, situating 
learning in a real-time cultural and social space. Language teachers 
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have been using applications such as Facebook, YouTube, and Google 
Translate as tools in their classrooms and assignments since the ‘00s 
(see, for example, Zourou, 2012) and many educational researchers are 
interested in the impact that this has on students’ learning (Reinders, 
2012; Reinhardt et al., 2014; Scholz, 2016).  

CALL research has been important in the empirical studies of this 
dissertation. Below I describe key findings from the studies that are rel-
evant to the overarching research questions. 

Among the tools available to language learners today is machine 
translation. In Study 1, I examine the attitudes of language teachers to-
ward machine translation as an example of one aspect of the personal 
learning environments of the subjects in this study: the tension that 
can exist between available tools and institutional expectations. It has 
been argued that considering that the first machine translators ap-
peared in the 1980s, questions about the institutional role of machine 
translation in language learning have been under-researched (Garcia & 
Pena, 2011; Niño, 2008; Somers, 2003). Research shows that attitudes 
toward machine translation in institutional learning contexts are 
mixed, with many teachers opposing its use by students and focusing 
on ways to prevent it, and others exhibiting positive attitudes and seek-
ing to incorporate it in their courses (Hellmich & Vinall, 2021). 

In Study 2 (Case, 2015a, hereafter referred to as Study 2), I sought 
to look at research beyond classrooms. As the study was a chapter in a 
volume of the CALICO5 Monograph Series, I conducted a systematic 
review of the series, in which most of the 117 articles reviewed focus 
on technologies in institutional language-learning contexts. However, 
there were a small number of articles which examined other contexts. 
Several researchers surveyed students to see whether they thought that 
technologies they were using in extracurricular contexts could be use-
ful for language learning, to which the student respondents were skep-
tical (Benini & Murray, 2014; Huff, 2010; Román-Mendoza, 2009; 
Tanaka, 2010; Williams et al., 2014). In examining CALL in institu-
tional contexts, Sykes & Holden (2011) and Lord & Lomicka (2011) 
identified a need for additional research on extracurricular contexts. 
Robin (2011) and Reinhardt & Thorne (2011) acknowledge the 

 
5  CALICO stands for Computer-Assisted Language Instruction Consortium. 
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limitations of various technologies that have been imposed on students 
in the classroom and call for investigations of how extracurricular tech-
nologies can be adapted to learning situations. 

In Study 3 (Case, 2023, hereafter referred to as Study 3) and Study 4 
(Case, 2021, hereafter referred to as Study 4) I examined CALL research 
on a variety of different contextual factors affording and constraining 
adult language learning. For example, Nair-Prakash and Stapa (2013) 
discuss the factors influencing the participation of distance learners in 
online forums, with a primary focus on factors related to peer interac-
tions. Relatedly, in their 2009 study, Harrison and Thomas discovered 
that users were uneasy about an online language learning platform's 
openness, yet they displayed a greater inclination toward utilizing the 
platform’s social networking features to engage with fellow language 
speakers, rather than enrolling in more structured courses also availa-
ble on the platform. Scholz (2017) suggests that it is beneficial to en-
courage second language (L2) learners looking to enhance their L2 pro-
ficiency to explore and engage in games played in a foreign language. 
Róg's (2017) case study highlighted the significant role of ICT in a lan-
guage learner’s journey, which included taking online courses, using 
online grammar and translation tools, listening to music, and com-
municating with native speakers via Skype. Korhonen's (2014) case 
study of a Finnish adult completing secondary school English courses 
cited the subject's description of the abundant availability of English-
language music, movies, magazines, and books. 

Social media has both affordances and constraints in the context of 
language learning. Kinginger (2008), Stewart (2010), and Müller (2017) 
suggest that the widespread use of social media has altered language 
learners' experience in study abroad programs, making them less exclu-
sively immersed in the target language environment, potentially reduc-
ing target language usage. Alred and Byram (2002) and Thompson and 
Vásquez (2015) observed that subjects who completed their study 
abroad programs before the prevalence of social media described feel-
ing isolated from friends and family back home, but this isolation also 
motivated them to integrate more into the target language community. 

As described by Smith (2021) and Stein-Smith (2023), during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, contact time between teachers and pupils/students 
in all subjects and at all levels worldwide went from being primarily 
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face-to-face to being primarily internet-mediated. This took a variety of 
different forms, but a common one was the replacement of classroom 
interaction with online meetings via videoconferencing platforms. As 
a result, of the many kinds of research questions within CALL, one 
suddenly became of primary importance: how does education through 
videoconferencing software differ from face-to-face education? At the 
site of data collection, however, language education has been con-
ducted via videoconferencing platforms since the early 2000s. 

Above I have described the relevance of the CALL research para-
digm for the empirical studies. However, in dealing with the overarch-
ing research questions for this dissertation, I have chosen a different 
focus. In the following sub-chapter, I explain why. 

2.1.2 Questioning CALL As a Research Paradigm 
When I began this dissertation, I thought I would be examining the use 
of digital tools in adult foreign language learning and that I would be 
contributing to the field of computer assisted language learning. How-
ever, I soon began to question the legitimacy of CALL as a distinct re-
search field, because I came to understand that artifacts-with-screens 
were a) extremely common in language learners’ lives and b) not cate-
gorizable as a single kind of tool, but rather containers for a wide vari-
ety of possible tools. Furthermore, as Wang and Vasquez (2012) put it,  
“researchers generally agree that it is not the technology that causes 
learning but rather the pedagogical approach that impacts learning 
[…] additional research is needed to examine how various technology-
supported instructional methods affect students' language learning, ra-
ther than on comparing the effects of different technologies” (Wang 
and Vasquez, 2012, p. 422). 

As I describe in Study 2, the widespread integration of technology 
in education has resulted in a call for the “normalization" of CALL, as 
noted in works by Egbert (2006), Chambers and Bax (2006), Kern 
(2006), and Bax (2008). While some interpret this as an ideal scenario 
where all classrooms are fully equipped with technology and educators 
are proficient in its use, as argued by Arnold and Ducate (2011) and 
Levy (2013), I interpret the original call for normalization to pertain to 
the research framework rather than the classroom situation. In essence, 
normalization implies that it might no longer be logical to maintain a 
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distinct research community exclusively for computer assisted lan-
guage learning, given that computers are increasingly integrated into 
our daily lives. Consequently, any research related to language learning 
is inherently a form of CALL research. The theoretical approach I use 
can be seen as part of the effort to normalize CALL, signifying the per-
spective that digital technologies are just some of the many tools avail-
able to learners. CALL normalization can be seen as part of the broader 
movement in educational research known as the “postdigital condi-
tion” (Weich and Macgilchrist, 2023). 

In Study 2, I drew the conclusion that “digital tools do not replace 
non-digital tools; they complement them” (Study 2, p. 339). Further 
examples of this can be found in the literature, such as Kyppö’s (2014) 
description of how successful learners used pen and paper in addition 
to the digital tools at their disposal, which was particularly helpful in 
learning diacritics in Slovak (p. 141). The findings from studies 3 and 
4 which support both Kyppö’s finding and my own earlier finding are 
described further in chapter 7 below, but the point I wish to make here 
is that I realized that if what I was interested in was  language learning 
in the sense of how a person goes from not knowing a language to ap-
propriating “ways of acting that enable them to participate in different 
practices” (Quennerstedt et al., 2011, p. 290) in that language, I needed 
to go beyond the CALL paradigm and treat digital tools as one of many 
factors in a language learner’s environment and process. It was this that 
led me to the study of personal learning environments, described in 
the following sub-chapter. 

2.2 Personal Learning Environments 
In this sub-chapter I describe the origins and evolution of the concept 
of the personal learning environment (often shortened to PLE). Learn-
ing is often divided into different categories according to how and 
when it takes place, both in the research literature and in popular dis-
course, and a number of different, overlapping, and often confusing 
terms are used. For example, the Study on the Impact of Information and 
Communications Technology (ICT) and New Media on Language Learning 
(Stevens, 2010) defined not only formal learning, but also non-formal 
learning (i.e. self-study) and informal learning (the result of other life 
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activities and usually unintentional), while Bransford, et al. (2005) 
identified implicit, formal, and informal learning.  

In the field of language learning in particular, there has long been 
an interest in ‘autonomous’ and ‘self-directed’ learning, with the work 
of Holec (1979) and Little (1991) being seminal in the field. Holec says, 
“every learner determines his own objectives and contents by making 
choices based on personal criteria and from all the communication po-
tentialities open to him and this is how he defines the knowledge or 
know-how he wishes to acquire” (1979, p. 21), while Little’s view is that 

[a]dults who undertake a course of learning usually do so be-
cause they want to fulfill some personal or professional need. 
Thus they should be able to specify learning targets that are 
both precise and unique to themselves. Furthermore, because 
learning is only a small part of their lives, only they can de-
cide when the learning process has achieved its purpose (Lit-
tle, 1991, p. 38). 

Holec asserts that it is the learner, not the teacher, who determines 
the nature of the learning (1979, p. 4), while Little argues that the 
teacher plays an indispensable role: that of introducing learners to au-
thentic target language materials. These materials include text, video, 
and other cultural products in the target language that are used by flu-
ent or native speakers of that language and are not specifically created 
for the purpose of language instruction. Previously, it was assumed that 
those who are new to a language did not have access to such materials, 
or to people who are using the target language in their daily lives:  

Some approaches to language teaching […] assume that 
learners will convert their classroom knowledge into com-
municative competence principally through subsequent con-
tact with the target language community […] in reality, most 
learners do not come into frequent or sustained contact with 
the target language community (Little, 1991, p. 28). 

 More recently, Eneau and Develotte (2012) emphasized that the au-
tonomy of adult foreign language learners “is constructed through a 
process of exchange and sharing that depends largely on the resources 
and the environment. This means that, contrary to popular belief, a 
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learner’s autonomy does not grow out of isolation” (Eneau & De-
velotte, 2012, p. 5).  

The term ‘personal learning environment’ was coined in 2001 by 
Olivier and Liber, defining it as a “consistent user interface” meeting 
“lifelong learners’ needs… for a learning profile of their own necessary 
for (co-)managing their learning career” and “to be able to carry on 
learning while temporarily disconnected from a remote learning 
server” (Buchem et al., 2011, p. 1).  

Since then, the personal learning environment has been defined in 
a variety of ways. Schaffert and Hilzensauer (2008) and Harrison and 
Thomas (2009) have made the distinction between personal learning 
environments and pre-packaged virtual learning environments, now 
better known as learning management systems such as Blackboard or 
Canvas, through which traditional classroom methods have been trans-
planted onto the internet, rooted in behaviorist learning theories with 
a trained teacher at the core of the educational process. More recently, 
the personal learning environment has taken on the meaning of inde-
pendent learning through a variety of digital tools. One of the most 
significant consequences of this shift is that learners now have the 
means to construct their own personal learning environments by as-
sembling various applications.  

According to Harrison and Thomas (2009), personal learning envi-
ronments represent learners taking charge of their own learning and 
connecting with others who aid in their personal development beyond 
just learning a foreign language. Today, people can learn languages 
through social interactions with fellow learners and native speakers, 
synchronously and asynchronously (Harrison & Thomas, 2009, pp. 
120–121). However, some researchers continue to use the term “per-
sonal learning environment” or “PLE” to describe institutionally pro-
vided packages of technology, for example, the study by Tochon et al. 
(2014) of university learners of Turkish. It is also noteworthy that To-
chon et al. assert that this type of personal learning environment is 
much rarer for the less commonly taught languages, which connects to 
another of the key concepts (see chapter 2.4 below). 

In their review of research on personal learning environments, 
Buchem et al. (2011) observe that there is “a more technologically-ori-
ented research strand and a more pedagogically-oriented research 
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strand” (p. 3). The European Commission’s study on ICT and language 
learning in the European Union (Stevens, 2010) is an example of the 
technologically oriented research strand. Recommending further “re-
search into and development of personal learning environments 
(PLEs)” (Stevens, 2010, p. 99), the study describes personal learning en-
vironments as follows: 

Created and developed by learners themselves, PLEs increase 
the learners’ control over their own learning processes and 
promote self-direction and self-learning, thus helping learn-
ers to establish their personal educational goals. […] The so-
cial media applications hold a great potential for language 
learning, as they respect its interactive nature, open the class-
room to the global Internet community, enable creating and 
sharing content, and support meaningful communication 
and knowledge building (Stevens, 2010, p. 62). 

In other words, the EC describes personal learning environments as 
the sum of digital tools used by a particular learner. However, I argue 
that a focus solely on digital tools offers an incomplete picture of the 
learning process. I am interested in furthering what Buchem, et al. 
would term a “pedagogically oriented” (2011, p. 3) view of the personal 
learning environment. This view takes the individual learner as a sub-
ject who cultivates relationships with other people and to both digital 
and non-digital tools. Buchem et al. (2011) developed their review of 
research on personal learning environments into an activity theory 
framework for understanding personal learning environments to 
which I return in chapter 4 below, where I describe the theoretical un-
derpinnings of the empirical studies. 

2.3 Less Commonly Taught Languages 
In the previous sub-chapters, I described how an initial interest in com-
puter assisted language learning led to the realization that a narrow 
focus on computers and other digital tools was difficult to justify as a 
framework for language learning in the contemporary material con-
text. In this sub-chapter, I describe another factor which led me away 
from the CALL research paradigm, namely, its “English problem” 
(Sauro, 2016; see also Wang & Vásquez, 2012).  
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In her analysis of four of the most prominent CALL journals during 
the years 2012-2015, Sauro (2016) established that not only was English 
the target language in 64% of the studies published, but that “studies 
with English as the target language often merely identified participants 
as L2 learners—as if L2 learning and English language learning were 
synonymous” (p. 2). Findings about learning English as a foreign or 
second language are often treated as findings about learning languages 
in general, which is problematic for a number of reasons. One is or-
thography; not all languages are written like English, and different 
types of writing systems pose different challenges to second/foreign 
language learners. Sauro points to the challenges faced by learners of 
Chinese and Japanese in particular, not only in learning new read-
ing/writing systems, but of learning the various ways to type learned 
hanzi/kanji, hiragana and katakana into digital applications (Sauro, 
2016, pp. 3–4). In my own experience, the latter challenge exists for 
languages that use alphabets other than the Latin alphabet as well (even 
if learning other alphabets is not nearly as challenging as learning syl-
labary or pictorial writing systems if one’s native language uses the 
Latin alphabet): settings need to be adjusted and new keyboard layouts 
learned, and these can differ across different platforms. 

Finally, Sauro notes, many of the technologies that have enabled the 
learning of English, such as language learning software, virtual envi-
ronments, and, especially, gaming, are not available to the same extent 
in other languages, if at all (Sauro, 2016, pp. 5–6). The popular lan-
guage-learning platform Duolingo, for example, offers those who al-
ready know English the opportunity to learn 40 different languages, 
but native speakers of the 23 other languages from which Duolingo 
offers instruction have fewer options. For example, when I last checked 
in November 2024, a speaker of Arabic who wants to learn another 
language on Duolingo has only English, German, French, and Swedish 
to choose from. 

Ward’s (2018) review of literature builds on Sauro’s (2016) and 
Kyppö’s (2014) research, asserting that “CALL researchers cannot as-
sume that what works for an English as a foreign language student in 
a formal setting will automatically work as well for an EL [endangered 
language] learner in an informal setting” (Ward, 2018, p. 118). In other 
words, this is an affirmation of CALL’s English problem. Furthermore, 
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Ward points out that there is a lack of research on the teaching and 
learning of LCTLs in different kinds of contexts, compared to MCTLs, 
particularly English. One of the primary contributions of this disserta-
tion is just that—an understanding of some of the contexts in which 
LCTL learning takes place.  

Charalabopoulou (2010) discusses how “the challenges for teaching 
and learning an LCTL stem from social, political and financial factors: 
why invest (or waste?) money, time and effort on a language with a 
small market, which will probably not contribute to career enhance-
ment and evolution?” (p. 67-68). Her answer to this question is 1) “that 
monolingualism is increasingly regarded as a handicap in a modern, 
globalising world” (Charalabopoulou, 2010, p. 68), 2) “learning a for-
eign language encourages the learner to open up to other people and 
begin to comprehend the target culture” (p. 68), and 3) “learning less 
widely used languages, in particular, is considered an important step 
against sameness and towards preserving linguistic and cultural diver-
sity and pluralism, hence promoting language as an integral part of hu-
man rights” (p. 68). Charalabopoulou notes efforts within the Euro-
pean Union to preserve linguistic diversity through a number of 
different programs (discussed in the introduction above). At the same 
time, she notes, “in the context of the ‘global’ village, international 
online communication has shifted from a plural use of several lan-
guages to a pre-eminence of English” (Charalabopoulou, 2010, p. 68). 

These issues described by Charalabopoulou (2010), Sauro (2016) 
and Ward (2018) are only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the 
dominance of English in language learning contexts and research on 
language learning. Yet, somewhat ironically, it is the dominance of 
English and, to a lesser extent, other MCTLs such as German, French, 
and Spanish, which led to my focus on LCTLs. Since I was interested 
in the process by which adults undertake the activity of learning a lan-
guage which is new to them, and because I was investigating how this 
was done in a Swedish university context, I sought subjects who were 
enrolled in beginner-level language courses. Because fluency in English 
is a prerequisite for university study in Sweden, and because German, 
French, and Spanish are widely taught in Swedish secondary schools, 
these languages are not offered at the beginner level at public Swedish 
universities. If one wants to study English, German, French, or Spanish 
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at university in Sweden, one has to complete the basics at secondary 
school, though opportunities do exist for adults to take beginner-level 
courses in these languages through secondary school for adults 
(Komvux) and other educational structures (such as studieförbund6). 
Therefore, my investigation of adults enrolled in beginner-level univer-
sity language courses in Sweden became a study of LCTLs by default. 

Furthermore, CALL obtains a new relevance in the LCTL context, 
because the smaller economies of scale of LCTLs make the provision 
of paper-based learning materials and campus-based courses of formal 
study more expensive, sometimes prohibitively so (Garrett, 2009, p. 
726), and therefore, the availability of many types of digital tools has 
become a game-changer for the teaching and learning of LCTLs. 

 Of the empirical studies, only Study 3 explicitly uses LCTL as a con-
cept. However, the concept and research field are important and salient 
for the entire study, for the reasons described above. Furthermore, as 
Walker and McGinnis (1995) note, “gaining expertise in an LCTL is a 
lifelong process” (p. 14). It could be argued that gaining expertise in 
any language is a lifelong process, but the argument here is that LCTLs 
are more challenging for learners because many of them have linguistic 
features that make them different from MCTLs (see, for example, Yang, 
2003) and because there are fewer resources available for learning them 
(see Ward, 2018). For this reason, I wanted to take a more longitudinal 
approach and examine learning environments as a whole rather than 
focusing only on what happens in the classroom and/or the short-term 
effects of intervention with a particular digital tool. In contrast to the 
body of CALL research available, much of the previous research explic-
itly mentioning the concept of the LCTL has looked at learning in this 
wider context and/or longitudinal perspective.  

For the purposes of this extended abstract, then, I have chosen to do 
a comprehensive literature review of the field of LCTLs in relation to 
the roles played by institutions, teachers, social relationships and digi-
tal tools in the personal learning environments of adults learning lan-
guages and the interplay of those roles. This is the subject of the fol-
lowing chapter. 

 
6  Non-profit associations that offer different kinds of hobby courses for a fee. 
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3 Previous Research on Less Commonly Taught 
Languages 

In this chapter, I describe previous research relevant to the overarching 
research questions: why adults choose to start learning less commonly 
taught languages (LCTLs) and the roles played by policies and frame-
works, teachers, social relationships, and tools in the personal learning 
environments of adults learning LCTLs, and how these roles interplay 
and change over time.  

In each of the four empirical studies, there is a review of previous 
research related to the aims of the respective study. For the current text 
I conducted a thorough literature review in 2023 and 2024 on less com-
monly taught languages. A university research database was used to 
search for peer-reviewed articles containing the terms “LCTL” or “less 
commonly taught language” with no date restrictions, yielding 234 re-
sults. Searches were done for similar search terms in Swedish and Rus-
sian (the languages in which I can read academic text), with zero results 
for Swedish and four results in Russian. The abstracts of all articles 
were read to determine which of the articles were relevant to the over-
arching research questions. After eliminating articles which 1) referred 
to different concepts in other fields for which the abbreviation “LCTL” 
was also used, 2) articles concerned with short-term acquisition of skills 
in particular foreign languages, 3) duplicates, and 4) older articles that 
were no longer readily available, 107 studies were chosen for inclusion 
in this literature review. There are numerous potentially relevant arti-
cles focused on a particular less commonly taught language that could 
have been found by searching for individual languages rather than the 
“LCTL” search term. However, I determined that it was not feasible to 
review the thousands of articles which would have resulted. In accord-
ance with the aims of this study, I focus on articles which explicitly use 
the concept of the less commonly taught language.  

If CALL has an English problem (see chapter 2.3 above), the field of 
study of LCTLs has a U.S. problem; most articles with the keyword 
“LCTL” were written from a U.S. perspective. As mentioned above, 
searches were done for articles in Swedish and Russian, with zero re-
sults for Swedish and 3 for Russian. It could be that I did not find the 
correct combination of keywords, and there may well be a body of 
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research on LCTLs in languages that I do not read. In any case, much 
of the previous research on LCTLs described below is concerned with 
the status of LCTLs in the United States, including one of the articles 
in Russian (Zenkevich, 2017). This may be, of course, because the con-
cept of the LCTL was developed in the US, but there is precedent for 
using this concept in a European context (e.g. De Paepe, 2018; Kyppö, 
2014; Wilsey, 2013) and beyond (e.g. Gonulal, 2022; Han & 
McDonough, 2018; Kalfa & Yalcin, 2013; Luef et al., 2019; Tabata-San-
dom, 2016). Therefore, I argue that this dissertation offers a needed 
contribution to the understanding of LCTLs in contexts outside the 
U.S. and in the European context in particular. 

Whether a language is considered to be a more commonly taught 
language (MCTL) or LCTL depends on the national context.7 As de-
scribed in chapter 2.3 above, the same languages which are MCTLs in 
the U.S. (French, Spanish, German) are MCTLs in Sweden, as well as 
in the entire EU (Eurostat, 2022), so unless otherwise specified, the 
same distinction is made throughout this text. 

In the end, 82 studies were chosen for inclusion based on their rel-
evance to the research questions. Concepts from the theoretical frame-
work, described in chapter 4, were used to thematize the results of the 
previous research. The review below is divided into five themes which 
are returned to in the Discussion chapter below: 1) why adults choose 
to learn LCTLs; 2) the role of policies, frameworks and curricula in 
LCTL learning; 3) the role of the teacher in LCTL learning; 4) the role 
of social relationships in LCTL learning; and 5) the role of digital tools 
in learning LCTLs. These themes resulted from the theoretical frame-
work which is described in chapter 4.  

 
7  For example, in study comparing learners of MCTLs and LCTLs in Korea, the lan-

guages considered MCTLs were English and Chinese, while the LCTLs were Span-

ish and Arabic (Kong et al., 2018). In the Australian university context, Dunne and 

Palvyshyn (2013) describe French, German, Italian, Indonesian, Japanese, Chinese, 

and Spanish as “widely taught languages” and Arabic, Ancient Greek, Modern 

Greek, Korean, Latin, and Russian as “moderately taught languages”, while all 

other languages were considered LCTLs. 
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3.1 Why Adults Choose to Learn LCTLs 
In this review I have attempted to avoid normative arguments about 
why adults should learn LCTLs and focus on what the research says 
about why they choose to start learning them. However, not all of this 
research is based on accounts direct from the learners themselves; some 
is based on the understanding that teachers of LCTLs have developed 
through experiences with their students. For example, Janus (2000) 
found that teachers of LCTLs believed that their students had heritage 
interests, social considerations such as spouses and friends who were 
target language speakers, and plans to travel, as well as specialized sub-
jects and hobbies such as Irish music and Chinese archaeology (p. 27). 
The teachers believed that very few of their students were “trying to get 
a leg up on international marketing” (Janus, 2000, p. 27). 

Much of the previous research concerning why adults choose to 
learn LCTLs deals with explicit theories of motivation, particularly 
those of Gardner and Lambert (1959, 1972), Dörnyei (1990), and Ox-
ford and Shearin (1994). This is not part of the theoretical framework 
of the current dissertation; however, some of the terminology used in 
these works is employed in the review of research below, most notably 
Dörnyei’s (1994) distinction between integrative motivation (positive 
feelings toward the target language community) and instrumental mo-
tivation (wanting to use the target language for career advancement). 
For example, Liu and Shibata (2008) compared the motivations of stu-
dents at a U.S. university for choosing to study Chinese, Japanese, Ko-
rean, and Vietnamese. Cultural understanding and integrative orienta-
tion were the most important motivational factors for all students and 
administrative motivation— “choosing a language for the convenience 
of registration” (Liu & Shibata, 2008, p. 49)—the least important, 
while instrumental motivation was moderately important. Similarly, 
Husseinali (2006) identified four “orientations” for learners of Arabic: 
“travel and world culture orientations, political orientations, active in-
strumental orientations, and cultural identity orientations” (pp. 406–
407). However, the learners in Husseinali’s study often showed a mix-
ture of these orientations rather than being strictly associated with one 
of them. Husseinali also notes that 90% of learners of Arabic plan to 
travel to a country where Arabic is widely spoken.  
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I have identified several themes in the previous research regarding 
why adults choose to learn LCTLs, but these themes overlap, as in Liu 
and Shibata (2008) and Husseinali (2006) described above. I have 
found it more useful to think of these themes as building on one an-
other rather than being separate categories. The identified themes are 
described in the sub-chapters to follow. First, I describe studies that 
compare the motivations for learning LCTLs rather than MCTLs in the 
North American context. Second, I introduce the concept of heritage 
speakers/heritage learners in relation to the types of motivations/orien-
tations described above. Third, I give an overview of the literature on 
one of the primary instrumental motivations for wanting to learn an 
LCTL: to improve the learner’s job or career prospects. Fourth, I de-
scribe studies that emphasized an integrative motivation toward an in-
terest in the target language culture and/or popular culture. Finally, I 
explore a type of integrative motivation which has to do with personal 
satisfaction or fulfillment.  

The reasons why people choose to study some LCTLs are specific to 
a geographic location and political context and do not necessarily fall 
under one of the themes described above. In the case of Modern Greek, 
for example, Charalabopoulou (2010) cites “an influx of migrants and 
refugees” (p. 70), to Greece, because of free movement within the EU 
as well as geopolitical situations outside of the EU. However, language 
learning by immigrants is not widely represented in the literature on 
LCTLs. Studies concerned with the acquisition of a language spoken 
where the learner is living would more likely place themselves in the 
field of second language acquisition. 

3.1.1 Comparisons of MCTLs and LCTLs in University Contexts 
As mentioned above, much of the previous research on LCTLs is fo-
cused on universities in the United States and, to a lesser extent, Can-
ada. There are no national curricula for higher education in the U.S. or 
Canada, but many universities include study of a foreign language as 
one of the requirements for earning a bachelor’s degree, regardless of a 
student’s major or program of study (Rodd, 2002). According to Rodd 
(2002), MCTLs are widely perceived as being easier to learn, and many 
students will have had the opportunity to study them in high school as 
well, so students who choose an LCTL tend to be those who have a 
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special reason and are not simply fulfilling a requirement. Brown 
(2009) had similar findings, also noting that LCTL learners were more 
satisfied with their current classroom experience in the language they 
were studying and significantly more likely to cite personal interest as 
their reason for studying the language. More of the LCTL students had 
the target language as their major subject, and their self-reported grade 
point averages were higher (Brown, 2009, pp. 415–419). 

Ward (2018) asserts that while many U.S. students choose to study 
languages for cultural or heritage reasons (see chapter 3.1.2 below), 
learners of MCTLs also often do so for “career or economic reasons” 
(p. 116), a motivation Ward claims is lacking for many LCTL learners, 
who don’t stand to gain in the job market from learning the target lan-
guage (see chapter 3.1.3 below). Murphy et al. (2009) found that stu-
dents of LCTLs had a greater tendency to choose their target language 
for humanistic reasons than students of MCTLs, but their reasons be-
came more instrumental over time.  

Ward (2009), Brown (2009) and Godwin-Jones (2013) found that 
learners of LCTLs are on average older than students of MCTLs, are 
learning LCTLs not because of a language requirement but because of 
a genuine desire to learn the target language, often have family connec-
tions to a target language, and are more likely to be studying the target 
language as a third, rather than second, language. Relatedly, in Jee’s 
(2014) study of 12 university students of Korean in the US, participants 
cited personal motivations, language requirements and heritage rea-
sons. Only half had never studied a foreign language before.  

The non-heritage learners of LCTLs in a study by Howard et al. 
(2009) were more likely than learners of MCTLs to cite a love of learn-
ing languages as a reason to study. Howard et al. also noted that other 
factors affected non-heritage learners’ reasons for studying an LCTL, 
such as whether the language was politicized, i.e. of U.S. strategic in-
terest (e.g. Russian, Arabic, Chinese, see chapter 3.2.1) or whether the 
language was associated with popular cultural products (e.g. Korean, 
Japanese, a topic further explored in chapter 3.1.3).  

Bimpong (2019) found that university students of Swahili had cho-
sen to study the language because of a desire to travel to, and in some 
cases, work, in East Africa, but also because they had friends who spoke 
the language and for political and historical reasons. One student also 
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cited a failure to learn Spanish as a reason for trying a different lan-
guage. 

McEown et al. (2014) examined motivational factors affecting 128 
Canadian university students of Japanese and found that the learners 
had clear motivations for learning the target language, in contrast to 
studies of learners of MCTLs, who were often studying a language be-
cause of a university requirement. Factors such as a belief in the im-
portance of learning the Japanese language and culture and the pleas-
ure of learning were highly important to the learners, and the 
possibility of knowing Japanese making them attractive in the job mar-
ket somewhat important. 

In contrast to the above studies, Thomas (2010) found that the 
MCTL/LCTL distinction was not the most salient factor when it comes 
to the question of which students of which languages at U.S. universi-
ties had instrumental motivations. Students of Spanish had instrumen-
tal orientations, students of Danish, Dutch, French, Arabic, Russian, 
and German had mixed orientations, and students of Portuguese, Ital-
ian, Hebrew, Japanese, Chinese, and Korean were primarily interested 
in communication. 

3.1.2 Heritage Speakers, Family and Friends 
Family ties and social relationships play an important role in the choice 
of adults to learn LCTLs (these relationships also play an important 
role in the learning process, described in chapter 3.4 below). One of 
the reasons that people choose to learn an LCTL is because they con-
sider themselves heritage speakers of the language. Defining what 
makes a person a heritage speaker or learner is highly complex (see J. 
S. Lee, 2005). In some cases a heritage speaker/learner is described as a 
person who has learned a language other than the local majority lan-
guage at home and has some ability to use the language, while others 
would say that those who have not learned the language at home but 
are interested in a language because of their ancestry, such as “the 
Greeks of the diaspora who wish to solidify ties to their culture, keep 
the language of their ancestors alive and thus preserve their Greek iden-
tity” (Charalabopoulou 2010, p. 71), would also be considered heritage 
speakers/learners. I define heritage learners as those who choose to 
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learn a language because they know or believe that they are descend-
ants of speakers of the target language.  

Howard, et al. (2009) found that students of LCTLs were more 
likely to be heritage speakers of the target languages than students of 
MCTLs and were motivated by a variety of integrative interests. Both 
Brown (2009) and Ward (2018) compared students of LCTLs and 
MCTLs at U.S. universities and found that students of LCTLs were 
more likely to have heritage reasons for studying a language.  

Liu and Shibata (2008) found that students of Chinese and Vietnam-
ese at a U.S. university were more likely to choose to study the target 
language for heritage reasons than students of Japanese and Korean and 
that achievement orientation was significantly less important for stu-
dents of Vietnamese than for the other three languages. They also 
found that university students may feel family pressure to fulfill a lan-
guage requirement (see chapter 3.1.2 below) with a heritage language, 
particularly students of Chinese and Korean. Kong et al. (2020) also 
emphasize the role of parents and other elder family members in Ko-
rean students’ educational choices. Wen (1997) also found that learners 
of LCTLs have a university language requirement to fulfill and believe 
it will be easier to complete this requirement with a language with 
which they are already familiar.  

Nedashkivska and Sivachenko (2017) examined the motivations of 
students of Ukrainian at a Canadian university who were also active in 
the local Ukrainian community and found that the students were more 
integratively motivated than instrumentally motivated, which is to say 
that their desire to learn the target language was tied to a desire to be-
come more deeply involved in the target language community. In 
Geisherik’s (2004) study examining the motivations of heritage and 
non-heritage learners of Russian, she found that many of the heritage 
learners wanted to improve existing reading and writing skills, but 
their motivations were overall more integrative than instrumental 
compared to the non-heritage learners. The non-heritage learners did 
not have specific goals for how well they wanted to be able to use the 
language but chose to learn Russian because of friends and family 
members who spoke the language.  

Another reason that adults choose to learn a heritage language is 
because of a desire to live and work in their family’s country of origin. 
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Yigitoglu and Reichelt (2012), for example, found that heritage learn-
ers of Turkish at a U.S. university were especially interested in learning 
the writing genre of cover letters for job applications, as they were con-
sidering applying for jobs in Turkey in the future. (The theme of learn-
ing an LCTL for career motivations is discussed in greater detail in the 
following sub-chapter.) 

In contrast to most of the studies above, Howard et al. (2009) were 
surprised by the finding that there was no significant difference be-
tween heritage and non-heritage learners with regard to learning a lan-
guage with the hope of increased job opportunities. In a study of learn-
ers of Chinese, Japanese, and Korean at seven U.S. universities, Yang 
(2003) also found no difference between heritage and non-heritage 
learners in terms of their motivations. Furthermore, even non-heritage 
learners cite family ties and friendships in their choice to study an 
LCTL (Bimpong 2019). 

3.1.3 Instrumental Motivations 
As mentioned above, adults often choose to learn languages, whether 
LCTLs or MCTLs, to increase their employability. Ward (2018) asserts 
that while many U.S. students choose to study languages for cultural 
or heritage reasons (see chapter 3.1.2 above), learners of MCTLs also 
often do so for “career or economic reasons” (p. 116), a motivation 
Ward claims is lacking for many LCTL learners, who don’t stand to 
gain in the job market from learning the target language. However, a 
number of researchers disagree. Murphy et al. (2009), for example, 
found that students of LCTLs had a greater tendency to choose their 
target language for humanistic reasons than students of MCTLs, but 
their reasons became more instrumental over time. 

Some adults learn a heritage language because of a desire to live and 
work in a country where the target language is spoken. As noted above, 
Yigitoglu and Reichelt (2012) found that heritage learners of Turkish 
wanted to apply for jobs in Turkey and Bimpong (2019) found that 
students of Swahili planned to travel to East Africa. 

Howard et al. (2009) also noted that other factors affected non-her-
itage learners’ reasons for studying an LCTL, such as the abovemen-
tioned U.S. strategic interest, indicating that it offered potential career 
opportunities. McEown et al. (2014) examined motivational factors 
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affecting 128 Canadian university students of Japanese and found that 
learners felt that the possibility of knowing Japanese made them attrac-
tive in the job market somewhat important, although a much stronger 
reason for learning Japanese was its association with popular cultural 
products, a topic further explored in the following sub-chapter.   

3.1.4 (Pop-)Cultural Interests 
The characteristics (or perceived characteristics) of the countries or cul-
tures in which LCTLs are spoken often play a role in students’ choice 
to learn those languages (Howard et al., 2009). Particularly strong is 
the effect of Japanese and Korean pop cultural exports on adults’ inter-
est in these languages (Han, 2023; Han & McDonough, 2018; Jee, 2014; 
I. Lee, 2018; Ueno, 2005; Yang, 2003). Yang (2003), for example, found 
that among students of Asian languages, those learning Chinese were 
more likely to cite economic or career reasons for studying the target 
language, while students of Korean and Japanese had a greater interest 
in target language culture. Han and McDonough (2018) and Han 
(2023) describe the motivations of the Vietnamese students of Korean 
as being based in both perceived job opportunities and the popularity 
of Korean cultural products. McEown et al. (2014) found that a belief 
in the importance of learning the Japanese language and culture was 
highly important to the learners. 

Culture, though not necessarily pop culture, was an important mo-
tivating factor for the university students of Chinese in New Zealand 
in the study by Gong et al, (2020). In a study evaluating a telecollabo-
ration between students of Portuguese at a U.S. college and students of 
English in Brazil, Aristizábal and Welch (2017) noted that these two 
groups of students had very different motivations for learning the re-
spective target languages. The Brazilian students studying identified 
“the desire to improve career prospects or earn scholarships” as their 
reason for studying English, while the students in the U.S. were study-
ing Portuguese because of “an interest in Brazilian culture or a desire 
to prepare for travel in Brazil”, and “none of the American students 
mentioned a desire to learn Portuguese to get a job” (p. 227). Aristi-
zábal and Welch hypothesized that this was due to differences in age, 
socioeconomic status, the countries’ education models, and exposure 
to the target language in daily life, but it could also be hypothesized 



 

32 Megan Case 
 

that it is because of the ubiquity of English as a lingua franca, while 
Portuguese is spoken mainly in Portugal and Brazil (see the discussion 
on the “English problem” (Sauro, 2016) in chapter 2.1.2 above).  

3.1.5 Personal Fulfillment 
A final reason why learners choose LCTLs is personal fulfillment or 
satisfaction in the learning process. The learners in the study by 
McEown et al. (2014), in addition to many of the factors noted above, 
found that the pleasure of the learning process was a highly important 
factor to the learners. Brown (2009) had similar findings, also noting 
that LCTL learners were more satisfied with their current classroom 
experience in the language they were studying and significantly more 
likely to cite personal interest as their reason for studying the language. 

The non-heritage learners of LCTLs in Howard, et al. (2009) were 
more likely than learners of MCTLs to cite a love of learning languages 
as a reason to study. Curiosity about linguistic aspects of a language 
(Gong et al., 2020), as well as a desire to stand out from the crowd of 
people learning MCTLs, are important motivating factors for many 
learners of LCTLs.  

The novel finding of Ueno’s (2005) study was that many students of 
Chinese, Japanese and Russian were looking for a challenge, and the 
majority of them “wanted to study something unique” (Ueno, 2005, p. 
56) in addition to the other stated reasons. A number of the students 
also cited the sense of accomplishment and enjoyment they got from 
language learning. In her study of online self-instructed learners of 
Macedonian, Wilsey (2013) noted that more than a quarter cited a “love 
of languages” (p. 112), and nearly a quarter cited living and/or working 
in Macedonia. 

In Kyppö’s (2014) study of students of Slovak by distance online at 
two Finnish universities, all of the learners “wanted to learn Slovak be-
cause they found learning a new language generally challenging” (p. 
136) and all respondents but one “believed that they would be able to 
use Slovak in the future either for work or leisure purposes” (p. 136). 

In his study of adult learners of Arabic as an L2, Hermessi (2020) 
notes that while previous research had shown that learners of Arabic 
had extrinsic and instrumental reasons for studying the language, the 
learners in his study “seem, however, to be more motivated by the 
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stimulating effect of both acquiring new knowledge and feeling knowl-
edgeable and the sense of self accomplishment experienced through 
such stimulation” (p. 102). The non-heritage learners of LCTLs in 
Howard, et al. (2009) were more likely to cite a love of learning lan-
guages as a reason to study. 

3.1.6 Summary of Why Adults Choose LCTLs 
In summary, previous research indicates that the main reasons why 
adults choose to learn an LCTL are because they are heritage speakers 
of the language, to fulfill a degree requirement and/or the belief that 
speaking an LCTL offers career advantages over speaking an MCTL, 
because of cultural interest, and because of linguistic curiosity. Rarely 
were these reasons found in isolation but were rather almost always 
overlapping.  

Unsurprisingly, the political and cultural status of a language af-
fected the motivations of its learners. Several studies found that learn-
ers of Japanese and Korean tended to be particularly motivated by cul-
tural interest and that learners of Arabic were particularly motivated 
by career opportunities. 

Some of the studies indicated that learners of LCTLs were likely to 
have studied another language, in many cases an MCTL, previously. 
Some of the research indicated that learners of LCTLs have more inte-
grative and fewer instrumental reasons for language studies than learn-
ers of MCTLs, while other studies found no difference between LCTLs 
and MCTLs in the type of motivation that learners had. Summed up 
nicely by Tummons (2024), “some study LCTLs to meet a language 
requirement, others to pursue regional interests, and still others to 
study the language for its own sake” (p. 137). 

3.2 The Role of Institutions 
This sub-chapter contains a description of the previous research on the 
roles played by institutional structures—policies, frameworks and cur-
ricula, on the ways that LCTLs are taught and learned. Four overarch-
ing themes were identified in the previous research: 1) national strate-
gic importance, 2) governmental or supra-governmental educational 
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frameworks, 3) local conditions, requirements and curricula, and 4) 
economic pressures on institutions. 

3.2.1 National Strategic Importance 
A recurring theme in the literature is the importance of particular lan-
guages to national security interests, which is to say, languages im-
portant for international communication with regard to defense and 
diplomacy, primarily in the United States. Interestingly, one of the few 
articles in Russian using the LCTL concept (Nikiforov, 2012) implied 
that increased support for the learning of some of the 171 indigenous 
languages spoken within the Russian Federation could contribute to 
greater internal stability in Russia by addressing one of the concerns of 
ethnic minority groups, cultural and linguistic extinction. While indig-
enous languages are also part of the LCTL concept as used in the U.S. 
context (Janus, 2000; Johnston & Janus, 2003; Sanatullova-Allison, 
2008; Ward, 2018), the indigenous question was the only use for the 
concept of LCTLs in the Russian language context, and these languages 
are taught almost exclusively for native/heritage speakers at the school 
level and/or for linguistic researchers at universities.8   

In 1997, Wen argued that European MCTLs were not the only lan-
guages important to U.S. interests, but that “Japanese, Chinese, Rus-
sian, and Vietnamese: that is, the languages that are currently needed 
in American business, diplomacy, and education” (Wen, 1997, p. 244) 
should also be prioritized. Nearly a decade later, in 2006, the Bush ad-
ministration introduced the National Security Language Initiative 
(NSLI), which identified a number of LCTLs critical to U.S. national 
security: the Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Russian languages 
as well as the Indic, Persian, and Turkic language families (Spellings & 
Oldham, 2008). The initiative provided funding for the teaching and 
learning of those languages at the primary, secondary, and tertiary lev-
els (Sanatullova-Allison, 2008; Zenkevich, 2017). Schulz et al. (2019) 
report that NSLI resulted in several different programs primarily for 
pupils at the secondary level. Schulz et al. (2019) examined the effect 

 
8  See the book by Saarikivi et al. (2012), Whether and how the languages of the peoples 

of Russia are to be maintained?, which, while written in Russian, was published in 

Finland. 
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of participation in the NSLI-Y9  (the “Y” stands for “youth”) program 
on the choice of what and where to study at university level. They 
found that 70% of NSLI-Y alumni continued to study one of the lan-
guages identified as critical to U.S. national security, though more than 
half of them were learning through self-study rather than in a univer-
sity program. However, Schulz et al. describe how enrollments in uni-
versity courses in critical languages had actually decreased since the 
start of the NSLI program and conclude that courses in these critical 
languages have given way to the MCTLs Spanish and French at univer-
sity level. 

Bimpong’s (2019) study also mentions the importance of LCTLs to 
U.S. national security (p. 18), a factor affirmed by Brown (2009) Kagan 
and Dillon (2008) and van Deusen-Scholl (2003). Furthermore, Freyer 
(2012) describes how the U.S. government has funded university pro-
grams in LCTLs for business purposes, particularly Mandarin and Jap-
anese, through the Centers for International Business Education and 
Research (CIBERs) at several public universities throughout the US, as 
well as establishing Proficiency Guidelines in 1986 and Standards for 
Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century in 2006, via the Amer-
ican Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL). How-
ever, as Freyer asserts, the dependence of these programs on federal 
funding makes them vulnerable to budget cuts and limit career and 
curricular development opportunities for those who teach in these pro-
grams. 

In addition to the importance of particular LCTLs for U.S. national 
security, Howard, et al. (2009) analyzed the impact of a change in U.S. 

 
9  As of 2024, the NSLI-Y website describes its activities as providing “merit-based 

scholarships to high school students for participation in summer and academic 

year immersion programs in locations where the eight NSLI-Y languages are spo-

ken” (About NSLI-Y, n.d.). The current NSLI languages are Arabic, Chinese, 

Hindi, Indonesian, Kore-an, Persian (Tajiki), Russian, and Turkish (U.S. Depart-

ment of State’s Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, n.d.-b) and the pro-

gram has 9,200 alumni (U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Educational and 

Cultural Affairs, n.d.-a) of which 85% continued studying the target language and 

80% continue to use the target language (U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Ed-

ucational and Cultural Affairs, n.d.-c). 
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immigration policy in 1965 (the Hart-Celler Act) in which immigrants 
from traditionally white protestant countries ceased to be privileged in 
immigration, and confirmed their hypothesis that languages from re-
gions of the world from which immigration to the U.S. became possi-
ble from 1965 and onward were overwhelmingly studied by second-
generation heritage learners. Further, Howard et al. suggest that insti-
tutions that offer courses in such languages, which often have low en-
rollment, could boost enrollment by marketing those courses to immi-
grant groups and organizations (Howard, et al., 2009, p. 23). 

Looking beyond the US, China, where the term “LCTL” refers to 
languages other than English, French, Russian, Arabic, and Spanish 
(i.e. the working languages of the United Nations) (Wu, 2021), has pri-
oritized the teaching of LCTLs at university level. Wu (2021) describes 
how China started its first institute for the study of south Asian and 
southeast Asian languages in the 1940s, and by 2016 there were as many 
as 167 universities offering majors in 94 different LCTLs.  

Australia “also needs to maintain a reservoir of linguistic compe-
tence in many languages, because future needs cannot easily be pre-
dicted” (Dunne & Palvyshyn, 2013, p. 7), and Asian languages such as 
Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian, Hindi, and, to a lesser extent, Korean, 
Vietnamese and Thai, are seen as particularly important for “the Com-
monwealth Government’s economic and trade agendas” (Dunne & 
Palvyshyn, 2013, p. 8).  

3.2.2 National and Supra-National Educational Frameworks 
Beyond identifying particular LCTLs as being of strategic importance, 
some national governments and supra-governmental entities have es-
tablished policies, standards or frameworks which prioritize different 
aspects of language learning and language use which have, in some 
cases, affected how language courses are funded and/or taught. Freyer 
(2012) describes how the U.S. government established Proficiency 
Guidelines in 1986 and Standards for Foreign Language Learning in 
the 21st Century in 2006. The Standards established “the five Cs”: 
"Communication, Cultures, Connections, Comparisons, and Commu-
nities” (Magnan, et al., 2012, p. 170). Magnan et al. (2012) examined 
the extent to which university students in the U.S. valued these five Cs 
and found that the goals of students of LCTLs more closely adhered to 
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the Standards than did the goals of students of MCTLs. In particular, 
the LCTL students prioritized the goal of “participation in multilin-
gual/multicultural communities” (Magnan, et al., 2012, p. 173) more 
highly than both MCTL learners and teachers. Teachers tended to pri-
oritize communication, possibly because it is easier to teach in the class-
room. Because of this, Magnan et al. see a mismatch between student 
goals, curricula and the Standards and suggest that teacher professional 
development should emphasize the importance of community.  

In a related study, Magnan et al. found that the Communities goal 
was more important to students of MCTLs than LCTLs, but that stu-
dents of LCTLs were more interested in Cultures. Students of LCTLs 
had higher expectations for themselves in being able to meet the goals 
of the Standards than did students of MCTLs.  

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2003) is mentioned in several of the stud-
ies on LCTLs. The software for learning Greek described by Char-
alabopoulou (2010) “follows the general specifications provided by the 
Common European Framework of Reference” (p. 75). Since the CEFR 
was used, “no user-needs analysis was deemed necessary, since the spec-
ifications and requirements for learning [modern Greek] for general 
purposes have already been established” (Charalabopoulou, 2010, p. 
75). In other words, for the creators of this software the CEFR was the 
final authority on what learners of Modern Greek need to know.  

In their study of the establishment of an Arabic-language program 
at a Chinese university, An and Zheng (2022) both refer to the Com-
mon European Framework of Reference for language proficiency and 
describe how a requirement of six credits of English versus two credits 
of other languages constrained students who were interested in learn-
ing more Arabic. Furthermore, a lack of official competitions and cer-
tificates, important in the Chinese academic context, for Arabic lan-
guage studies constrained the demand for and development of 
university programs in Arabic (An & Zheng, 2022, p. 386). In another 
study conducted in China, Tao (2022) investigates the effect of two 
Chinese government policies (the New National Teaching Quality 
Standards and the Guide for the Russian Majors Education) on the 
agency of university teachers of Russian in China. The CEFR was also 
mentioned in a study of Vietnamese students learning Korean (Han, 
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2023), in that the Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training re-
quires university graduates to pass the CEFR’s B1 threshold for gradu-
ation (Han, 2023, p. 3), and the Test of Proficiency in Korean (TOPIK) 
was said to be comparable to the CEFR’s C1 threshold (Han 2023). It 
is notable, then, that the CEFR is considered salient even beyond Eu-
rope. 

3.2.3 Curricula and University Requirements 
The policies and frameworks described in chapters 3.2.1 and 3.2.2 in-
fluence the choices that universities make about which language 
courses to offer and what should be taught in those courses. Addition-
ally, universities have their own local curricula and traditions that af-
fect whether and how LCTLs are taught. As described in chapter 3.1, 
although there are no national curricula for higher education in the 
US, many undergraduate programs require students to study a few se-
mesters of a foreign language regardless of students’ major area of study 
(Rodd, 2002). The problem that this creates is that many beginning-
level university foreign language courses and their teachers are forced 
to contend with students who are enrolled in the courses only because 
they are required to study a language, and not because they are genu-
inely interested in learning the target language (Rodd, 2002). This also 
encourages students to choose to study languages that are perceived as 
easier to learn—the MCTLs—so that Spanish, French, and German 
courses are overfull and fewer students choose to study LCTLs (Rodd, 
2002). On the other hand, as mentioned in chapter 3.1, Wen (1997) 
found that many students at a U.S. university had chosen to study Man-
darin for the same reasons that many other students choose MCTLs—
they had a language requirement to fulfil, and they perceived that Man-
darin would be easier for them than other languages because of their 
previous exposure to Asian languages. Many such students found the 
language more challenging than expected and discontinued their stud-
ies of Mandarin as soon as their requirement was fulfilled. To solve this 
problem, Wen suggests that instead of requiring a certain number of 
credit hours as part of a degree requirement, “the language require-
ment should be changed to one that measures how much students can 
use language to communicate” (1997, p. 243). 
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Beyond the US, according to Wu (2021), the curricula for LCTL 
programs in China is narrow and not producing graduates with 
“knowledge of Chinese and western history, culture, and literature, 
basic knowledge of science and technology, economy and trade, and 
cross-cultural communication skills” (p. 47). Kong et al. (2020) found 
that some Korean students chose Arabic as a major not because of an 
interest in the language itself, but because their university entrance 
exam scores were such that other more popular majors at prestigious 
universities were out of reach for them.  

3.2.4 Economic and Administrative Challenges  
Another set of institutional issues faced by many educational institu-
tions offering LCTLs, particularly in the US, are economic and admin-
istrative challenges, which Uebel et al. (2024b) identify as: “low enroll-
ment rates, a lack of faculty expertise in the use of technology, and a 
shortage of high-quality pedagogical resources” (p. 2). Of these, low 
enrollment rates pose the largest problem, because 

class sizes or teaching loads do not allow for consistent artic-
ulation/sequencing of courses over years, which disad-
vantages both the students and the instructor. Enrollment 
size can also affect whether instructors can offer upper-level 
courses at all, given the natural attrition experienced in all 
languages at more advanced levels (Uebel et al., 2024b, p. 2). 

The proposed solution to a number of the problems described above is 
sharing courses between different educational institutions using vari-
ous kinds of digital technology to connect campuses (Uebel et al., 
2024a). While distance education using video conferencing platforms 
and learning management systems is becoming increasingly common 
(see chapter 3.5 below), several of the chapters in the edited volume by 
Uebel, et al. (2024b) on course-sharing of LCTLs between different 
U.S. universities describe differences in academic terms, tuition fees, 
institutional traditions, target student groups, ways of counting aca-
demic credits, administrative structures and levels of support to teach-
ers and students, and marketing (Aoki et al., 2024; Kraemer & Steider, 
2024; Reisinger et al., 2024; L. Rosen et al., 2024; Tummons, 2024; 
Uebel et al., 2024b)  that complicate course sharing.  
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Sanuth (2024) describes how the sharing of LCTLs between institu-
tions is a double-edged sword that, on the one hand, allows for the 
teaching of rare languages to continue, but, on the other, may discour-
age some universities from offering the languages themselves, thereby 
limiting the growth of the teaching of these languages. Sometimes 
these difficulties prove to be insurmountable, and students lose the op-
portunity to study LCTLs for purely administrative reasons (Aoki et al., 
2024).   

Similar problems have been faced by LCTLs in the Australian con-
text, where, according to Dunne and Palvyshyn (2013), in 2013, uni-
versity courses in LCTLs were only available at urban universities. They 
argue that “there is consensus about online and web-based courses be-
ing the most viable way to teach LCTLs” (Dunne & Palvyshyn, 2013, 
p. 13), but  

In a neoliberal market economy in which tertiary education 
institutions are expected to turn a profit, a coordinated ap-
proach to language provision is only feasible with funding 
support from a national government and on the basis of a 
national policy for university language provision (Dunne & 
Palvyshyn, 2013, p. 15). 

Vinall and Hellmich (2021) also note that “neoliberal discourse […] 
intertwines with discourses of technology” (Vinall & Hellmich, 2021, 
p. 114) when it comes to how tools that use artificial intelligence, like 
machine translation, affect perceptions about the need for people to 
learn languages, and that it becomes necessary for language educators 
to describe to students, parents, and university administrators the value 
of language education beyond the function of translation. With regard 
to the need to “sell” (Vinall & Hellmich, 2021, p. 114) language educa-
tion, a number of researchers have raised the issue of how courses in 
LCTLs are marketed. In their analysis of the Hart-Celler act, described 
in chapter 3.2.1 above, Howard et al. (2009) suggest that institutions 
that offer courses in languages from regions of the world from which 
immigration to the U.S. became possible in 1965 could boost enroll-
ment by marketing those courses to immigrant groups and organiza-
tions (p. 23). Murphy et al. (2009), Reisinger et al. (2024), and Ueno 
(2005) also suggest marketing LCTL courses to heritage learners. 
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However, Husseinali (2006) and J. S. Lee (2005) have noted that herit-
age learners and non-heritage learners have different skills, needs, and 
study patterns, and it becomes necessary to offer “two-track programs: 
one for heritage language speakers and the other for non-heritage lan-
guage speakers” (J. S. Lee, 2005, p. 555). Marketing courses to heritage 
learners, then, doesn’t necessarily solve the challenge of low enroll-
ments in the courses for non-heritage learners. 

In Nedashkivska and Sivachenko’s (2017) study of students of 
Ukrainian and students active in the Ukrainian community at a Cana-
dian university, there were a number of institutional factors that af-
fected individuals’ choices to enroll or not enroll in language courses. 
Remarkably, one respondent said that they were enrolled in Ukrainian 
courses “to help the program stay alive” (p. 79). Other factors included 
whether the courses could be counted toward the students’ degree pro-
gram requirements, whether the courses fit in with the students’ sched-
ules, and whether the curriculum of the courses matched with the stu-
dents’ personal language learning goals. From this, Nedashkivska and 
Sivachenko suggested that institutions inform students about “course 
offerings and how these courses are relevant and applicable to their de-
grees and possible careers” (p. 89) and “course content in order to be 
better judges of […] what new knowledge a particular course could 
bring to their overall educational and professional experience” (p. 89). 
Similarly, Reisinger et al. (2024) suggest that “specific grants that align 
with these needs might appeal to advanced learners as well, such as […] 
fellowships or study away/abroad opportunities” (Reisinger et al., 2024, 
p. 60). Ueno (2005) and Murphy et al. (2009) also suggest appealing to 
some of the other reasons why adults choose to learn LCTLs, such as 
personal enjoyment, challenge-seeking, a desire to be unique, and the 
cultural cachet of particular languages (such as Japanese and Korean, 
see chapter 3.1.3 above).  

As Johnston and Janus (2003) put it, there is “a need for a concerted 
effort in the field of public relations, to make those in the broader so-
ciety—everyone from policymakers and politicians to parents and 
schoolchildren-—aware of the importance of the teaching and learning 
of the less commonly taught languages” (p. 13). However, Murphy 
(2009) and Reisinger (2024) note that marketing often falls to LCTL 
teachers, who may not have the time for an additional task. Finally, 
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Dunne and Palvyshyn (2013) note that technological changes initiated 
by administrators can interfere with the provision of LCTLs, as when 
staff developed CALL resources in one learning management system 
that could not be exported and imported when the university changed 
systems (p. 12). 

3.2.5 Summary of the Role of Institutions in the Learning of LCTLs 
To sum up, the previous research on LCTLs indicates a number of dif-
ferent roles played by institutional structures when it comes to the 
availability of courses in less commonly taught languages. Some 
LCTLs, including but not limited to Arabic, Russian, and Mandarin, 
are considered of strategic importance by national governments, and 
educational institutions offering those languages have in some cases 
been given additional funding to ensure that the languages continue 
to be taught.  

National or supra-national educational frameworks, particularly the 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council 
of Europe, 2003) affect the curricula of educational institutions. Those 
curricula may not always be well-matched to the interests of learners of 
LCTLs. The requirement to study a foreign language as part of a bach-
elor’s degree program, common in the US, may bring more students 
to the beginner-level LCTL classroom, but their engagement with the 
language may not go beyond what is necessary to fulfil the requirement 
and they may rely on technologies such as machine translation to com-
plete assignments.  

Despite additional government funding and university language re-
quirements, many LCTLs suffer from low enrollment, which threatens 
the economic viability of such courses and thus, their continued avail-
ability. Among the proposed solutions to this issue are offering courses 
by distance and sharing courses in LCTLs between different educa-
tional institutions, the latter of which raises administrative challenges, 
particularly in the U.S. context where different universities have differ-
ent fee structures and academic calendars. Another proposed solution 
is marketing courses to heritage language communities, but consider-
ing that heritage- and non-heritage learners may have different interests 
and skills, the need to offer separate courses for the two groups may 
erase the economic gains of increased enrollment. Other solutions to 
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the issue of low enrollment include appealing to other reasons why 
adults choose to learn LCTLs, a task that often falls to LCTL teachers, 
adding to the roles described in the sub-chapter to follow. 

3.3 The Role of the Teacher 
This sub-chapter explores previous research on the role of the teacher 
in the learning environments of adults learning LCTLs. Johnston and 
Janus (2003) make the bold claim that “language teaching is the same 
whatever the language” (p. 2), but that because of the “lack of re-
sources, visibility and clout” (p. 2, see also chapter 3.2 above), there are 
certain challenges common to teachers of LCTLs.  

Five general themes regarding the role of the teacher were found in 
previous research: 1) understanding student objects and needs, 2) 
providing context for the target language, connecting students to target 
language speakers, and informing learners about opportunities related 
to the target language, 3) fostering a classroom atmosphere and teach-
ing approach conducive to learning, 4) curating digital learning mate-
rials and 5) nurturing autonomy in learners while providing the kind 
of feedback learners can only get from a teacher. 

3.3.1 Understanding Student Objects and Needs 
Many LCTL studies underscore the importance of teachers understand-
ing why their students have chosen to study the target language (see 
chapter 3.1 above) and adapting course content according to the ways 
that students hope to use the target language in the future (Husseinali, 
2006; Nedashkivska & Sivachenko, 2017). Godwin-Jones (2013) notes 
the drop-off in the number of students who continue their formal stud-
ies of LCTLs after the first year of study, indicating a need for teachers 
(and the institutions at which they teach) to have a better sense of stu-
dents’ interests, goals and motivations and adjust their courses accord-
ingly. In particular, Godwin-Jones suggests courses that emphasize oral 
communication over grammar, have a focus on target language cul-
ture, make use of portfolios that illustrate students’ progress, and, in 
the case of particularly challenging writing systems such as those of 
Japanese and Chinese, offering a variety of different methods for learn-
ing the characters.  
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Yang (2003) suggests that students’ motivations and therefore needs 
may differ depending on which language is being studied. Some lan-
guages face the challenge of having multiple spoken variants, and 
teachers have to make decisions about which variant to teach (Hus-
seinali, 2006; Nedashkivska & Sivachenko, 2017). 

A number of researchers (Husseinali, 2006; J. S. Lee, 2005; Nedash-
kivska & Sivachenko, 2017; Yigitoglu & Reichelt, 2012) have suggested 
that teachers conduct regular needs analyses with their students. De-
spite this, the studies that did involve needs analysis are rather unified: 
students generally value speaking and listening over reading and writ-
ing, regardless of heritage learner status or language studied (Bimpong, 
2019; Nedashkivska & Sivachenko, 2017; Rivera & Matsuzawa, 2007; 
Ueno, 2005; Yang, 2003; Yigitoglu & Reichelt, 2012). However, there 
are some nuances. The heritage learner students of Turkish in Yigitoglu 
and Reichelt’s (2012) study were interested in learning the genre of 
cover letters for job applications because they were likely to be consid-
ering working in Turkey in the future.  

Beyond listening and speaking skills, Ueno (2005) drew the conclu-
sion that it is important for teachers to recognize the learners who 
study for the sense of accomplishment and enjoyment that learning 
languages brings them. Similarly, Howard et al. (2009) found that a 
love of language learning was an important motivator for many learn-
ers, and therefore teachers should “let their inner-language geek flour-
ish” (p. 26) and not fear highlighting the linguistic aspects of language 
learning. Both J. S. Lee (2005) and Howard, et al. (2009) examined 
whether heritage learners and non-heritage learners have different 
needs and expectations with regard to course content and found heter-
ogeneity in their respondents’ heritage-learner status, previous expo-
sure to the target language, and motivations for learning the target lan-
guage.  

Byon (2007) found that university students in a beginner-level Ko-
rean course generally appreciated a focus on cultural elements, and 
drew the conclusion that “teachers must take account of students' var-
ying needs and backgrounds when designing and implementing” (p. 
85) cultural awareness activities. Murphy et al. (2009) further note that 
language teachers should be aware that their students’ reasons for stud-
ying change over time (see chapter 3.1 above) and that the content of 
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language courses may need to be adjusted to keep students interested. 
(Murphy et al., 2009, p. 62). 

A challenge faced by teachers is students who don’t have objects for 
learning the target language other than passing a course to fulfill a pro-
gram requirement (see chapter 3.2.3) above. In this case, a teacher may 
have to decide on their own objects for the students, as did one of the 
participants in Vinall and Hellmich’s (2021) study: “They're there for 
one semester and then what if I could give them some broader infor-
mation, wider skillset in terms of world understanding and things like 
that” (Vinall & Hellmich, 2021, p. 111). The idea of providing a broad-
ened worldview connects to the next theme related to the role of the 
teacher found in the previous research: that of providing context to the 
linguistic content and connection with target language cultures and 
speakers. 

3.3.2 Access to the “Five Cs” 
Another role of the LCTL teacher is to provide access to the “five Cs” 
(described in chapter 3.2.2 above) of communication, cultures, connec-
tions, comparisons, and communities, that is, to provide cultural con-
text for the target language, connection to other speakers of the target 
language and to cultural products, and inform students of opportuni-
ties for using the target language in their future (Brown 2009). In a 
literature review of the use of telecollaboration in language learning, 
Godwin-Jones (2019) describes the role of the teacher in leveraging 
available technology (see chapter 3.3.4 below) to provide students with 
the opportunity to connect to other speakers of the target language 
(both native speakers and other learners), describing it as an “inevitable 
survival strategy” (p. 17) for LCTL courses.  

Magnan et al. (2012) suggest that teacher professional development 
should emphasize the importance of community. A related study 
(Magnan et al., 2014) found that teachers of LCTLs were more likely 
to be native speakers of the target language than teachers of MCTLs 
and were in some cases better situated to offer their students insights 
into the culture associated with the target language through personal 
anecdotes and social connections to the target language community. 
They suggest that “when it comes to helping learners meet their 
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expectations, teachers are viewed more as interaction partners than as 
transmitters of the curriculum” (Magnan et al., 2014, p. 191). 

Burr (2023) points to the importance of the teacher in guiding stu-
dents’ understanding of the cultural, social, and political contexts in 
which LCTLs are spoken, asserting that students of LCTLs may know 
little about “the target language, its users, and the environment in 
which it is spoken before starting the course (with the exception of her-
itage speakers, though even they may have somewhat outdated views 
depending on how long ago their families left their home countries)” 
(Burr, 2023, p. 199). Ueno (2005) asserts that it is important for teachers 
of LCTLs to expose students to target language culture and real com-
munication with speakers. Rivera and Matsuzawa (2007) also found 
that students of LCTLs were more interested in learning about target 
language cultures than students of MCTLs.  

Murphy et al. (2009) further note that language teachers should not 
only integrate “culture learning into their language courses at all lev-
els” but also provide “students with examples of possible professional 
opportunities” (Murphy et al., 2009, p. 62). Jee (2014) also advocates 
for discussing target language job opportunities with students. 

In their study of university students of Arabic in Korea, Kong et al. 
(2020), note that “in modern Korean society, one of the main roles of 
teachers is to form students’ personalities and help make career choices 
through various guidance and counseling” (Kong et al., 2020, p. 254). 
The subject of Samimy’s (2008) case study described language learning 
as being like standing next to a mosaic, and with every new aspect of 
language one learns, one creates mental relationships that enable one 
to take a step back from the mosaic and see more of the bigger picture. 
The teacher’s role is “to effectively widen the student scope of the mo-
saic by prematurely elucidating these relationships” (Samimy, 2008, p. 
409). 

3.3.3 Classroom Atmosphere and Teaching Approaches 
The role of the teacher in fostering a positive classroom atmosphere 
was frequently mentioned in the previous research on LCTLs. In a 
study of adult learners of Arabic as an L2, Hermessi (2020) determined 
that “attitudes toward the learning context was the best predictor of 
motivational intensity. This result confirms that a learner-friendly, 
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pleasant atmosphere is important even for adult language learners” (p. 
102). According to Samimy (1994), language teachers have an im-
portant role to play in reducing learner anxiety in order to foster long-
term commitment to language learning, particularly when the target 
language is an LCTL and/or a language which is very different from 
the learners’ native languages in terms of grammar, orthography, 
and/or phonology.  

Pyun et al. (2014) examined how affective factors such as stress and 
anxiety affected the oral production of university students of Korean in 
the U.S. They operated with an underlying assumption that the more 
different the target language is from a student’s native language, the 
more stressful the classroom is for the students. Their suggestions for 
teachers of LCTLs included informing students that errors are part of 
the nature of language learning, creating a classroom atmosphere tol-
erant of mistakes that encourages risk-taking, assigning homework that 
directly helps students prepare for in-class discussions, and creating vir-
tual spaces for students to discuss how they cope with stress around 
language learning.  

In their study of the establishment of an Arabic-language program 
at a Chinese university, An and Zheng (2022) mention that the Arabic 
teacher’s approach to teaching, particularly their emphasis on commu-
nicative, rather than grammar-based approaches, appealed to students, 
possibly contributing to the high enrollments that made the program 
a success.  

Gong et al. (2020) found that cultural differences in teaching styles 
could be discouraging for some learners studying abroad: “Specifically, 
in the Chinese as an additional language classroom, rote learning, rep-
etition, and memorization are usually adopted by Chinese teachers” (p. 
8), which, in the case of the most highly motivated student in the study 
“reduced [his] willingness to participate in the classroom learning prac-
tices” (p. 8). Similarly, Wen (1997) concluded that “teachers need to 
create an encouraging and flexible learning environment where stu-
dents can reflect on their expectations of their learning and develop a 
strong sense of self-efficacy. […] For example, teachers can use simula-
tions and games to promote students' interest and put grammar in ac-
tion for awareness activities” (p. 244). 
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Although, as described in chapter 3.3.1 above, many LCTL learners 
are primarily interested in speaking and communication in the target 
language, Garrett (2009) suggests that learners have different prefer-
ences regarding how languages are taught, with some preferring the 
grammar-translation method that is now considered outdated. She sug-
gests a return to “reading track” courses which were historically offered 
“for undergraduate learners who were not interested in, or were afraid 
of; an emphasis on speaking” (Garrett, 2009, p. 728). Lehtonen and 
Tuomainen (2003) and Rivera and Matsuzawa (2007) also found that 
some students, particularly those at the beginner level, preferred tradi-
tional learning methods such as vocabulary memorization exercises, 
lectures, quizzes/tests, and homework to activities such as field trips or 
connecting with other learners online. Lehtonen and Tuomainen con-
cluded that “providing support, learning strategies, and sample ap-
proaches to studying different language skills are needed as the stu-
dents may not possess the necessary knowledge. Ultimately, it becomes 
the teachers' duty to provide their students with the keys to open the 
door for any learning, virtual learning included” (Lehtonen & Tuo-
mainen, 2003, p. 65), while Rivera and Matsuzawa assert that “students 
view the classroom as an environment where the instructor plays a cen-
tral role in teaching them aspects of the language and culture or lead-
ing them in this quest through direct and instant human communica-
tion” (Rivera & Matsuzawa, 2007, p. 580), but that “every possible 
method should be made available to accommodate different learning 
styles” (p. 582). 

Brown (2009) suggests that teachers can present students of LCTLs 
with more challenging tasks than students of MCTLs because of their 
higher levels of intrinsic motivation. Tochon et al. (2014) say that “it is 
crucial that these language instructors go beyond the replication of 
pedagogies they are used to and be open to a new way of expanding 
their learners’ linguistic and cultural knowledge and practice” (Tochon 
et al., 2014).  

University education today is digitally mediated to different extents, 
and there is a large and growing body of research on which types of 
mediation serve students best. Learning management systems for 
providing course content, messaging, and handing in assignments are 
common even for campus courses. Hybrid education occurs when 
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some students meet with a teacher on campus while other students join 
the meeting through a videoconferencing platform. Distance educa-
tion is when all participants meet through a videoconferencing plat-
form. Course sharing between different universities (described in chap-
ter 3.2.4 above) can be digitally mediated in a variety of ways (see L. 
Rosen et al., 2024, p. 33).  

The learners in Kyppö’s (2014) study of students learning Slovak by 
distance online at two Finnish universities claimed to be significantly 
more motivated by the online synchronous contact classes than the 
other aspects of the e-learning environment, particularly since the 
course was at the beginner level.  

In a study comparing immigrant adults learning Dutch as an L2 in 
online and face-to-face courses, De Paepe (2018) found no statistically 
significant difference in the two groups’ final exam scores, with the 
students studying online performing slightly better in writing and 
speaking and the students studying face-to-face performing slightly bet-
ter in listening. De Paepe attributes this to the online learners receiving 
more individual attention from the teacher, since the online and face-
to-face courses were structured differently, with the students studying 
face-to-face receiving traditional classroom instruction, while the stu-
dents studying online met their teacher for 15-minute weekly Skype 
chats. One could question the validity of the results of this study since 
it was a quantitative study that did not control for this difference in 
instruction style. Nevertheless, the study implies that individual atten-
tion from a teacher is meaningful for adults studying LCTLs.  

Mohammed et al. (2021) designed a course for university students 
of Arabic in South Africa that included both web-based and face-to-face 
elements and assessed students’ opinions about the instructional model 
and their own ability to achieve their linguistic goals within them with 
a quantitative survey. They found that the students were satisfied with 
the instructional model and believed that “the blended syllabus has en-
hanced their language skills and linguistic competence” (Mohammed 
et al., 2021, p. 9). 

Doughty and Long (2003) identified ten principles important in the 
teaching of LCTLs online: using task, not text, as the unit of analysis; 
promoting learning by doing, elaborating input, providing rich input, 
encouraging chunk learning, focusing on form, providing negative 
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feedback, respecting developmental processes and “learner syllabuses”, 
promoting co-operative and collaborative learning, and individualiz-
ing instruction. This leads to the subject of the following sub-chapter, 
the role of the LCTL teacher in designing (digital) learning materials. 

3.3.4 (Digital) Learning Materials and Digital Literacy 
Developing learning materials is a role that has often fallen to teachers 
of LCTLs, because while teachers of MCTLs have their choice of a 
wealth of educational materials produced by publishing houses and 
software companies, LCTLs are often neglected because of the much 
smaller market that they represent (Blyth, 2013; Lambert, 1991). Inter-
estingly, none of the learning materials described in the literature on 
LCTLs were paper-based. Instead, the literature contains a number of 
suggestions for designing new online learning materials and adapting 
existing digital tools to the classroom.  

Lechintan-Siefer (2024) describes the strategies she used in a course 
of Romanian with both campus and distance students, including a 
large number of digital resources described in chapter 3.5. Compared 
with her experience of teaching French, an MCTL for which there is a 
much larger body of teaching materials online, teaching an LCTL 
meant that much of her role as teacher was as a designer and organizer 
of digital tools in addition to being an instructor.  

Although Blyth (2013) suggests that “LCTL educators finally have 
the means to circumvent the current academic publishing system alto-
gether by creating their own knowledge ecology” by using “the tools 
of mass production (e.g., video recorders and multimedia software) as 
well as the means of mass distribution (e.g., social media such as 
YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter)” (Blyth 2013, p. 3), most of the pre-
vious research described ways that teachers could appropriate existing 
digital tools rather than create their own. Jee, for example, (2014) em-
phasizes the utility of Facebook for casual teacher-student communica-
tion.  

The students in Nedashkivska and Sivachenko’s (2017) study de-
scribed limited use of technology in their courses—“e-mails, e-class, 
PowerPoint presentations, and YouTube videos” (Nedashkivska & Si-
vachenko, 2017, p. 84)—but some were interested in more varied tech-
nology-mediated activities, “such as computer labs to practice 



Distance Students of LCTLs and Their Personal Learning Environments 51 
 

pronunciation, language games, and online interactive components to 
foster development of communicative skills” (Nedashkivska & Si-
vachenko, 2017, p. 84). 

Klimanova and Dembovskaya (2013) explored the ways that U.S. 
college students interacted with native-Russian speaking learners of 
English in Russia and Ukraine on the social media platform Vkontakte 
and found that teachers may have a role in helping students find the 
platforms that are best for engaging with target language speakers, but 
perhaps need to step back after that in order to allow authentic dis-
course to take place.  

The role of machine translation in language learning is debated 
among teachers and researchers. Opinions run the spectrum from be-
lieving that student use of machine translation is cheating to viewing 
it as an excellent tool to entice beginner-level language learners to en-
gage in target language spaces (Jolley & Maimone, 2022). Based on her 
study examining the effect of online pop-up dictionaries on reading 
comprehension and vocabulary learning among university students of 
Japanese at different levels, Tabata-Sandom (2016) suggests that teach-
ers need to advise their students on the technologies appropriate for 
their level of proficiency. Further, she posits a need for greater availa-
bility of modified texts for learners that allow them to read at a reason-
able speed so that they can enjoy the reading process. Van Lieshout and 
Cardoso (2022) found that Google Translate was a useful tool for learn-
ing Dutch vocabulary and pronunciation and suggest that teachers can 
foster learner autonomy by teaching students how to use such technol-
ogy in self-study.  

Hellmich and Vinall (2021) emphasize the importance of teachers 
explaining to their students how to use machine translation rather than 
forbidding it. The job of a language teacher, in this view, is to teach the 
cultural context of the target language and an understanding of how 
languages function as systems, and to teach the use of machine transla-
tion as part of a digital literacy that allows students access to texts that 
are above their proficiency level and give them access to a more global 
perspective (Vinall & Hellmich, 2021, p. 111).  

Robin (2022) describes an unusual approach to language teaching 
in which a course on Russian media enabled students with varying Rus-
sian language abilities to take part by allowing the use of a variety of 
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artificial intelligence tools such as machine translation, speech tran-
scription and voice-over. This allowed students at the beginner level to 
read texts and watch videos without waiting for professional transla-
tion and produce speech in Russian for multimedia assignments, while 
more advanced students were able to do this work in the target lan-
guage.  

Garrett (2009) asserts that machine translation is problematic even 
when used as a dictionary for looking up individual words since many 
students do not know that they cannot simply put in a word in their 
native language and take the first result that comes up with no regard 
for grammar or context. Garrett calls for “Web-based tutorials on these 
topics, which could be created for specific languages by knowledgeable 
native speakers and widely disseminated” (Garrett, 2009, p. 730). Gar-
rett also points out the importance of achieving digital literacy in the 
target language, which means being  

able to keyboard fluently in the appropriate fonts, to use 
email, text messaging, chat, and blogs as native speakers do 
(including observing the target culture's politeness conven-
tions, icons, abbreviations, etc.), to print, to search and eval-
uate Web sites, reference materials, and archives—in other 
words, to use technology the way native speakers in their field 
do. (Garrett, 2009, p. 726). 

Garrett (2009), Mo and Dong (2013), Godwin-Jones (2013), Tochon et 
al. (2014) and Lai (2015) all emphasize the importance of teachers be-
ing familiar with available digital resources and showing their students 
how to use them so that they can become independent learners, which 
relates to the theme of the following sub-chapter, learner autonomy.  

3.3.5 Promoting Learner Autonomy while Giving Feedback 
A number of studies on LCTLs emphasize the importance of teachers 
promoting learner autonomy, that is, helping students understand 
what they can do on their own. Husseinali asserts that autonomous 
learning is “a necessary trait to achieve higher levels of L2 proficiency” 
(Husseinali, 2006, p. 407). Much of the research on learner autonomy 
and LCTLs is in the context of digital tools and learning materials (see 
chapter 3.3.4 above and chapter 3.5 below), which enable students to 
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engage in a wide variety of learning activities on their own. Garrett 
(2009) emphasizes her belief that “it will always be better for students 
to learn language in courses led by well­ trained language teachers than 
to attempt to do so independently, no matter how good the materials” 
(p. 726), but that web-based materials for independent learning are a 
necessity for LCTLs because of the limited availability of courses and 
teachers. Godwin-Jones (2013) draw the conclusion that, because of 
their motivations and interests (described in chapter 3.1 above), stu-
dents of LCTLs can be given a greater degree of learner autonomy 
within a course framework than students of MCTLs. 

The study by Tochon et al. (2014) of university learners of Turkish 
using a particular constellation of digital tools (what they called a per-
sonal learning environment and what I would call a virtual learning 
environment; see chapter 2.1 above) has as one of its main aims to con-
tribute to an understanding of the language teacher’s role in fostering 
learner self-regulation and autonomy. They discuss some teachers’ re-
luctance to give up control of the learning situation, but when students 
do take control, “the instructor is often amazed with the achievements 
[…] Students are intrigued by what they discover in authentic videos, 
want to learn more, and start exploring on their own… if they are not 
kept busy with vocabulary drills” (Tochon et al., 2014, p. 161). In their 
study of motivation and self-determination among 128 Canadian uni-
versity students of Japanese, McEown et al. (2014) found that “the more 
teachers were perceived to support the students' developing compe-
tence and, to a lesser extent, the more they were perceived to create a 
sense of relatedness among the class members, the more self-deter-
mined students were likely to be” (p. 237). 

Charalabopoulou (2010) describes software for learning Greek that 
was intended to be used without a teacher. Learner evaluation of this 
software indicated some technical problems that could be fixed in later 
versions, but also one problem that couldn’t: the lack of feedback from 
a teacher. As the researcher put it, “The right-wrong type of feedback 
provided by an agent does not seem to satisfy the (self-)learners who 
wish to obtain more substantial and individualised feedback which 
would—ideally—lead to indication of the nature of the error and self-
correction” (Charalabopoulou, 2010, p. 78). Kang (2009) found that 
corrective feedback from a teacher resulted in more accurate use of past 
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tense forms among university students of Korean; however, the differ-
ence in accuracy between the feedback group and the control group 
declined over time, implying that a one-time intervention is not 
enough to make a grammar rule stick. 

Gonulal’s (2022) study of advanced Turkish learners’ collaborative 
dialogues, in which students gave one another feedback on their writ-
ing, demonstrated the limitations of learner autonomy, as the students 
frequently encountered questions that required a teacher or native 
speaker to answer. Although the course that Gonulal was investigating 
was taught face-to-face, he suggests that “in a less-commonly-taught-
language context […] computer-mediated collaborative activities 
might also be considered because using online resources might help 
LCTL learners connect geographically remote more knowledgeable 
LCTL learners or teachers” (Gonulal, 2022, p. 52). 

The learners in Kyppö’s (2014) study of students learning Slovak by 
distance online at two Finnish universities were clear about the im-
portance of the teacher in the e-learning environment. Before the start 
of the course, “They all expected the teacher to facilitate their learning 
and provide them with immediate feedback” (p. 137). In short, previ-
ous research indicates that both fostering learner autonomy and 
providing feedback are important for teachers of LCTLs. 

3.3.6 Summary of the Role of the Teacher 
This sub-chapter has examined what research on LCTLs has to say 
about the role of the teacher. Taken together, the research outlines an 
enormous task that begins with understanding students’ objects for 
their use of the target language and what knowledge of the target lan-
guage they already have when coming to the classroom. Most of the 
research indicates that students want to learn speaking skills more than 
writing skills. The teacher is also expected to provide linguistic and cul-
tural context, connection to target language speakers, and information 
about how students can use their language skills in the future, not least 
in the job market. Teachers need to promote a classroom atmosphere 
in which students feel comfortable making mistakes. There is, how-
ever, no clear consensus on teaching approaches or pedagogies. Teach-
ers need to be experts on digital learning materials and digital tools that 
can be used in language learning, and they need to be explicit with 
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their students about how to use them. They need to foster independ-
ence in their students and yet provide them with expert feedback. 

Finally, teachers are also humans, and in some cases, such as in Bim-
pong’s (2019) study, teachers are also friends to learners, particularly 
when it comes to LCTLs where communities of speakers can be small. 
The role of social relationships in the activities of LCTL learners is ex-
plored in the following sub-chapter.  

3.4 The Role of Social Relationships 
This sub-chapter explores the previous research on the role of social 
relationships in the learning environments of adult learners of LCTLs. 
In chapter 3.1.1 above, I outlined the role of heritage learner status in 
adults’ choices to begin learning an LCTL. In this sub-chapter I de-
scribe the role played by social relationships in the language learning 
process, or in other words, the activities taken by learners to put the 
target language into use. 

In Study 4, the literature review included a significant amount of 
research on the effects of relationships resulting from study abroad on 
personal learning environments. However, most study abroad research 
is concerned with students learning MCTLs, particularly students from 
the U.S. A rare study on learners of an LCTL studying abroad is Gong, 
et al. (2020) who examined university students from New Zealand on 
a six-week study abroad program in China. Gong et al. found that this 
short sojourn, where students found themselves immersed in the Chi-
nese language and culture, renewed the students’ initial motivations 
for choosing to study Chinese. Garrett (2009) mentioned study abroad 
in her study of LCTLs and noted that “students' use of their communi-
cation devices to stay involved with friends or family at home may hin-
der real immersion in the foreign experience” (p. 730). In other words, 
in the case of some study abroad participants, relationships with people 
who were not target language speakers were a constraint in the lan-
guage learning process.  

Magnan et al. (2012, 2014) found that of the “five Cs” (described in 
chapter 3.2.2 above) of communication, cultures, connections, com-
parisons, and communities, students of LCTLs valued participation in 
target language communities most highly. For heritage speakers of mi-
nority or threatened languages, one of the few ways, or even the only 
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way, that learners have to use the target language is with family mem-
bers, since other speakers are scarce (Saarikivi et al., 2012, p. 136). In 
their study of the establishment of an Arabic-language program at a 
Chinese university, An and Zheng (2022) mention that a number of 
the students of Arabic came from a Muslim ethnic group, citing one 
student who said that their Arabic studies reminded them of their 
grandmother and of festivals at home (p. 382). 

Rivera and Matsuzawa (2007) found that, compared with students 
of MCTLs at the same university, students of LCTLs were significantly 
more likely to use the target language outside the classroom, particu-
larly for speaking with friends, family, and other native speakers. They 
also noted that students of both LCTLs and MCTLs wanted more 
study-abroad opportunities and an increased focus on speaking skills 
in their coursework, indicating that talking to other speakers of the tar-
get language was a priority for them. Samimy’s (2008) case study of a 
non-native speaker and teacher of Arabic at a U.S. university describes 
how the subject created an Arabic “bubble” (p. 409) around himself to 
compensate for the fact that he was not living in an Arabic-speaking 
environment and his spouse was not interested in the Arabic language. 
One of the ways he did this was through proactively getting to know 
every Arabic speaker at his university and in his community. Some 
members of this bubble, however, were described as resentful of his 
ability to speak Arabic and took every opportunity to critique his Ara-
bic, which forced him to regularly remind himself of his own interests 
and goals with regard to the language. Similarly, one of the students in 
Bimpong’s (2019) study surrounded herself with friends who were 
Swahili speakers, some of whom were her teachers, and this, for her, 
was an important motivational factor that kept her engaged with her 
studies. 

In contrast to many of the studies described above, in their study of 
motivation and self-determination in 128 Canadian university students 
of Japanese, McEown et al. (2014) found that the students had little 
direct contact with target language speakers because of the location of 
the universities in the study. Nevertheless, the learners had a high de-
gree of interest in connecting with Japanese speakers because of their 
interest in pop culture (see chapter 3.1.4 above). I. Lee (2018) had sim-
ilar findings about students of Korean, that their interest in Korean pop 
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culture leads to an interest in forming social relationships with Korean 
people. In Han’s (2023) study of students in Vietnam learning Korean, 
however, it was not pop culture, but rather business culture, that cre-
ated and sustained relationships with target language speakers. 

Wilsey (2013) notes that the target language community for an 
LCTL learner “could be a social network consisting of one strong bond, 
such as one that exists with a spouse or significant other” (p. 114). Sim-
ilarly, Kong et al. (2018) say: 

LCTL learners with higher international posture tend to pay 
more attention to the opinions or expectations of important 
people in their lives (e.g., parents, teachers, or friends), while 
CTL learners with higher international posture tend to focus 
less on those factors. A possible explanation for such a differ-
ence is that, unlike CTL learners, most of the LCTL learners 
in Korea start learning their L2 after they enter college; LCTL 
learners' learning period tends to be relatively short, and their 
opportunities to experience L2 culture or interact with L2 
speakers tend to be limited. Consequently, LCTL learners 
rely more on significant others who have more knowledge 
and experience on L2 or L2 culture than themselves (Kong et 
al., 2018, p. 186). 

It is not clear whether the significant others that Kong et al. refer to are 
native speakers of the target language or other learners, but Godwin-
Jones (2019) notes that relationships between learners of LCTLs are 
also important, because “there are advantages to having exchanges 
among non-native speakers. Learners tend to be less anxious in that 
situation” (p. 16). Lechintan-Seifer (2024) notes that trends toward dis-
tance education for LCTLs may reduce the extent to which learners are 
able to socialize with classmates and engage in campus activities in the 
target language. 

In their study evaluating a telecollaboration between students of 
Portuguese at a U.S. college and students of English in Brazil, Aristi-
zábal and Welch (2017) note that some of the tandem partnerships re-
sulted in friendships that went beyond the requirements of the pro-
gram, and that students found these useful for their understanding of 
one another’s cultures. 



 

58 Megan Case 
 

To sum up, compared to the other factors explored in this literature 
review (the roles of institutions, teachers, and digital tools) the previous 
research on the role of social relationships in LCTL learning processes 
is not particularly robust, beyond the fact that having friends or family 
who speak an LCTL is an important factor in the choice to begin learn-
ing one. An obvious constraint on social relationships and LCTLs is 
precisely the fact that they are less commonly taught because there are 
fewer speakers of them in the environments in which they are being 
taught. However, digital tools like social media, explored in the follow-
ing sub-chapter, may have the potential to open new opportunities for 
learners in this regard. 

3.5 The Role of Digital Tools 
In this sub-chapter I describe what the previous research on LCTLs says 
about the role of digital tools in the personal learning environments of 
learners. This sub-chapter is related to chapter 3.3.4 above, but here the 
focus is on how learners, rather than teachers, appropriate digital tools 
in their own learning processes. As Godwin-Jones (2013) puts it, “It’s 
likely that learners of LCTLs will find and use online resources for 
learning and maintaining the language, because there may be no other 
option available” (p. 7). Although he cites previous research showing 
that students of LCTLs are less computer-savvy than students of 
MCTLs (Winke et al., 2010), Godwin-Jones (2013) asserts that this view 
is likely already outdated and that the ubiquity of user-friendly 
smartphones and tablets has made a variety of tools accessible to every-
one (including the older learners who are better represented among 
learners of LCTLs than among learners of MCTLs). Kalfa and Yalcin 
(2013), claiming that “technology enhanced learning is still in its in-
fancy for the less commonly taught languages” (p. 282), found that ex-
change students learning Turkish at a Turkish university “expect more 
multimedia resources during their language education” (p. 282). The 
nature of these different digital tools and the roles that they play are 
explored in the four following sub-chapters: access to the target lan-
guage culture and community; machine translation; apps, websites and 
other platforms focused on particular skills; and the ways that digital 
tools make formal study of an LCTL available to learners in places 
where it was not available before.  
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3.5.1 Access to Culture and Community 
Much of the previous research describes how the access that internet 
users have to music, TV series, feature films and user-created content 
through apps and platforms like Spotify, Netflix and YouTube make it 
possible to discover and nurture an interest in an LCTL (Han, 2023; 
Han & McDonough, 2018; Howard et al., 2009; Jee, 2014; I. Lee, 2018; 
Saarikivi et al., 2012; Ueno, 2005). For example, the subject of 
Samimy’s (2008) case study of a non-native speaker and teacher of Ara-
bic at a U.S. university took every possible opportunity to listen to and 
watch Arabic-language content using the technology available at the 
time.  

Beyond cultural products, social media like Facebook and Insta-
gram, (and, earlier, MySpace and Second Life) allow learners to con-
nect with other speakers (native and non-native) of the target language 
(Garrett 2009). For example, Jee (2014) describes the use of Facebook 
by a university teacher of Korean as a key element in fostering a “fam-
ily-like, interactive, engaged, and learner-centred” (p. 186) course as 
well as enabling faster teacher-student and student-student communi-
cation and opportunities to come in contact with other Korean speak-
ers. 
In their study evaluating a telecollaboration project between students 
of Portuguese at a U.S. college and students of English in Brazil, Aris-
tizábal and Welch (2017) described how the students thought that the 
platform set up for interaction did not foster interaction and that they 
would have preferred a Facebook page. Many of the participants chose 
to switch to Facebook and/or WhatsApp to communicate with their 
tandem partners. This points to the research, described in chapter 3.3.4 
above, suggesting that teachers be familiar with available digital re-
sources in order to leverage them in the most useful ways for their stu-
dents. Garrett (2009) mentions the game World of Warcraft as an addi-
tional example of an online space where “students may participate in 
task-oriented activities” and “meaningful communicative practice that 
reflects what they do in the natural world” (p. 732).10 

 
10  It should be noted that there is a difference between 1) games where players can 

interact with one another in a language of their choosing, 2) games in which the 
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Räsänen (2024) describes a study in which she asked her students of 
Finnish at a U.S. university to find a way to use Finnish outside of class. 
She describes three of the students who ventured into the “digital 
wilds” (Sauro & Zourou, 2019) in order to 1) watch a program from 
Finnish public television, 2) engage in a Finnish-language internet fo-
rum about U.S. politics, and 3) play The Sims using Finnish language 
settings. The conclusion she draws from this is that the students’ indi-
vidual identities—Räsänen (2024) uses the concept “historical bod-
ies”—shaped the choices they made about how to use the target lan-
guage outside of class.  

In short, the internet affords language learners the opportunity to 
immerse themselves in target language milieus, engage with cultural 
products associated with the target language, and connect with other 
speakers, both native and non-native, of the target language. As de-
scribed in chapter 3.3.2 above, machine translation can help learners 
read target language texts online even at the beginner level which, it is 
hoped, leads to further engagement with the target language (Vinall & 
Hellmich, 2021). Machine translation, however, is a controversial topic 
and the subject of the following sub-chapter. 

3.5.2 Machine Translation 
In this sub-chapter I describe what previous research says about the role 
of machine translation in the personal learning environments of learn-
ers of LCTLs, a slightly different take on the issue than described in 
chapter 3.3.4, above where the teacher’s role in explaining the use of 
machine translation to students was in focus. Jolley and Maimone 
(2022) point out that MCTLs dominate in the previous research about 
language learning and machine translation and call for research on” 
the role of machine translation tools when other language pairs are 

 
controls and settings are in a particular language, and 3) games that are specifically 

designed for learning a particular language. World of Warcraft is in the first cate-

gory. There is a large body of research on gaming and language learning, but gam-

ing does not feature prominently in the literature on LCTLs because MCTLs, par-

ticularly English, dominate in gaming (Ward et al., 2022). Some research on 

games in the third category designed for learning LCTLs was excluded from this 

literature review because they lacked data on adult learners. 
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involved and when the learning contexts and traditions differ signifi-
cantly from those that have been already studied” (p. 40). However, 
there is some research on the role of machine translation in learning 
LCTLs. 

According to the teachers in Hellmich and Vinall’s (2021) study, 
students used machine translation because “students today were a 
product of a particular generation and culture, one in which ‘Googling 
it’ is commonplace” (p. 12). The teachers believed that students used 
machine translation in these ways because of fears of errors and want-
ing to perform well in classes, as well as reasons ranging from a “lack 
of proficiency (41%), time (38%), motivation (37%), or understanding 
to using all available resources (43%) and a desire to communicate 
(42%)” (Hellmich & Vinall, 2021, p. 9).  

Tabata-Sandom (2016) examined the effect of using online pop-up 
dictionaries on reading comprehension and vocabulary learning 
among university students of Japanese at different levels. Based on a 
vocabulary test conducted three months later, she concluded that the 
use of these dictionaries had a small positive effect on reading compre-
hension and vocabulary learning, but that the dictionaries were more 
helpful the more advanced a learner was. The less-advanced learners 
relied too much on the dictionaries, interrupting the flow of reading 
and resulting in too many new words to make remembering them fea-
sible.  

Van Lieshout and Cardoso (2022) examined how Google Translate’s 
text-to-speech and automatic speech recognition functions could be 
used to learn Dutch vocabulary and pronunciation. The participants in 
the study had no prior experience of the Dutch language and were able 
to learn basic Dutch phrases with pronunciation that was comprehen-
sible to native speakers by using Google Translate for one hour. The 
participants were instructed not to review what they had learned after 
the initial experiment, but in a post-test two weeks later had retained 
53% of what they had learned. Van Lieshout and Cardoso (2022) con-
clude that Google Translate’s text-to-speech and automatic speech 
recognition functions are a potentially powerful tool for learning, even 
for a LCTL like Dutch. 

While machine translation is a controversial technology, there are a 
number of digital tools developed for language learning that are 
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considered to be beneficial, or at least not harmful, to learners. These 
are discussed in the following sub-chapter. 

3.5.3 Software and Apps 
This sub-chapter explores the previous research on particular kinds of 
digital tools and their utility to learners of LCTLs. According to Kyppö 
(2014), in an e-learning context, the distinction between learning less 
commonly taught and more commonly taught languages lies in the 
availability and quality of web-based learning resources. While the In-
ternet offers abundant pre-existing learning materials and sophisticated 
platforms for MCTLs, there is a scarcity of effective online resources 
for LCTLs. Frequently, it is the teacher who assumes the role of de-
signer and developer (see chapter 3.3.4 above). 

Luef et al. (2019) compared South Korean university students of 
MCTLs (German and English) and LCTLs (Swahili, Hausa, and Zulu) 
in terms of their app use and proficiency levels. They determined that 
advanced learners used a broader variety of apps than beginners and 
intermediates, but that beginner-level students attributed a greater per-
centage of their overall learning to apps than did advanced students. 
However, this study had two major flaws. One was that there were no 
LCTL learners in the advanced group. The other was that they Luef et 
al. did not consider the possibility that there are fewer apps available 
for learning Swahili, Hausa, and Zulu than there are apps for English 
and German. In their study of a virtual learning environment for Turk-
ish that students used alongside classroom study, Tochon et al. (2014) 
found that students made unexpected progress regarding “pronuncia-
tion and linguistic and cultural accuracy” (p. 168) and their work with 
independent projects, and that student engagement was heightened. 

Lechintan-Siefer (2024) describes how a variety of digital tools and 
strategies enhanced a course in Romanian with both campus and dis-
tance students. Distance students were paired with campus students for 
pairwork. The learning management system Canvas, as well as social 
media applications GroupMe and WhatsApp were used for asynchro-
nous chatting. Zoom was used for synchronous interaction. A variety 
of online games were used for fun vocabulary practice and a digital 
whiteboard called Jamboard was used for different kinds of mind 
maps. The teacher produced video content using H5P and ThingLink 
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and distributed this content on Canvas as well as material from an 
open-source bank of materials created by and for teachers of Romanian 
hosted by a university in Romania. The teacher also provided a list of 
digital learning resources on Canvas. The tools used in the beginner 
level course in Japanese at a large U.S. university studied by Sato et al. 
(2017) were Google Docs for digital worksheets and weekly journals, 
VoiceThread for multimedia content from instructors, and Google 
Hangouts for synchronous communication and conversation practice.  

The software described by Charalabopoulou (2010) describes soft-
ware for learning Greek as “a very attractive alternative and in certain 
cases the only option available when the teacher-learner interaction is 
limited or not possible” (p. 77). This software was intended to cover as 
many aspects of language learning as possible, including dialogue, vo-
cabulary, grammar, useful phrases, orthography and pronunciation. 
The weakness of such software, according to the students who used it, 
is the lack of feedback from a teacher, an issue also described in chapter 
3.3 above.  

The students in Bimpong’s (2019) study who were doing activities 
beyond the classroom reported using mobile phone apps, videos and 
music in Swahili. The particular applications mentioned were Quizlet 
and a Tanzanian show on YouTube. 

3.5.4 Enabling Formal Study 
In this sub-chapter I describe what the previous research shows regard-
ing the ways that digital tools make formal study of LCTLs possible. 
Distance education facilitated by digital tools such as learning manage-
ment systems and videoconferencing platforms has been identified by 
many researchers as essential to ensuring that those who are interested 
in learning an LCTL have access to formal education as well as preserv-
ing the economic feasibility of LCTL courses at universities, where low 
enrollments locally can force shutdown of courses (Dunne & 
Palvyshyn, 2013, see also chapter 3.2.4 above). 

The recognition of the possibilities of distance education using dig-
ital tools for creating greater access to LCTLs predates the era of ubiq-
uitous internet. Lambert (1991) notes “that the technology is there 
once we decide what it is we want to do” (p. 37). However, he also 
notes that “the problems of teaching a difficult language to Americans 
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when even the functions of that language, let alone the content of the 
language, are so different, are overwhelming even in regular classroom 
settings” (Lambert, 1991, p. 42). More than 30 years later, formal study 
by distance is still seen by many as less desirable than campus or face-
to-face study. Yet, the available digital tools have undergone a signifi-
cant amount of development during this time. 

Sato et al. (2017) compared the face-to-face and online versions of a 
beginner level course in Japanese at a large U.S. university and found 
no statistically significant differences on most of the metrics used (lan-
guage function, text type, comprehensibility, language control) and 
that the online students performed better than face-to-face students 
with regard to communication strategies. Furthermore, a survey given 
to the online students at the start and end of their course showed that 
the course exceeded their expectations with regard to their opportuni-
ties to acquire skills like reading, writing, listening and speaking, and 
even compared favorably with previous experiences with face-to-face 
courses. They also found that the students experienced less psycholog-
ical distance with teachers than expected. The online format made it 
possible for students to participate in the course when a face-to-face 
format would not have been possible for them due to life circum-
stances, and some students found the digital tools used in the course 
allowed for greater participation and engagement with the course ma-
terial than traditional format. Relatedly, White (2014) states that “it is 
now abundantly clear that multimodal tools do not mirror or replicate 
face-to-face interaction but, rather, offer new communication chan-
nels” (White, 2014, p. 543). 

In her study of online self-instructed learners of Macedonian, Wil-
sey (2013) found that “comfort with the technology used in online lan-
guage study is not necessarily a factor in choosing (or not choosing) 
this medium for language study” (p. 112). However, although a major-
ity of learners expressed an interest in connecting with other learners 
online, most were not interested in doing this through forms of social 
media like Facebook, perhaps indicating a certain amount of skepti-
cism toward digital tools.  44% of Wilsey’s subjects stated that they 
chose to study online because “it was the only or one of few locally 
available means or only free means for learning the language” (Wilsey, 
2013, p. 112) and 20% stated that online study was convenient. 
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“Secondly, because most of the learners who reported integrative mo-
tivations reported being motivated by one strong social bond and be-
cause two thirds of respondents were interested in communicating 
with other learners online, it can be concluded that resources for self-
study of LCTLs should also include opportunities for the learners to 
interact as part of a virtual community, perhaps through chats and dis-
cussion boards” (Wilsey, 2013, p. 115). 

The main focus in Kyppö’s (2014) of students of Slovak at two Finn-
ish universities was “whether and how Slovak is learned in an e-learn-
ing environment and to what extent a good command of all four lan-
guage skills, especially writing and speaking, may be acquired” (p. 145). 
She found that an LCTL like Slovak can be learned in the e-learning 
environment and was positively received by the students. However, the 
technology presented some challenges with regard to writing, as stu-
dents had trouble generating the diacritical marks used in Slovak on 
their computers set to other languages. She also suggests that the stu-
dents would have made greater strides in writing and speaking in a 
classroom environment. A challenge specific to LCTLs is the availabil-
ity and quality of web-based learning materials, mentioned in chapter 
3.3 above.  

Rivera and Matsuzawa (2007) found that students of LCTLs at a U.S. 
university showed a stronger preference for traditional learning meth-
ods (defined as lectures, quizzes/tests, and homework) over technology-
based methods (defined as movies, computer assisted instruction, and 
the institutional video data network) than their counterparts studying 
MCTLs. Rivera and Matsuzawa themselves conclude that technology 
needed to be used in better ways than those common at the time, not 
that it should be used less. 

Ward’s (2018) review of the literature on LCTLs and endangered 
languages draws the conclusion that learners of LCTLs may suffer from 
a lack of access to learning resources, particularly digital tools such as 
“MOOCs [massive open online courses], chatrooms, online fora, or tel-
ecollaboration opportunities” due to “technological, cultural and eco-
nomic, and anticipated lifespan issues” (p. 120). As Ward’s study was 
focused on endangered LCTLs, some of these limitations may not ap-
ply to the non-endangered LCTLs. Ward does describe the success of a 
computer-supported collaborative learning project for learning 
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Finnish that allowed university students across the United States to 
study Finnish by distance when there were too few students at their 
universities to support the offering of a campus course. (p. 120). 

Kaiser (2024) describes the LCTL course sharing between Cornell, 
Columbia, and Yale universities and asserts that 746 of the 2,478 stu-
dents who participated between 2012 and 2022 “would not have oth-
erwise been able to study the language” (Kaiser, 2024, p. 45). Although 
some teachers were skeptical of the online format, Kaiser (2024) con-
cludes that there were no differences in the results for campus and dis-
tance students. Lage-Otero (2024) goes so far as to say that distance stu-
dents “typically outperform those taking equivalent courses in face-to-
face settings” (p. 115). 

3.5.5 Summary of the Role of Digital Tools 
Previous research describes the role of digital tools in the personal 
learning environments of learners of LCTLs as nothing short of game-
changing. Web 2.0 offers access to target language cultures and com-
munities, and learners can engage with speakers of the target language 
no matter where in the world they find themselves. Machine transla-
tion makes target language texts accessible even to beginners, and 
though some teachers suggest that over-reliance on machine transla-
tion interferes with language learning, other teachers believe that the 
possibility of engaging with different cultures and speakers that ma-
chine translation affords to beginners achieves one of the goals of lan-
guage learning in the first place and can keep students motivated to 
continue their studies. Software and apps for language learning outside 
the classroom appear to appeal to many learners. Finally, internet-me-
diated distance education opens up university courses in LCTLs to 
many people who have no way of accessing an on-campus course. 

3.6 Summary of Previous Research on LCTLs 
In this chapter, I have described previous research relevant to the over-
arching research questions, why adults choose to learn LCTLs and 
what roles digital tools, teachers, social relationships, and policies and 
frameworks play in the learning environments of adults studying 
LCTLs. The chapter is summarized below. 
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Adults choose to learn LCTLs because they are heritage speakers, to 
fulfill a degree requirement, to improve their chances on the job mar-
ket, because of cultural interest, and because of linguistic curiosity. A 
variety of institutional structures, such as security policies, educational 
policies, educational frameworks, educational requirements, syllabi 
and funding structures affect the kinds of courses available to learners 
and how much they cost. The role of the teacher is to understand the 
needs of LCTL learners, to promote and market courses in LCTLs, to 
provide linguistic and cultural context for target languages, to provide 
connection to target language speakers, to advise students on career op-
tions, to provide a positive classroom atmosphere, to serve as expert 
advisors on the use of digital tools, to foster independent learners and 
to give expert feedback. The role of social relationships in LCTL learn-
ing is that speakers of LCTLs provide the impetus to friends and family 
to learn LCTLs, while friends and family who do not speak the LCTL 
that a learner is studying may constrain language learning activities. 
Finally, digital tools permeate the personal learning environments of 
LCTL learners, from providing access to target language cultures and 
speakers to being the very medium by and through which languages 
are learned today. 

I return to this previous research in chapter 8 below, where I inte-
grate these findings with the findings of the four empirical studies. Be-
fore this, I describe the theoretical framework, methodology and re-
sults of these four studies. 
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4 Theoretical Framework 
As described in the introduction, this dissertation is an exploration of 
conditions that afford and constrain how adults undertake activities 
connected with learning (LCTLs). When deciding on a theoretical per-
spective for this study I wanted to be able to account for different fac-
tors in a person’s environment that affect the ways that they learn lan-
guages. To do this I sought a theoretical framework that would allow 
the research to go beyond learning institutions, classroom activities, 
and assignments and take into account the broader contexts in which 
language learning takes place. After exploring several different possi-
bilities, I chose a classic view of activity theory based on Wertsch’s 
(1981) description of activity theory and Engeström’s (1987) activity 
theory triangle, which was later used by Buchem, et al. (2011) to con-
ceptualize the personal learning environment (see chapter 2.2). These 
concepts are described in detail in this chapter.  

Engeström’s development of activity theory has since developed be-
yond the triangle introduced in 1987. A more recently developed con-
cept in activity theory is that of mycorrhizae (Engeström, 2006), which 
is a term originally describing the symbiosis between a fungus and a 
plant and used in activity theory as a metaphor for “simultaneously a 
living, expanding process (or bundle of developing connections) and a 
relatively durable, stabilized structure; both a mental landscape […] 
and a material infrastructure” (Engeström, 2006, p. 13). In other words, 
mycorrhizae encompass the whole system of hardware, software, and 
human relationships used to coordinate activities. Mycorrhizae form 
the basis of a form of interaction which Engeström calls knotworking. 
It is a type of collaboration that “takes shape without predetermined 
rules or central authority” (Engeström, 2006, p. 7). In contrast to net-
works, which represent a “stable web of links or connections between 
organizational units, often materially anchored in shared information 
systems” (p. 7), a knotwork is a sort of “latent organization” which is 
decentralized and activated only when needed. The concepts of mycor-
rhizae and knotworks could have been used here, but for the purposes 
of this dissertation I found the triangle and the use of it by Buchem, et 
al. to be a simple, yet powerful tool for determining which aspects of a 



 

70 Megan Case 
 

learner’s environment were most salient for the purposes of data col-
lection and analysis. 

4.1 Activity Theory 
Activity theory is based in Vygotsky’s (1930, 1978) sociocultural per-
spective of psychological development, and defined as “a philosophical 
framework for studying different forms of human praxis as develop-
mental processes, both individual and social levels interlinked at the 
same time” (Kuutti & Arvonen, 1992, p. 234). The theorists best known 
for developing Vygotsky’s perspective into this theory are Wertsch 
(1981, 1991), Cole (1995), and Engeström et al. (Engeström, 1987, 
2006; Engeström & Miettinen, 1999; Engeström & Sannino, 2010). 

The six features of activity theory are defined by Wertsch (1981) as 
follows: 

1. activities can be analyzed on three levels: activities, actions, and 
operations;  

2. activity is goal-directed (described henceforth as the object of 
an activity system);  

3. activity is afforded and mediated by tools; 
4. activity should be explained through a developmental, or lon-

gitudinal, perspective; and  
5. externalization of action with the direct assistance of others 

(i.e. the zone of proximal development, see Vygotsky, 1930, 
1978); 

6. internalization with the use of mediating devices, or tools. 

Regarding the first feature above, the three levels of analysis, activities 
are the meta-level, the overarching reason for engaging in a learning 
process; actions are the meso-level processes of the activity; and opera-
tions are the micro-level, the tasks one engages in as part of actions. In 
other words, operations are driven “by the conditions and tools of ac-
tion at hand”, actions are driven “by a goal”, and activities are “driven 
by an object-related motive” (Engeström & Miettinen, 1999, p. 4). In 
language learning terms, Holec’s (1979, pp. 10-11) three levels of lan-
guage learning goals are useful here: operations are day-to-day learning 
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tasks, an example of an action would be completing a formal course of 
study, and the activity is how the target language is put into use. 

In this dissertation the focus of the analysis does not lie at the level 
of direct observation of language learning tasks, as the word “activity” 
might imply in a general sense (see a further explanation of this in 
chapter 5 below). Rather, three of the empirical studies focus on sub-
jects’ own reports of their operations and use of tools within the larger 
context of their meso- and meta-levels of activity, how subjects pursue 
the activity of putting the target language into use, with enrollment in 
a beginner-level language course at RSU a common action for all.  

The second feature of activity theory, goal directedness, is the de-
sired result of the activity (Wertsch 1981, p. 21). Here, goal directedness 
is examined by investigating how subjects define the objects of their 
language learning and the ways that they use or plan to use the target 
language.  

The third feature is that activity is afforded and mediated by tools, 
and not only physical ones but psychological tools as well (see Vygot-
sky, 1930) particularly semiotic tools, including but not limited to lan-
guage. Here, tools are of particular interest. In chapter 2 above I de-
scribed this dissertation as being rooted in questions of how tools that 
have been developed in recent decades are transforming language 
learning activities and an interest in which kinds of older tools remain 
relevant to contemporary learners.  

The fourth feature is that activity should be explained through a de-
velopmental, contextual, and implicitly comparative perspective 
Wertsch, 1991, p. 18). This implies taking a longitudinal approach to 
study. Wertsch says that a sociocultural perspective starts with the 
premise that actions are mediated and intrinsically tied to the contexts 
in which they occur. However, a sociocultural approach to mediated 
action does not necessarily require explicit comparisons; the key re-
quirement is that the analysis is connected to specific cultural, histori-
cal, or institutional factors. This “implied comparison” is a point of 
tension. Although I do not compare language learning in the pre-inter-
net era with what is happening today, there is an implication that some-
thing has changed, that new tools have opened up new possibilities 
(and challenges), and an implication that perhaps all who teach, learn, 
and use foreign languages are not yet aware of these new possibilities. 
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Indeed, the findings are hoped to provide insights regarding how the 
learning of LCTLs takes place over time that can help teachers, and 
learners make choices that better support the goal of plurilingualism. 
Wertsch has written, “[t]he mediational means that shape mediated ac-
tion typically do not emerge in response to the demands of this action, 
either on the intermental or intramental plane” (1991, p. 36), which is 
to say that the way that people may make use of tools in their learning 
and use of foreign languages may have more to do with what is availa-
ble than what is actually needed. 

The fifth and sixth features of activity theory as defined by Wertsch, 
social interaction and internalization, are closely related. It is by social 
interaction that “[h]uman activity and the means that mediate it have 
arisen” (Wertsch, p. 29), and this takes two forms: the interpsychologi-
cal, where the individual externalizes the action with the direct assis-
tance of others, relating to Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development 
(Vygotsky, 1930, 1978, p. 86) and the intrapsychological. Internaliza-
tion, or “the ontogenesis of the ability to carry out socially formulated, 
goal-directed actions with the help of mediating devices” (Wertsch, p. 
32). In the current context, externalization can be seen as that which 
one does as part of institution-based learning, while internalization is 
the ways that the subject puts the target language into use outside the 
classroom.  

These features of activity theory were further developed by 
Engeström (1987) into the activity system triangle (Figure 1). 

78)
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An activity system, then, has six nodes: the subjects who carry out 
the activity; the objects, or goals of the activity; the tools used in the 
activity; the rules that affect the way the activity is carried out; the com-
munity, or relationships that influence the activity; and the division of 
labor, or roles played by various agents in the activity.  

The double-headed arrows in Figure 1 reflect the idea that the dif-
ferent nodes of the activity system are constantly exerting pressure on 
each other. According to Engeström (2006), when an activity system 
incorporates a new element from outside, such as a new technology or 
object, it often causes disturbances and contradictions in the existing 
activity system. These contradictions can also spark changes in the ac-
tivity. This is reminiscent of the argument described in chapter 2 above 
that Quennerstedt, et al. (2011) make about how the role of artifacts is 
defined through their use. Engeström (2006) offers the example of the 
potential effect of the internet on schoolwork, saying that the internet 
“opens up a huge range of interesting and entertaining objects that po-
tentially jeopardize the school’s control over students’ attention and 
effort in classrooms, leading to what is called E-cheating” (Engeström, 
2006, p. 28). This example is particularly apt in the current context, as 
one of the questions explored is the role of different kinds of tools, par-
ticularly machine translation, in the personal learning environments 
of LCTL learners. The “secondary contradiction” (Engeström, 2006, p. 
28) is an activity theory term for the changes that happen in other 
nodes of an activity system as a result of a change in one node.   

The way that I have conceptualized the personal learning environ-
ments of adults who have chosen to study less-commonly taught lan-
guages is as an activity system, as proposed by Buchem, et al. (2011). 
This is described in greater detail in the following sub-chapter. 

4.2 The Personal Learning Environment as an Activity System 
As described in chapter 2.2 above, I am interested in furthering a “ped-
agogically oriented” (Buchem, et al., 2011, p. 3) view of the personal 
learning environment that takes the individual learner as a subject who 
cultivates relationships (community) with other people and a variety 
of tools. Atwell (2007) defines the personal learning environment as 
being “comprised of all the different tools we use in our everyday life 
for learning” (p. 4) and collaborated with Buchem et al. (2011) to place 
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this definition in an activity-theoretical framework based on 
Engeström’s (1987) activity system triangle. The illustration developed 
by Buchem et al. is shown in Figure 2. 

 
Although this conceptualization originates in a rather obscure con-

ference paper, it has at the time of writing been cited in 274 academic 
papers, and I argue that it deserves more attention for its utility as a 
way of bringing into consideration the breadth of factors that play a 
role in learning that is not limited to a particular technological context 
and can even be used in analyzing learning in older historical contexts 
that makes them comparable with newer ones. This view of the per-
sonal learning environment takes into account digital and non-digital 
tools, relationships with other people (community and division of la-
bor), and relationships to institutions and systems (rules and division 
of labor) (Buchem et al., 2011, p. 8). This view of the personal learning 
environment does not privilege digital tools but instead can be used to 
analyze and describe any learning situation, regardless of the technolo-
gies available, or put a different way, the technologies available become 
one of a number of analyzable factors affecting the learning environ-
ment and exerting pressure on other factors. 

In the activity theory view of the personal learning environment de-
scribed by Buchem et al. (2011), the subject of the activity system is the 
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primary actor or agent. In activity theory, the object of an activity sys-
tem is sometimes defined as the subject’s goal and at other times de-
fined as the outcome of the activity. Buchem, et al. (2011) define the 
object of an activity system as “giving direction to an activity” (p. 3). 
The tools of an activity system/personal learning environment are what 
“mediate an activity to achieve a desired outcome” (p. 3) and contrib-
ute to the facilitation and customization of the activity. The rules of a 
personal learning environment as defined by Buchem et al. (2011) are 
the “norms, conventions, [and] values” that affect the activity system. 
Buchem, et al. (2011) define the community feature of the personal 
learning environment/activity system as a “larger group in which the 
subject participates.” In Buchem, et al. (2011), the division of labor fea-
ture in the activity system as personal learning environment is the role 
of learners, teachers, peers, and institutions in the system. In a language 
learning activity system, what is it the subject can do on their own, and 
what is it that they need others to scaffold for them?  

The personal learning environment as an activity system developed 
by Buchem, et al. is used as an analytical tool in all four empirical stud-
ies. Additionally, in order to illustrate subjects’ learning processes and 
the change over time identified by Wertsch (1981) described in chapter 
4.1 above, a narrative format was used in Study 4. The empirical find-
ings of the four studies are combined in chapter 7 below.  

The features of activity theory informed the data collection process 
by providing a focus for the kinds of questions asked in the question-
naires and interviews described in chapter 5. activity theory also pro-
vided the structure for analyzing the empirical material, so that in the 
empirical studies, the subjects, objects, tools, rules, community, divi-
sion of labor, change over time, operations, actions, and activities are 
described with different aspects of the personal learning environment 
in focus, culminating in Study 4, where a complete analysis of the per-
sonal learning environments of 12 case study subjects is presented.  

An activity system is not necessarily the perfect representation of a 
personal learning environment. It lacks, for example, a spatial dimen-
sion, which is a limitation that I felt when considering that some of the 
subjects of this study were living in target language environments 
while others were not. It would also have been interesting to see what 
subjects’ immediate surroundings looked like and describe the 
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personal learning environment from that perspective. This, however, 
would have complicated data collection, an issue discussed further in 
the following chapter. 
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5 Method 
As described above, this dissertation is an exploration of conditions 
that afford and constrain how adults undertake activities connected 
with learning LCTLs, and the empirical portion consists of four stud-
ies. In this chapter, I present an overview of the methodological choices 
made for these four studies, an explanation of how the data collection 
and analysis for the four studies fit together, and a detailed description 
of the data collection and analysis process.  

5.1 Overview of Methodological Choices 
In this sub-chapter I address the methodological choices I have made 
for this project. As I described in Study 2, the unit of analysis in activity 
theory is “tool-mediated goal-directed action” (Lantolf, 2000, pp. 7–8), 
but when the operation is a person staring at a screen, or when taking 
a developmental, contextual, and implicitly comparative perspective 
(Wertsch, 1991, p. 18) over the course of several years, direct observa-
tion of operations becomes impossible. Therefore, I chose to eschew 
classroom observation, following Lantolf (2000), who argues that class-
room observation is insufficient for understanding the significance of 
different types of language learning activities in the activity theory 
sense of the word. He explains how students in the same class may have 
completely different language learning objects, as one student may be 
focused on getting a good grade in the course to improve their future 
educational and career opportunities, while another may be there be-
cause they enjoy the language learning process (Lantolf, 2000, pp. 11-
13). These two students may be given a task by the teacher and be work-
ing on the same operation but are engaged in two different activities. 
Therefore, in my attempts to better understand subjects’ activity sys-
tems, I have chosen to ask the subjects about their operations, actions 
and activities, rather than attempt to observe them.  

 A key concept for understanding language learning processes is sit-
uatedness, which means that learning develops differently depending 
on the situation. These situations involve unique individuals with var-
ied backgrounds, the symbols they employ, and the help they give and 
receive. (Donato, 2000). It is these circumstances and histories which I 
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have attempted to elicit through a longitudinal interview process and 
the construction of narratives in Study 4.  

All four empirical studies are in part based on questionnaires. Ques-
tionnaires are often associated with quantitative research methods and 
attempts to generalize about populations. However, in this project, 
questionnaires are the basis for qualitative inquiry. All the question-
naires made extensive use of open-ended questions, and although de-
scriptive statistics11 were used in the initial phases of analysis to get an 
overview of the results, this was always followed by an examination of 
the responses as individual case profiles, a group discussion with re-
spondents, or personal interviews. For the case studies that make up 
the empirical material for studies 3 and 4, the questionnaires were 
viewed as a recruiting tool for subjects in the longitudinal study and an 
“entry interview” of sorts. 

Guidelines from the Encyclopedia of Survey Research Methods 
(Holyk, 2008) were taken into account, in particular the importance of 
making the questionnaire understandable to respondents through 
carefully selected wording and formatting (pp. 657-659). Additionally, 
the questionnaire that became the basis for Study 2 was pilot tested 
twice.  

The second type of instrument used for collecting data in this pro-
ject is the interview. Several different kinds of interviews were con-
ducted. A “naturally-occurring group discussion” (Morgan 1996, p. 
131) around the results of the questionnaire taken by teachers at RSU 
formed part of the basis for Study 1.  

 
11  “Descriptive statistics constitute a mathematical summarization of the data where 

a large number of observed values are mathematically converted to a few numbers 

[…] In qualitative research, descriptive statistics allow researchers to provide an-

other context, a richer picture or enhanced representation, in which to examine 

the phenomenon of interest. The inclusion of quantitative data can also enhance 

legitimacy (e.g., validity, credibility, trustworthiness, transferability) […] In both 

quantitative and qualitative analysis, the reduction of a large amount of data to an 

easily digestible summary is an important function […] More important, descrip-

tion lays the foundation for later analyses and interpretation of collected data” 

(Schreiber, 2008, p. 210). 
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Two types of interviews were used to collect data from language 
learners for the case studies. Both would be considered computer-me-
diated interviewing (Hine, 2005), which Joinson (2005) argues tends to 
make interviewees more willing to disclose information. The first type 
of interview is the asynchronous text-based, or e-mail, interview (Kivits, 
2005; Orgad, 2005, 2008). This type of interview offers advantages and 
disadvantages over synchronous face-to-face interviews12 , but Kivits 
(2005) and Orgad (2005) offer suggestions for mitigating the disad-
vantages, chief among them developing rapport with the interview sub-
jects through “mutual self-disclosure” (Kivits, 2005, p. 40). 

The second type of interview, using videoconferencing software, 
differs less than the e-mail interview from the face-to-face interview, 
because it is synchronous. However, depending on the speed of the 
connection and the quality of the web cameras used, there might be 
fewer facial expressions and body language cues available to help inter-
pret statements. On the other hand, this form of interviewing mitigates 
one of the problems of the face-to-face interview, which is the question 
of whether the space in which it is conducted creates or exacerbates a 
power dynamic between interviewer and interviewee (Punch, 2007; 
Warren & Vincent, 2001). In the videoconferencing interview, both 
the interviewer and interviewee can be in a location in which they feel 
comfortable without one or the other “invading” the space. 

For all the different types of interviews conducted in this project, 
established quality criteria for interviewing were kept in mind, partic-
ularly those of Kvale and Brinkman: 

 
12  “Asynchronous CMC has substantial impression management advantages over 

synchronous CMC – people have the time to edit and check their messages before 

sending. Moreover, the time afforded by asynchronous CMC should also reduce 

the cognitive load associated with the need to combine answering a question with 

impression management. While these are desirable qualities for the building of an 

online relationship and building affiliation, they do not sit easily with a re-

searcher’s desire to elicit candid responses. It would be expected then that synchro-

nous CMC methods should reduce impression management, and, at least in the-

ory should provide better quality data, particularly when dealing with sensitive 

topics” (Joinson, 2005, pp. 32–33). 
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• The extent of spontaneous, rich, specific and relevant answers 
from the interviewee 

• The shortest interviewer’s questions and longest subjects’ an-
swers possible 

• The degree to which the interviewer follows up and clarifies the 
meaning of the relevant aspects of the answers 

• The interviewer attempting to verify his or her interpretations 
of the subject’s answers over the course of the interview 

• The interview being ‘self-reported,” a self-reliant story that 
hardly requires additional explanations (Brinkmann & Kvale, 
2015, p. 192). 
 

Each e-mail correspondence was treated as a long, asynchronous in-
terview with open-ended questions. Although the activity theory 
framework described in chapter 4 above shaped the questions I asked 
of the subjects, there was not a set list of questions asked of all the sub-
jects. Instead, the conversations were allowed to develop individually 
and organically, and the respondents were invited to ask questions as 
well, which many did; sometimes about my own language learning ex-
periences and sometimes related to my experience as a language 
teacher. 

5.2 The Site of Data Collection 
To understand the four studies, it is necessary to understand the na-
tional and institutional context in which they were conducted. Most 
universities in Sweden are public and taxpayer funded. Universities are 
reimbursed by the government with a set amount for each registered 
student per course and for each student completing a course with a 
passing grade. Certain kinds of courses that are considered below uni-
versity level are not eligible for this funding and must be financed in 
another way. This is particularly relevant here because there has been a 
debate in Sweden about whether language proficiency classes that are 
not part of a degree program should be offered by public universities 
(Aronson, 2024). Languages that are commonly taught at secondary 
school level in Sweden offered at the beginner level at Swedish univer-
sities are not considered university-level courses, but at the time of data 
collection, beginner-level courses in LCTLs such as Arabic, Japanese, 
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Mandarin, Russian, and Swedish for international students were eligi-
ble for regular government financing, provided they had a sufficient 
amount of theoretical content.  

University courses in Sweden are offered at different study paces; a 
typical full-time course load for a semester is 30 European higher edu-
cation credits (ECTS), and a 100% pace of study for a term would be 
30 ECTS full-time (assuming a 40-hour study week) for 20 weeks. Indi-
vidual courses are typically 7.5 ECTS and they may be offered at a pace 
of 100%, or five weeks of full-time study; 50%, or 10 weeks of half-time 
study; or 25%, 20 weeks of quarter-time study. The pace of the course 
is intended in part as an indicator of whether it is possible to combine 
the course with work or other studies. 

In the period during which data collection was conducted, RSU of-
fered beginner-level courses in Arabic, Mandarin, French, German, 
Italian, Japanese, Portuguese, Russian, and Swedish.13 Courses were of-
fered at a variety of different paces, and furthermore, the Arabic, Man-
darin, French, German, Italian, Japanese and Russian departments of-
fered evening seminars, making it possible to study in parallel with a 
day job. The courses could be taken outside of a degree program or full-
time course package, and they were open to all who fulfilled the gen-
eral entry requirements for undergraduate study in Sweden14, though 
in the case of many of the language courses, an exception was made to 
the Swedish language requirement, i.e., knowledge of English was suf-
ficient to enroll in the courses. Most of the language courses at RSU 
were flexible with regard to the language of instruction or support lan-
guage, which is to say, in addition to the target language, course in-
structions and teaching could be in English or Swedish, depending on 
whether all the students enrolled in a given course speak Swedish and 

 
13  RSU also offered courses in Spanish and English, but not at the beginner level. 

14  The general entry requirements are completion of Swedish upper secondary 

school (which assumes proficiency in the Swedish language) or the equivalent, 

proficiency in English, and for applicants who completed upper secondary school 

in 2009 or later, completion of Swedish upper secondary school course Mathemat-

ics A or the equivalent (Swedish Council for Higher Education, 2014). 
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whether the teacher of the course is comfortable teaching in Swedish.15 
The exception to this is the courses in Swedish for international stu-
dents, for which English was the support language.  

All these courses were offered by distance only, with the exception 
of Swedish, which had both campus and distance options. This flexi-
bility allowed students with a variety of backgrounds and life circum-
stances to enroll in the courses. The only significant difference in 
course structure (assignments, number of seminars, etc.) between cam-
pus and distance courses was where the seminars took place. At the 
time of data collection, distance courses at RSU used a video confer-
encing platform (Adobe Connect) and had regular, real-time (synchro-
nous) seminars with multiple modes of interaction: video, through 
web cameras; voice, through headsets; text, through chat boxes as well 
as other multimedia channels, through the digital whiteboard, where 
students and teachers could upload documents, share their computer 
screens, and show video. In addition to Adobe Connect, the university 
provided an e-mail client and a learning management system (Fronter). 

In addition to the digital tools provided by the university, students 
were sometimes asked to use external websites and platforms such as 
YouTube in connection with their coursework, and students some-
times chose to use other technologies as alternatives to the e-mail client 
and learning management system. 

The conditions described above remained the same during the en-
tire period of data collection for the four studies. 

5.3 Collecting and Analyzing the Data 
In this sub-chapter I describe the data collection process for the four 
empirical studies. Figure 3 below illustrates the relationship of the 
studies to the site of data collection and the different stages in the pro-
cess of data collection and analysis. 

 
15  Many of the foreign language teachers at RSU are native speakers of the target lan-

guage and relatively new to Sweden; some prefer to teach in English as their Eng-

lish is stronger than their Swedish. Since English proficiency is a general entry re-

quirement for higher education in Sweden, this is not thought to pose any 

problem for Swedish students. 
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The project began in spring 2012 with questionnaires and group 
discussions with the teachers of foreign languages at RSU, the focus of 
which was on how one particular tool, machine translation, affects 
their teaching practices, which became Study 1. The questionnaire fo-
cused on teachers’ attitudes toward one particular type of technology, 
machine translation. It was sent to the 90 teachers working in the lan-
guage department at RSU, teaching English, Spanish, French, German, 
Italian, Portuguese, Russian, Arabic, Japanese, and Mandarin. The 
questionnaire was made available in both Swedish and English. Thirty-
five teachers responded to the questionnaire. The majority of questions 
were Likert-scale items, and they were analyzed using descriptive statis-
tics. The results were then presented at a meeting of the language de-
partment, which was attended by approximately 30 teachers, not all of 
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whom were questionnaire respondents. The results were discussed in 
two smaller groups, between which I moved and took notes. 

Data collection for the longitudinal study also began in spring 2012. 
Shortly after the discussions were conducted with the language teach-
ers at RSU, students who were enrolled in a beginner-level foreign lan-
guage course during the 2011-2012 academic year at RSU received an 
invitation to complete a questionnaire on their language learning back-
grounds and goals. The invitation was sent to their university e-mail 
addresses, which I obtained on request from an administrator at RSU. 
The languages were Arabic, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Portu-
guese, Russian, and Swedish. All of the courses were offered by distance 
only, except for Swedish, which was also offered on campus for inter-
national exchange students. A pilot questionnaire was designed that 
was intended to elicit data on different aspects of the students’ personal 
learning environments; in particular, their objects for language learn-
ing and the tools and communities that they believed contributed in 
some way to their learning processes. 

The questionnaire was drafted in both Swedish and English and was 
formatted and put online using Google Forms, which is user-friendly, 
allows the researcher to send out a simple link to potential respondents, 
collects the results in a spreadsheet format, and automatically generates 
graphs and charts of the results.16 The pilot was designed so that no 
question was obligatory, that is, a respondent could skip a question and 
still submit the questionnaire without an error message.  

The 2012 questionnaire was sent to 1,417 university e-mail addresses 
and received 67 responses. Although the response rate was extremely 
low, the primary goal was to pilot the questionnaire and locate students 
who would be willing to be part of a longitudinal study, and not to do 
a quantitative analysis. The questionnaire was designed to be answered 
anonymously, but respondents were invited to write in an e-mail ad-
dress if they were willing to be contacted for further participation in 
the study. Forty of the 67 respondents did so. 

 
16  Once the data was obtained, the results were saved offline and the data deleted 

from the cloud. See chapter 5.3 for a more detailed description of data manage-

ment. 
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The questionnaire consisted of 20 questions. As much as possible, 
the questionnaire allowed for free text answers rather than offering 
multiple choice options, to better evaluate respondents’ understanding 
of the questions and to try to avoid leading questions. In the few cases 
where there were multiple choice options, respondents also had the 
option of writing in their own answer.  

The results of the pilot study were analyzed, written up, and dis-
cussed in collegial seminars, but were not published. The analysis in-
cluded a compilation of the answers in the form of descriptive statistics, 
but the answers were also evaluated individually, both to determine 
whether the questions were interpreted as intended and to generate an 
understanding of the respondents as individuals. Although the piloted 
questionnaire contained primarily open-ended questions, the results 
indicated that the responses to many of the questions did fall into clear 
categories. 

These results were used to produce a similar, but more fine-tuned 
questionnaire that was sent out in June 2013. The same process was 
used as in 2012: university e-mail addresses of students who were en-
rolled in beginner-level language courses were obtained, and a link to 
the revised questionnaire was sent to 1,208 students. There were 92 re-
sponses, of which 35 respondents gave their e-mail addresses for further 
contact. The results were analyzed, written up, and discussed, and 
again the results were used to edit the next iteration of the question-
naire. 

This process was repeated a final time in early March 2014 with a 
questionnaire sent to all students enrolled in beginner-level language 
courses at RSU. 1,633 students were invited to take the questionnaire, 
which received 176 responses, of which 48 gave their e-mail addresses 
for further contact. The results of this third version of the questionnaire 
were used as the empirical material for Study 2, “Language Students’ 
Personal Learning Environments through an Activity Theory Lens. 
Like the pilot questionnaires, the data was initially interpreted using 
descriptive statistics and thematic analysis. The results of the question-
naire were presented according to four of the six aspects of the activity 
system framework (see chapter 4), starting with the rules, which give 
the context of the study, and the subjects. In accordance with the aims 
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of the study, the primary focus of the study is on the tools, or tool-
mediated operations, and the respondents’ objects. 

In the case of all three iterations of the questionnaire, one of the 
primary purposes was to make contact with students willing to partic-
ipate further in the project. Respondents were given the option of an-
swering the questionnaires anonymously or giving an e-mail address 
for further contact. In total, 269 students responded to the question-
naires and 123 students gave e-mail addresses. In 2014, all question-
naire respondents who had provided an e-mail address for further con-
tact were invited to participate in the next phase of the study, the 
longitudinal e-mail interview. Sixty-eight students began this phase of 
the study. From that point, e-mail correspondence was carried out over 
the course of two years. I initiated contact with the respondents once 
every four to five months, a spacing intended to prevent subjects from 
being overly conscious of the project, which might influence their stud-
ies. Some subjects chose not to respond to subsequent e-mails, after 
which they were not pursued further, while others responded with 
large amounts of information. The attrition effect of only e-mailing 
subjects when they had e-mailed me, without any reminder e-mails, 
could have resulted in the interviewees being among the more enthu-
siastic language learners, rather than the most typical, but the inter-
views showed this not to be the case. 

By February 2015, 24 subjects were still actively engaged in the e-
mail correspondence. Of these 25, 15 were asked if they were willing 
to be interviewed live via Adobe Connect, the videoconferencing plat-
form with which the subjects were already familiar from their studies 
at RSU. The selection of the 15 potential interviewees was done based 
on several factors intended to maximize the diversity of the interview 
group: age, language studied, educational background, location during 
the study, and richness of answers provided in the e-mail conversations. 
Twelve subjects responded positively to the requests for interviews, 
which began in February 2015 and concluded in February 2016 and 
were conducted via Adobe Connect, with one exception.17 Each of the 

 
17  One respondent did not feel comfortable being recorded and was located in a 

place with limited broadband speed at the time of the interview. We therefore 
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subjects was interviewed live one time, in interviews that ranged from 
40 to 90 minutes in length. Follow-up questions were asked and clari-
fications made via e-mail. 

As mentioned above, the questionnaires were provided in both Eng-
lish and Swedish. The e-mail correspondence and the interviews were 
conducted in the language chosen by the subject. Eleven of the 12 live 
interviews were recorded, and those that were conducted in English 
were transcribed by me, while those that were conducted in Swedish 
were transcribed by a native-Swedish-speaking professional, for in-
creased accuracy. The data from the 12 subjects, from their original 
questionnaire responses to their e-mail correspondence to their tran-
scribed interview, was compiled into a single data set for each subject. 
The Swedish data sets were translated to English by me. This data 
formed the basis for Study 3 as well as the narratives in Study 4. 

For Study 3, the data sets underwent a text analysis in which they 
were reviewed multiple times, and the content was organized into cat-
egories corresponding to the six main aspects of an activity system. 
These categories were then scrutinized more closely to identify contex-
tual factors that could be viewed as salient to the language learning 
process. 

For the narratives in Study 4, the utterances in the data sets were 
rearranged to create a chronological story of each subject’s journey 
from the time they enrolled in a language course at RSU through the 
end of the study. The utterances, written in the first person, were par-
tially re-written in the third person, with important verbatim quotes 
retained. The goal was to keep the narratives descriptive rather than 
explanatory (Polkinghorne, 1988) as much as possible, and leave the 
interpretation to a later stage of the analysis, but the process of reor-
ganizing the material and partial rewriting in a different voice is neces-
sarily an interpretive and analytical process. The narratives, then, can 
be seen as a co-construction between myself and the 12 subjects.  

 
conducted an extended e-mail interview and then had a synchronous voice conver-

sation on Skype that was not recorded, but served to make the kind of personal 

contact deemed necessary for the study’s reliability. 
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5.4 Research Ethics 
At the time of data collection, the Swedish Research Council’s 2002 
ethical guidelines (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002) were the most recent. These 
guidelines contained four basic requirements: information, consent, 
confidentiality, and use. The information requirement was fulfilled for 
questionnaire respondents with text at the beginning of the question-
naire about their role in the project and the conditions for their partic-
ipation. Those who continued to the interview stage of data collection 
were provided with an information letter that indicated that participa-
tion was voluntary and that they had the right to end their participa-
tion at any time.  The consent requirement was fulfilled for the inter-
view subjects with the abovementioned information letter that was 
signed by the subjects. The use requirement was fulfilled by ensuring 
that the data was only used for research purposes, securely archived on 
an external hard drive, and not shared with any other entities. 

The confidentiality requirement was fulfilled with the use of pseu-
donyms for participant names and, when mentioned in the interview 
data, the cities in which they were living, in the data sets that were cre-
ated from the e-mail correspondence and transcripts of the live inter-
views. Google Forms was used for the questionnaires. University e-mail 
was used for the e-mail interviews. Adobe Connect and Skype were 
used to conduct and record the live interviews. All data was saved on 
an external hard drive and removed from cloud storage, server storage 
and computer storage. The data was subsequently archived according 
to Örebro University’s policy on the archiving of research materials 
(Örebro universitet, 2022). 

This project was evaluated by the research ethics board at RSU, 
which saw no ethical problems with the project and offered some sug-
gestions for improving the data collection process. It was also submit-
ted to the Regional Ethical Board in Uppsala (registry number 
2014/080), which determined that the project did not include activities 
which required a full evaluation of the project under Swedish law (Lag 
(2003:460) om etikprövning av forskning som avser människor, 2003). 

Data collection was completed in March 2016, before the General 
Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (European Parliament and Coun-
cil of the European Union, 2016) entered into force May 2018. The col-
lected data was subsequently brought into line with the regulation by 
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archiving all material which contained information that could be asso-
ciated with individuals, such as names and e-mail addresses, on an ex-
ternal hard drive and deleting it from cloud storage, server storage and 
computer storage.  

Most of the categories of sensitive personal data according to 
GDPR—political opinions, religious or philosophical beliefs, trade un-
ion membership, data concerning a person's health, sex life, or sexual 
orientation, genetic data, and biometric data which uniquely identify 
a person—were not of interest for this study and such data was not 
collected. Information about the subjects’ native languages, which 
could be tied to the sensitive personal data category of ethnic origin, 
was of interest and was collected. Under article 9 of GDPR, the collec-
tion of sensitive personal data must be justified for research purposes 
and subjects must give explicit consent.  Again, at the time of data col-
lection, GDPR was not in effect, but the study was approved by the 
Regional Ethical Board, and subjects gave explicit informed consent to 
participate in the study. 

 Some of the questions asked were of a personal nature. Many sub-
jects had non-academic reasons for choosing to study a particular lan-
guage, for example, being in a relationship with someone whose native 
language is the target language, and therefore, some of the answers to 
interview questions were personal. Some details have been changed—
for example, names of cities—to reduce the possibility that their iden-
tities could be discovered through internet searches.  

Participation in the study may have caused subjects to reflect more 
on their learning practices than they otherwise might have. This may 
have affected the results of the study, in that the subjects may have be-
come more motivated in their language studies than they would have 
been otherwise, but this would not have negative effects on their lan-
guage learning. Such an approach does have the potential to cause the 
subjects some stress if they feel they have to live up to expectations that 
the researcher has, but I attempted to make it clear to subjects that I 
was not evaluating their language skills or judging their study habits 
and was only interested in their descriptions of the process. As men-
tioned in chapter 5.3 above, contact with the subjects was spaced so 
that they were not receiving constant reminders of their participation 
in the project.  
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In general, I did not see the potential for any psychological harm to 
come to subjects as a result of participating in this study. It could be 
argued that by participating in this study and reflecting on and describ-
ing their personal learning environments, the subjects would gain a 
meta-awareness of their learning process which could affect that pro-
cess, and in turn, the integrity of the study. From the point of view of 
the subjects, however, I believe that this meta-awareness was neutral or 
even beneficial. 

5.5 Methodological limitations 
Here I address some of the limitations of the methods used, and, in 
some cases, the justifications for using them despite these limitations. 
Study 1 has a narrower focus—on a single type of tool and its effects 
on language learners’ activity systems—than the other three studies. To 
facilitate integration with the other studies, it would have been prefer-
able to ask a broader range of questions about teachers’ views on the 
different aspects of activity systems. On the other hand, this study may 
be the dissertation’s most useful contribution to the field, as it is cited 
in significantly more studies by other researchers than the others.18 

With regard to the use of interviews, a common critique is that what 
interviewees say is not an accurate reflection of what they do. They may 
forget important details or even lie about their activities/actions/opera-
tions. The interview situation is potentially loaded with power dynam-
ics that affect the way interviewees answer questions. For example, they 
may feel the need to tell the interviewer what s/he wants to hear or to 
impress him/her. Proponents of dialogism (Gillespie & Cornish, 2010; 
Linell, 2009; Marková & Foppa, 1990) argue that these power dynamics 
need to be analyzed in addition to the content of the interviewees’ 
speech. However, I chose not to do this because I felt that it would draw 
the data analysis more toward the field of linguistics than education. 
As described above, I attempted to mitigate the problem of power dy-
namics by conducting interviews online instead of in a physical setting 
and by using mutual self-disclosure. 

 
18  As of March 2025, according to Google Scholar, Study 1 had 41 citations, Study 2 

had 7 citations, Study 3 had 2 citations, and Study 4 had no citations. 
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In an article on how to treat artifacts in educational research, 
Quennerstedt et al. (2011) argue for a research methodology that places 
observation and discourse analysis at the center. Although classroom 
observation studies have been an important part of exploring the rela-
tionship between artifacts and learners, they face serious limitations 
where digital tools are concerned. For one thing, performing discourse 
analysis around artifact use requires that learners or learners and teach-
ers use the artifacts together and discuss them audibly. As more learners 
and teachers carry smartphones which offer continuous access to a va-
riety of applications and the open internet, much of human-computer 
interaction becomes inaudible and significantly less visible. Further-
more, much of this interaction takes place outside of formal learning 
situations, as we spend more and more of our waking hours in proxim-
ity to digital devices. The personal learning environment as I have de-
scribed it in chapter 4 and applied it in the studies cannot be observed 
in the traditional sense. 

A number of researchers, including Dirksen et al. (2010) and Mac-
kay (Mackay, 2005) argue for an approach to research involving digital 
tools that balances data collected both online and off. The challenge is 
capturing, analyzing, and explaining these phenomena in a way that 
makes sense and is methodologically rigorous. One way to do this 
would be to install tracking software on all of a research subject’s elec-
tronic devices and have them wear cameras. However, this is a highly 
invasive and ethically problematic way to do research. Furthermore, it 
also results in an enormous amount of data, so it is very difficult to 
analyze more than a small chunk of time in this way, making it inap-
propriate for a longitudinal study that examines learning processes 
over time. Furthermore, it does not provide much insight into the in-
teraction between the individual and the tools, or how the actions/op-
erations do or do not contribute to the subject’s learning objects.  

Case studies are looked upon critically for a number of reasons. Bas-
sey (1999) addresses the weaknesses of case studies: “case study can be 
an uncontrolled intervention in the lives of others, can give a distorted 
view of the world and can have a tendency to embalm practices which 
are always changing”. Bassey continues, that these critiques are “really 
about trying to minimize these dangers and […] it is sufficient to draw 
attention to these three potential problems” (p. 35). Case studies can 



 

92 Megan Case 
 

produce knowledge of broader value, and the generalizability of all so-
cial research is limited to a certain extent because of its context depend-
ency (Gomm et al., 2000). 

Finally, Pavlenko and Lantolf (2000) say that “in the human sci-
ences first-person accounts in the form of personal narratives provide a 
much richer source of data than do third-person distal observations” 
(pp. 156–157). For this and the other reasons described in this chapter, 
for studies 3 and 4 I chose the approach of getting to know several lan-
guage learners well and documenting what they told me about their 
language use activities/actions/operations over time. All four studies 
are described in the following chapter. 
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6 The Four Studies 
In this chapter, I present a summary of the results of the four empirical 
studies. Initially this dissertation was to be a monograph, rather than a 
compilation of studies. I had collected data for several years when I saw 
a call for papers that I thought would suit some of my data. This re-
sulted in the peer-reviewed article which became Study 1. Not long af-
terward, another call resulted in the peer-reviewed book chapter which 
became Study 2. Having published two articles, I decided to continue 
with a compilation thesis. I felt that it was important for the disserta-
tion that the narratives that are now part of Study 4 be included in the 
dissertation, but it was too much material for a journal article, so I 
turned the narratives into a research report and submitted it to the 
peer-reviewed series Reports in Education at Örebro University. Finally, 
the peer-reviewed Apples - Journal of Applied Language Studies, which 
had been the source of several articles I had read while writing the other 
three studies, seemed an appropriate place to submit the text that be-
came Study 3.  The studies are, therefore, not presented in order of 
publication, but in the order that is most logical for meeting the overall 
aim of this dissertation, which is to describe how different factors in 
the environments of adults learning LCTLs affect the ways that those 
learners engage with the target languages over time.   

6.1 Study 1: Machine Translation and the Disruption of Foreign 
Language Learning Activities 

Study 1 is titled Machine Translation and the Disruption of Foreign 
Language Learning Activities. The research question of this study is: 
How do teachers view machine translation in the context of foreign 
language courses at a Swedish university that makes extensive use of 
digital technologies, and what implications does this have for the per-
sonal learning environments of students? The purpose of this study in 
the context of the dissertation was to examine one of the significant 
tools in the personal learning environments of students of languages at 
RSU as well as some aspects of the rules and division of labor with re-
gard to the teachers’ role in the students’ personal learning environ-
ments. 
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Thirty-five of the 90 teachers in the modern languages department 
at RSU completed a questionnaire examining their attitudes toward 
machine translation. The results of the questionnaire were presented at 
a meeting in which approximately 30 teachers participated. Following 
the presentation, the meeting participants formed two smaller groups 
to discuss the findings. I observed these discussions and took notes, but 
did not participate in them, moving between the groups and present-
ing the highlights of the discussion to the group as a whole afterward. 

Eighty percent of the questionnaire respondents said that they used 
machine translation themselves; 69% used Google Translate specifi-
cally. Although a majority of respondents (22 out of 35) agreed to some 
degree that using machine translation for coursework was cheating, the 
weighted average on the seven-point Likert scale was 3.17, fairly close 
to neutral. Two statements elicited strong agreement according to the 
weighted Likert-scale averages: 1) “it is OK for students learning for-
eign languages to use machine translators to look up individual words” 
and 2) “even if students use machine translators they will need good 
language skills anyway to correct the computer’s errors.” There were 
two statements for which the weighted averages reflected general disa-
greement: 1) “machine translators will someday be as good as human 
translators” and 2) “I advise my students on how to use machine trans-
lators appropriately.” 

At the end of the questionnaire, there was a space for respondents 
to write comments. Eleven respondents took the opportunity to make 
additional comments, some of them on several different aspects of the 
issue. In the content analysis of these comments, three major themes 
emerged. The first of these, noted by three of the respondents, is that 
machine translators do not work equally well for all language pairs, e.g., 
that Google Translate works better for translations between English 
and Swedish than between Japanese and Swedish. Because Google 
Translate “learns” by analyzing existing translations, this is likely the 
case for many LCTLs.  A second theme, noted by seven of the respond-
ents, was that the acceptability of using machine translators depends 
on the nature of the task and the level of the students, echoing some of 
the previous research that suggested that machine translation was more 
appropriate for advanced learners than beginners. A third theme, illus-
trated in the comments of three of the respondents, was that machine 
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translation is a fact of life and teachers need to adapt, a perspective also 
found in the previous research reviewed in the study. 

These results were presented to the teachers and discussed. Alt-
hough the questionnaire results indicated that a majority of respond-
ents felt that machine translation was cheating and they would prefer 
that their students not use it, few took this stance in the group discus-
sion. The discussion in the groups centered on the belief that it was 
pointless to expect students not to use machine translation and focused 
1) on the kinds of skills students would need when using it, and 2) how 
they could design assignments and exams to practice and assess these 
skills. Suggestions included a renewed focus on grammar, with a view 
to correcting the errors made by machine translators. They also dis-
cussed re-designing courses to focus on oral communication skills, 
since the development of audio machine translation was at the time 
lagging behind text machine translation.  

The study's findings revealed complex attitudes toward the use of 
machine translators in language learning. When asked whether using 
machine translators was considered cheating, the response among the 
teaching colleagues was mixed, and some intriguing contradictions 
were identified. While a majority of participants agreed that they pre-
ferred that their students not use machine translators for assignments 
and viewed it as cheating to translate entire sentences or lengthy text 
passages using such tools, fewer than half provided guidance to their 
students on the appropriate use of this technology. 

Another contradiction was that although the group held a neutral 
stance on the idea that students might take longer to learn the target 
language if they used machine translators, they unanimously agreed 
that students would still need language skills to correct errors made by 
machine translators. This paradox resembles findings from other stud-
ies that criticize machine translation for generating poor results while 
simultaneously posing a threat to language learning. 

The implications of the study suggest a need for adjustments in 
teaching practices going beyond new types of assignments. Educational 
institutions may have to reassess their course objectives and the extent 
to which they integrate new methods of creating texts and using lan-
guage outside the classroom. Students' ability to create texts and inter-
act with authentic language materials may lead to more opportunities 
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for learning beyond traditional institutional frameworks. This does not 
make teachers and educational institutions obsolete for language learn-
ing, but it might alter learners’ objects and what students require and 
expect from formal study.  

6.2 Study 2: Language Students’ Personal Learning Environments 
through an Activity Theory Lens 

Study 2 is titled Language Students’ Personal Learning Environments 
through an Activity Theory Lens. The aims of the study are: 1) to illus-
trate some of the objects that adult students of foreign languages have 
and highlight some of the tools that they use in their studies; 2) to il-
lustrate some of the ways that technology empowers learners to make 
use of the target languages in real-life situations, even as beginners, and 
3) to explore an activity-theoretical paradigm for understanding the 
personal learning environments of language students that normalizes 
the use of digital technology and does not isolate it from the other tools 
and communities that language learners use.  

In early March 2014, an email invitation was distributed to all stu-
dents enrolled in beginner-level language courses at RSU, asking them 
to complete an online questionnaire (see detailed description of the 
questionnaire in chapter 5.2.1 above). The questionnaire was provided 
in both Swedish and English. Out of a total of 176 responses received, 
41 were from the English version and 135 from the Swedish version. 

The respondents who completed the questionnaire were representa-
tive of the population of language students at RSU in terms of gender 
and age. Less than half of the subjects (43%) were full-time students, 
while the majority were balancing employment alongside their studies. 
The remaining 11% were either on parental leave, other types of leave, 
or retired. About 68% of the respondents had Swedish as their native 
language, indicating that nearly one-third had a different native lan-
guage. Notably, 32 respondents (18%) with a native language other 
than Swedish were not studying Swedish, but other languages. 

Regarding the reasons for choosing to do their language studies at 
RSU, the open-answer question yielded fifteen distinct categories. The 
most frequently cited factors were the availability of distance courses 
(56%), already being an RSU student in another subject (20%), course 
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availability (20%), course timing or pacing (16%), the university's rep-
utation (16%), and course suitability (12%). 

Furthermore, respondents were given a multiple-choice question to 
indicate their reasons for studying the target language, with the option 
to choose more than one answer. The most common choices were:  

 
• I am interested in the culture associated with this language 

(55%) 
• I need this language for my current job or future career (35%) 
• I want to visit a country where this language is spoken (34%) 
• I live or plan to live in a country where this language is spoken 

(26%) 
• I have friends who speak this language (22%) 
• I am interested in the sound or structure of this language (20%) 
• I have family members who speak this language (19%) 

 
In preparing the questionnaire, I analyzed the course objectives 

from language syllabi and the responses from pilot questionnaires to 
identify potential language learning objects, which ranged from having 
simple conversations to speaking and writing like a native speaker of 
the target language. Subjects were asked to rate the importance of each 
object on a scale of 1 to 5. The more ambitious the object, the fewer 
respondents considered it important. Surprisingly, the ability to write 
academic text in the target language was considered the least important 
object, despite being theoretically easier to achieve than speaking and 
writing like a native speaker and despite the fact that university courses 
are, in principle, intended to result in an academic degree. 

Regarding the use of digital tools in coursework, a majority of re-
spondents (57%) utilized communication methods beyond those pro-
vided by the university, with Skype (21%) and Facebook (31%) being 
popular choices. Furthermore, an overwhelming 87% of respondents 
used the target language in various ways outside of the course, includ-
ing listening to music (48%), watching films or TV shows (47%), ob-
taining information on the internet (23%), reading books and newspa-
pers (21%), and communicating with people online (20%). 
Additionally, 39% engaged in self-study of the target language beyond 
course requirements, utilizing both digital and non-digital tools. 
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The results indicated that respondents demonstrated the ability to 
find their own learning tools and connect with the target language 
community. Coursework was not always the primary operation in their 
language learning journey, and the role of teachers as a bridge to the 
target language community was not seen as essential. 

In conclusion, the study yielded five key points that shed light on 
the subjects' language learning objects, digital tool usage, and self-di-
rected learning practices: 

1. that exploring the applicability of technologies for language 
learning can be done bottom-up rather than top-down;  

2. that digital tools do not replace non-digital tools; they comple-
ment them; 

3. that the digital native/digital immigrant distinction (Prensky, 
2001; Benini & Murray, 2014) is questionable;  

4. that learner objects do not always correspond to curricular ob-
jectives;  

5. that the lines between language learning and language use can 
be blurred, and this is enabled in part by technology. 

The results indicated a need for in-depth, case-study-based analysis 
that views the subjects as individuals rather than a collective. The in-
sights gained suggest that opportunities exist for language learners of 
all kinds to expand the tools and communities of their personal learn-
ing environments through technology that is readily available today. 

6.3 Study 3: Social and Institutional Factors Affecting Language 
Learning Activities 

Study 3, titled "Social and Institutional Factors Affecting Language 
Learning Activities", aimed to enhance the understanding of how so-
cial and institutional factors impact the language learning environ-
ments of university students studying LCTLs at the beginner level 
through online distance education. The study consisted of eleven case 
studies of language learners who enrolled in beginner-level courses in 
Japanese, Mandarin, Portuguese, Russian, and Swedish at RSU be-
tween autumn term 2011 and spring term 2014. 
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The analysis in this study focused on examining the affordances and 
constraints presented by the community and division of labor aspects 
of the activity system affecting the subjects and their language learning 
objects. Buchem et al.'s (2011) study identified components of these 
aspects, including social support and boundary crossing for the com-
munity, and the roles of learners, teachers, peers, and institutions for 
the division of labor, which served as analytical categories for the 
study's results. 

The analysis revealed that social support, boundary crossing, peer 
roles, teacher roles, and institutional roles represent both affordances 
and constraints for learning operations and actions. These factors are 
not only viewed as supportive of the subjects' language learning objects 
and activities but can also act as hindrances. Moreover, a factor that 
may be an affordance for one subject could be a constraint for another, 
such as personal relationships, or even simultaneously serve as both an 
affordance and constraint for the same individual, as in the case of dis-
tance study. For example, the subjects described how various people in 
their communities, including family members, friends, classmates, 
teachers, language partners, and the surrounding society, influenced 
their language studies in different ways. Even slight differences in the 
behavior of people within the subjects' language learning communities 
affected the types of actions and operations undertaken by the subjects. 
Family and friends could provide encouragement, supportive environ-
ments for speaking the target language, and a motivation for language 
learning. However, they could also hinder the subjects' language stud-
ies through distractions or impatience. The target language society 
could be perceived as welcoming and supportive or obstructive to the 
learner. 

The subjects viewed the RSU courses as providing a “safe space” for 
language practice in which it was easier to speak the target language 
without the fear of embarrassment that they might experience in the 
target language community. Several subjects expressed appreciation for 
being able to take a course that used English and/or Swedish as the 
support language. This suggests that the widely held belief of total im-
mersion as the ideal language learning situation may not suffice for all 
learners. Additionally, the appreciation many subjects had for their 
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classmates and the contact they maintained after the courses ended was 
a surprising and exciting discovery. 

Teachers were considered members of the subjects' learning com-
munity and part of the institutional structure of formal study. All sub-
jects regarded teachers as important and primarily saw their role as 
providing explanations in a support language and establishing external 
deadlines and structure. Although most subjects preferred face-to-face 
campus courses, they had enrolled in distance learning due to their life 
circumstances or the unavailability of similar courses locally. Several 
subjects were pleasantly surprised by the opportunities for interaction 
and feedback they received in the distance courses. 

The course syllabi at RSU often included learning objectives that 
did not align with the subjects' own objects, which they tolerated due 
to the university's provision of tuition-free distance education, an im-
portant advantage for all subjects. This tuition-free education, in con-
junction with other aspects of the Swedish welfare system, allowed 
pensioners and parents on leave to pursue language studies. Other gov-
ernmental and super-governmental structures, particularly the Com-
mon European Framework of Reference for Languages and the HSK 
Chinese Proficiency Test19, presented language learning benchmarks 
that were significant to some subjects and differed from the course syl-
labi. 

Several other factors emerged as both opportunities and constraints 
for the subjects. The role of peers in the learning process and the role 
of institutions, particularly the requirements of formal study, indicated 
that a uniform approach to language learning is unlikely to succeed. 
This suggests that learners may benefit from exposure to various set-
tings, materials, and courses. While it is unsurprising that personal liv-
ing in a target language environment and relationships with speakers 
of target languages facilitate language learning, the finding that these 
factors also pose constraints was unexpected.  

In summary, this study contributes to an understanding of how so-
cial and institutional factors influence the language learning environ-
ments of university students studying less-commonly taught languages 

 
19  A set of standards for learners of Mandarin as a foreign language created by the 

Chinese Ministry of Education. 
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at the beginner level through online distance education. It highlights 
the importance of sociocultural factors, such as relationships with 
teachers, other learners, and native speakers, in shaping learners' lan-
guage learning operations, actions, activities, and objects. Additionally, 
it emphasizes the influence of social welfare structures, curricula, and 
international frameworks on learners' choices regarding institutional 
learning incorporated into their personal learning environments. 

6.4 Study 4: “You have to change your whole system every second 
of your life”: Contextual factors in adult foreign language 
learning 

Study 4 is titled “You have to change your whole system every second 
of your life”: Contextual factors in adult foreign language learning. The 
purpose of this study is to contribute to an understanding of the tech-
nological, institutional, and social conditions that affect language 
learning and the different ways that adults can undertake the activity 
of language learning over two to four years within these conditions.  

Data for this study was collected between 2012 and 2016 from 
twelve learners enrolled in beginner-level courses in foreign languages 
taught by distance at RSU. From asynchronous and synchronous com-
puter-mediated interviews over this period, a narrative of each subject’s 
learning process was constructed to illustrate language learning con-
texts and trajectories. The narratives were used to depict the develop-
ment of their language learning activities, actions, and operations over 
time, following an activity theory analysis of the narratives in accord-
ance with the activity theory view of personal learning environments 
proposed by Buchem et al. (2011) (see chapter 4.2 above). This includes 
considering the subjects' roles, objects, tools, rules, community, and 
division of labor within their language learning systems. 

Subjects in this study pursued language learning in diverse ways. 
While all were enrolled in university language courses taught at a dis-
tance, most were not traditional full-time students. The subjects in-
cluded individuals of varying backgrounds, such as pensioners, part-
time learners, and those who had moved to a new country because of 
personal relationships. These different life experiences influenced their 
language-learning processes. 
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Regarding language learning objects, the subjects had varied goals. 
Some sought to manage basic functions in a foreign country, while 
others aimed for fluency to engage fully in local life or travel to coun-
tries where the target language was spoken. Some subjects pursued lan-
guage learning primarily as a form of mental exercise or self-enrich-
ment, and others were driven by an interest in the culture associated 
with the language they were learning. 

In terms of tools, the subjects had the university's learning manage-
ment system and various digital applications like Skype, YouTube, and 
Google Translate to aid their language learning in common. However, 
each learner also sought out additional online resources and 
smartphone apps that suited their individual learning preferences. 
Some preferred pen and paper for language learning, particularly when 
dealing with a new writing system, while others embraced digital tools 
for greater convenience.  

The rules governing their language learning experiences were influ-
enced by the institutional courses they enrolled in. Some subjects felt 
that certain coursework operations were not aligned with their per-
sonal learning objects, but they appreciated the role of teachers in guid-
ing their language learning journey. The structure of the Swedish wel-
fare state and the availability of tuition-free university courses also 
played a role in their choices. 

Community involvement was a significant aspect of the language 
learning process for many subjects. Those with personal connections 
to native speakers of the target language found it advantageous, while 
others sought language partners online or engaged with target lan-
guage communities in various ways. 

The division of labor in their language learning systems involved a 
combination of institutional coursework and individual self-study. 
While subjects valued the benefits of organized coursework, they also 
acknowledged the importance of self-study. Some subjects found their 
language learning objects evolving over time, leading to changes in 
their activities, actions, and operations. 

Both the previous research and empirical data analyzed in this study 
demonstrate how communities play a crucial role in shaping language-
learning objects. Personal relationships can serve as both affordances 
and constraints in learning a new language. The quality of 
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interpersonal experiences in target language environments can foster 
long-term engagement in a language community or lead to complete 
disengagement. Teachers are integral members of the language com-
munity and have significance in defining engaging and relevant lan-
guage tasks aligned with learners' objects. Unengaging tasks can alter 
learners' objects, leading them to prioritize success in coursework over 
language use or prompting them to seek better-suited courses else-
where. 

Educational institutions exert pressure on teachers through curric-
ula and program requirements. Other institutional structures, like a 
country's social welfare system, influence education funding and how 
students cover their living expenses while enrolled in courses. This can 
lead to paradoxical situations where learners choose courses or institu-
tions not aligned with their objects for financial reasons.  

While learners express a preference for campus studies, online dis-
tance courses may be the only option for institution-based learning for 
some individuals. However, distance studies have limitations, such as 
tools that do not function well across borders and time zones. Social 
media can connect learners to distant language communities, but it 
may hinder full engagement with local communities.  

In sum, personal learning environments are intertwined with vari-
ous aspects of learners' lives, and rigid approaches to language teaching 
may encounter unexpected constraints. Regardless of personal circum-
stances, having supportive social relationships that facilitate language 
learning appears to be key to achieving learning objects. Learners with 
internet access can leverage technology and search engines to enhance 
their language learning. Institutional structures, such as funding and 
organization, significantly influence learners' choices. The availability 
of distance education and state funding is key in enabling these learners 
to study modern languages at university level in Sweden. 
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7 The Personal Learning Environments of LCTL 
Learners as an Activity System 

In this chapter, I bring together the results of the four studies to exam-
ine the following overarching research questions: Why do adults 
choose to start learning LCTLs? What are the roles played by policies 
and frameworks, teachers, social relationships, and tools in the per-
sonal learning environments of adults learning LCTLs, and how do 
these roles interplay and change over time? This is done using the 
framework of the personal learning environment as activity system de-
scribed in chapter 4 above. 

7.1 Subjects and their Objects Over Time 
In the activity theory view of the personal learning environment de-
scribed by Buchem et al. (2011), the subject of the activity system is the 
primary actor or agent. The participants in the four empirical studies 
varied, but the composite subject of the personal learning environment 
in this synthesis of the four studies is a person who enrolled in a begin-
ner-level distance course in a less-commonly taught language at a re-
gional Swedish university between autumn 2011 and spring 2014. Sub-
jects were slightly more likely to be female than male and differ from 
“traditional” university students in that they were older, likely not to 
have enrolled in their course directly after completing secondary edu-
cation and not likely to be pursuing a degree in the language studied. 
Subjects were required to know English, but not Swedish, in order to 
enroll in a language course at RSU. 

In Study 2, I outlined the questionnaire respondents’ reasons for 
choosing to study at RSU, many of which had to do with the institu-
tional context described in chapter 5.2 above. The most commonly 
named set of factors was that the courses were offered by distance and 
with good digital infrastructure. Another set of factors was the availa-
bility and suitability of the course offerings at RSU, i.e. that the LCTLs 
were offered at beginner level and did not have to be taken as part of a 
degree program. The timing and pacing of the courses, i.e., that many 
were offered at 25% pace with seminars in the late afternoons or eve-
nings, was another set of factors that afforded study for many subjects. 
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Factors having to do with the university as a whole, such as its reputa-
tion, its web presence, or because the subject was a current or former 
student of RSU in another field also played a role for some subjects in 
their choice to study an LCTL at RSU. 

The primary objects that the subjects had were to speak to native 
speakers of the target language, both in a private capacity with friends 
and family and in tourism or work situations. Being able to enjoy film, 
television and other cultural products was also an object of importance. 
A secondary object for many subjects was the mental stimulation of 
language study. An unexpected finding was that subjects did not, on 
the whole, aim for academic levels of reading or writing competence 
(Study 2 and Study 4). Some subjects discussed their learning objects 
in terms of governmental or super-governmental frameworks such as 
the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages and its 
A1-C2 scale and the HSK Chinese Proficiency Test system, a set of 
standards for learners of Mandarin as a foreign language created by the 
Chinese Ministry of Education. Still others pointed out that the courses 
were tuition-free for permanent residents of EEC countries and that 
enrollment in higher education makes Swedish citizens and perma-
nent residents eligible for certain kinds of social benefits. One subject’s 
admission that they enrolled in a course in order to make their child 
eligible for more hours of preschool (Study 2, p. 333) connects to a 
theme discussed further in chapter 7.4 below: the ways that govern-
ment policies affect subjects’ choices of how, when, and where to study. 

Another aspect of the activity theory analysis is how activity systems 
change over time. Most of the changes for the subjects of studies 3 and 
4 were on the levels of actions and objects. One major change, as de-
scribed in Study 4, was that only one of the 12 case-study subjects was 
still studying the target language at RSU at the end of the period of 
data collection, though none had completed a degree program in the 
language (the one who continued to study was still actively pursuing a 
degree). Most still engaged in self-study, at least occasionally. Four of 
the subjects continued to live in target language environments and use 
the languages on a daily basis, even if they did not characterize any of 
their operations as studying. 

Most of the subjects had made their learning objects more modest, 
aiming for a lower degree of participation in target language 
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environments than when they started studying at RSU, but a few who 
were living in target language environments had exceeded their own 
expectations. None of the 12 case study subjects had abandoned their 
use of the target language completely, though one who was living in a 
target language environment was unhappy both with the language and 
the country and hoped to move away in the future. 

For some of the subjects, language studies had opened up new op-
portunities not directly related to the target language. One had com-
pleted a degree course in a completely different field at RSU, also 
taught by distance, after initial positive experiences with RSU’s lan-
guage courses. That same subject planned to return to studying French, 
which he had studied in secondary school, after having exceeded his 
object with Portuguese. Another subject was considering completing a 
degree in Portuguese when her initial object had only been to be able 
to participate in target-language environments. She was also consider-
ing studying another LCTL. She was happy in the target language en-
vironment. However, she and her spouse were considering having chil-
dren, for which she wanted to move back to Sweden, where the social 
welfare system for children and parents offered greater benefits, which 
connects to the issues discussed in chapter 7.4.2 below. 

7.2 Tools in Language Learning Operations and Actions 
According to Buchem et al. (2011), the tools of an activity system as 
personal learning environment are the mediators that facilitate the ac-
tivity. It would be more accurate, in activity theory terms, to describe 
these tools as facilitating the operations of the activity.  

In connection with their formal studies, subjects used the e-mail cli-
ent, video conferencing platform, and learning management system 
provided by RSU, but they also used external e-mail clients, video con-
ferencing platforms and social media in their courses. In some cases, 
this was due to subjects’ preferences, but sometimes they were asked to 
use tools such as YouTube by their teachers, which could be a barrier 
for students in countries with internet firewalls (Study 2, Study 3, 
Study 4). 

Outside of course-related activities, subjects also used other means 
of online communication with speakers of the target language as well 
as recorded music, films and television programs, and books and 
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newspapers. In some cases, subjects considered these to be tools of the 
language learning process, while others considered these to be mani-
festations of language use (Study 2). 

Subjects used search engines, primarily Google, to seek available 
courses and speakers of the target language, as well as free learning plat-
forms (e.g. Duolingo) and smartphone apps, for language learning. 
However, when it came to learning the characters of Mandarin and 
Japanese, several of the subjects were insistent that pen and paper were 
essential, despite the availability of smartphone apps for this purpose. 
For these subjects, the process of physically producing the characters 
was much more effective in helping to commit the characters to 
memory than simply looking at them on a screen (Study 4). However, 
with time and greater experience in the writing systems, the subjects 
found that these apps became more useful. 

Despite the concerns of their teachers that the subjects would use 
machine translators such as Google Translate for coursework and 
thereby not learn the vocabulary and grammar needed to do the work 
without machine translation (Study 1), the subjects said that they rarely 
used machine translation except to occasionally look up individual 
words or engage in extracurricular activities such as reading blogs in 
the target language (Study 4). 

However, other relatively recent technologies did create disturb-
ances. One subject did not complete even his first course at RSU be-
cause the internet firewalls in the target language environment where 
he was located made accessing the tools used in the coursework—the 
video conferencing software and YouTube in particular—difficult. In 
contrast, and perhaps most notably, many of the subjects stated that 
the fact that the courses were mediated by digital tools, i.e., taught by 
distance online, was a decisive factor in their choice to study the lan-
guage at all. Many of them did not have a way to fit a face-to-face course 
into their life circumstances, because there was no institution near 
them offering the language, or because they needed to study from 
home. Others were enrolled in face-to-face courses in a target language 
environment and studied at RSU simultaneously, appreciating the fact 
that in the RSU course they could get explanations of linguistic con-
cepts in Swedish or English. 



Distance Students of LCTLs and Their Personal Learning Environments 109 
 

7.3 Community 
Buchem, et al. (2011) define the community feature of the personal 
learning environment/activity system as a “larger group in which the 
subject participates” and the division of labor feature in the activity-
system-as-personal learning environment is the role of learners, teach-
ers, peers, and institutions in the system. In this sub-chapter I combine 
both of these features to analyze the roles of the people involved in the 
subjects’ language learning operations, actions, and activities. 

As I note in Study 3, minor variations in the behavior of individuals 
within the subjects' language learning communities influenced the 
types of language learning actions and operations the subjects engaged 
in. Family and friends could offer encouragement, create supportive 
environments for speaking the target language, and provide motiva-
tion for learning the language initially. Conversely, they could also hin-
der a subject’s study or use of the target language through distractions 
or impatience. The wider community in which the target language was 
spoken might appear welcoming and supportive or, alternatively, ob-
structive to the learner. 

Five of the 12 case study subjects in Study 4 were married to or do-
mestic partners with native speakers of the target language, and an-
other was studying two languages because her children were partnered 
with speakers of those languages. Yet another had observed that his 
classmates who had boyfriends or girlfriends who were native speakers 
of the target language were more successful in their formal language 
studies. Many of the subjects in Study 2 also cited family relationships 
as a reason for their language studies. In these cases, the family mem-
bers provided motivation for subjects’ language studies. The subjects 
who were partnered with a native speaker of the target language did 
not need the target language to communicate with their partner, as 
they had already begun communicating in another language (usually 
English), but subjects wanted to be able to speak to their extended fam-
ilies and/or had moved to their partner’s home country and wanted to 
be able to function there.  

Beyond motivation, family members who were target language 
speakers had different roles in the language learning activity. Some sub-
jects had supportive partners who spoke slowly and patiently and were 
able to provide grammatical explanations. Others found speaking the 
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target language with their family members too stressful and for this 
reason had sought out formal courses and other speakers of the target 
language to avoid putting their family members in the position of 
teacher. 

Family relationships with people who were not engaged with the 
subjects’ language learning activity were sometimes a constraint on lan-
guage learning operations—or vice versa: one subject described how 
her studies had put a strain on her relationship with her domestic part-
ner and she was forced to alter her desired study schedule to make time 
for her partner and friends. Another described how parental leave with 
her first child had provided time for her language studies that she no 
longer had when she returned to work, and while pregnant with her 
second child she had hoped to enroll in another language course dur-
ing her next parental leave but found that parenting two children left 
no extra time for studies (Study 3 and Study 4). 

As described in Study 3, some subjects did not enjoy speaking prac-
tice with classmates during seminars, but others found peer discussion 
so useful that they practiced speaking the target language outside of the 
classroom with classmates from their courses at RSU and other institu-
tions. Subjects described classmates as providing an opportunity to 
speak in a way that came without performance anxiety and with a sim-
plified vocabulary. 

Some of the subjects had sought out language partners online who 
provided patient native-speaker input and corrective feedback. Subjects 
also mentioned the availability of language cafés—events where people 
meet in order to practice speaking different languages—though few of 
them had attended any during the period of data collection. 

Many of the subjects were living in environments where the target 
language was spoken and were using the target language on a daily ba-
sis. Some had made friends with whom they spoke only the target lan-
guage and others had jobs in which the target language was the work-
ing language. However, for at least one subject, the pace of everyday 
speech in the target language was discouraging and demotivating, and 
she had found only one native speaker willing to slow down to a pace 
she found manageable (Study 3 and Study 4). Additionally, even the 
subjects who were not living in target-language environments were en-
gaging with target language communities online regularly—through 
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social and traditional media (film, TV, books and newspapers) and 
online gaming.  

7.4 Rules and Division of Labor: Teachers, Institutions and 
Frameworks  

Two of the major features of the activity theory view of the personal 
learning environment described by Buchem et al. (2011) are the rules 
and division of labor. In the empirical studies these two features are 
described in terms of the role of teachers, and the roles of institutions 
and frameworks. These are described below. 

The role of teachers in learners’ personal learning environments was 
first explored in Study 1, in which the teachers’ views on machine trans-
lation were sought. Of particular interest here are the teachers’ views 
on language learning operations in the context of a formal course—
that is, assignments—and how students’/subjects’ choices regarding 
use of technology might affect whether subjects achieved the course 
objectives. One teacher raised the point that such tools are here to stay, 
and it is up to the teacher to adapt their assignments and exams accord-
ingly. They suggested incorporating machine translation in assign-
ments and instead focusing on correcting grammar rather than mem-
orizing vocabulary, since machine translators’ output is not always 
grammatically correct, and refocusing courses around oral, rather than 
written, skills. 

Another issue at stake here is that tools such as machine translation 
tend to work less well for LCTLs than for MCTLs, and that the students 
who choose to study LCTLs are interested in appropriating ways of act-
ing that enable them to participate fully in a target language environ-
ment, not simply successfully completing assignments and exams. The 
subjects of Study 3 and Study 4 reported very little use of machine 
translation, using Google Translate occasionally to look up an individ-
ual word, or to translate longer texts that were connected to extracur-
ricular interests, not coursework. 

More interesting here is the issue of what, in a language learning 
activity system, the subject can do on their own, and what they need a 
teacher to scaffold for them. For the subjects, the answer was explana-
tion of grammatical concepts in an understandable way (in a support 
language other than the target language, but also with a systematic and 
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pedagogical approach), corrective feedback, and the provision of a safe 
space for making errors without judgement and to speak with others 
who would understand them and provide understandable input. Fur-
thermore, the teacher, as a representative of an institutional structure, 
provided benchmarks and deadlines, structures which subjects found 
necessary to keep them moving forward toward their objects. In other 
words, the operations of course assignments are important not only for 
their content, but because they have to be turned in regularly, provid-
ing an external motivator that helps when internal motivation is lack-
ing. 

Finally, many subjects implied, and one stated explicitly, that an ef-
ficient, one-size-fits-all approach to language learning is unlikely to suc-
ceed. The subjects believe that learners benefit from experiencing a va-
riety of settings, materials, and courses. 

In Study 3 and Study 4 I described how subjects stressed the im-
portance of regular classes and deadlines to provide the external moti-
vation necessary for prioritizing their language studies. However, the 
RSU course syllabi frequently outlined learning objectives that did not 
align with those of the subjects, who saw this as a limitation they had 
to endure because the university offered tuition-free distance education, 
a significant benefit for all subjects. Additionally, other governmental 
and supranational structures provided language learning benchmarks 
that were important to some subjects, differing from the course syllabi, 
in particular the Common European Framework of Reference for Lan-
guages (Council of Europe, 2003) and the HSK Chinese Proficiency 
Test framework (Chinese Testing International, n.d.) 

In Study 2, Study 3, and Study 4 I describe how various aspects of 
the welfare state influenced subjects’ decisions to study at a Swedish 
university. Tuition-free higher education for residents of the EU and 
EEC applied to all of the subjects in studies 3 and 4. Paid parental leave 
enabled one of the subjects to undertake language study, while one of 
the respondents to the questionnaire in study 2 wrote that being en-
rolled in university courses made their child eligible for more hours 
per week at preschool.  

Most of the subjects mentioned that the distance-learning format 
was a necessary condition for attending RSU and for engaging in 
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formal language studies in general, but all expressed that they would 
have preferred to take in-person courses if their circumstances had per-
mitted. 

Overall, policies and frameworks, including distance learning and 
course requirements, both enable and limit a learner's choices about 
where to study and their personal language learning goals. Educational 
institutions also impose pressures on teachers through curricula and 
program standards. Additionally, social welfare systems shape educa-
tion funding and how students manage living expenses while studying. 
This can lead to situations where learners opt for courses or institutions 
with curricula that do not match their personal learning objects due to 
financial incentives. 

7.5 Synthesis 
In this chapter I have brought together the results of the four studies to 
examine the questions of why adults choose to start learning LCTLs, 
what the roles played by policies and frameworks, teachers, social rela-
tionships, and tools in the personal learning environments of adults 
learning LCTLs are, and how these roles interplay and change over 
time. 

The main reasons why the subjects of this study chose to learn 
LCTLs were to speak to native speakers of the target language, and to 
enjoy cultural products and the mental stimulation of language study. 
Subjects did not aim for academic levels of reading or writing compe-
tence. Government policies affected subjects’ choices of how, when, 
and where to study. 

Eleven of the 12 case-study subjects were no longer studying at RSU 
at the end of the study, but most still engaged in self-study, and four of 
the subjects continued to use the languages daily. Most of the subjects 
aimed for a lower degree of participation in target language environ-
ments at the end of the study than at the beginning, but some had ex-
ceeded their own expectations. For several of the subjects, language 
studies led to educational opportunities not directly related to the tar-
get language.  

In their formal studies, subjects used a variety of digital tools, some 
provided by the university and some not. The reasons for using tools 
not provided by the university were personal preference and technical 
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difficulties. The fact that the courses were mediated by digital tools was 
a decisive factor in subjects’ choices to study the language at all. Beyond 
formal studies, subjects used a variety of media in the target language 
that could be viewed as tools of the learning process as well as of lan-
guage use. Subjects used search engines to seek available courses and 
speakers of the target language as well as free learning platforms and 
smartphone apps. Several of the subjects insisted that pen and paper 
were essential for learning new writing systems, though over time they 
began to find apps useful for this purpose as well. Despite the concerns 
of their teachers that the subjects would use machine translators, the 
subjects rarely did. 

Minor variations in the behavior of individuals within the subjects' 
language learning communities influenced the types of language learn-
ing actions and operations the subjects engaged in. Family and friends 
could provide motivation and support for learning the language, and 
they could also hinder a subject’s study or use of the target language. 
Even the subjects who were not living in target-language environments 
were engaging with target language communities online regularly 
throughout the study.  

The rules and division of labor features of subjects’ activity systems 
were explored in terms of the role of the teacher and the roles of insti-
tutions and frameworks. Subjects described the role of the teacher as 
one of explaining grammatical concepts in an understandable way, 
providing a “safe space” for speaking practice and providing bench-
marks and deadlines. The subjects expressed the belief that learners 
benefit from experiencing a variety of settings, materials, and courses, 
which it is the role of the teacher to provide. Teachers themselves 
pointed out that digital tools are unavoidable and that it is up to the 
teacher to adapt their assignments and exams accordingly. Policies and 
frameworks both afford and constrain learners’ choices about where to 
study and their personal language learning goals and impose pressures 
on teachers through curricula and program standards. Social welfare 
systems shape education funding and how students manage living ex-
penses while studying.  

Above I have described the personal learning environments of 
LCTL learners as explored in the empirical studies in terms of the six 
main features of an activity system. In the following chapter, I relate 
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these studies to previous research, explaining which of the results af-
firm the findings of earlier studies and which are a contribution of new 
knowledge. 
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8 The Personal Learning Environments of Adults 
Studying Less Commonly Taught Languages 

In this chapter, I return to the previous research on LCTLs described 
in chapter 3 and compare it with the results of the synthesis of the em-
pirical studies in chapter 7. This chapter has the same overall structure 
as chapter 3—why adults choose to learn LCTLs, the role of institu-
tions, the role of the teachers, the role of social relationships/commu-
nities and the role of digital tools—but some sections of the subchap-
ters have slightly different themes. 

8.1 Why adults choose to learn LCTLs 
Both the previous research and the empirical results reflect that adults 
who choose to learn LCTLs have a variety of different and overlapping 
reasons for doing so. Brown (2009) identified special characteristics of 
learners of LCTLs, finding that students of LCTLs were older than stu-
dents of MCTLs, further along in their academic studies, more likely 
to have spent time in a country where the target language was spoken, 
and more likely to have studied a third language in addition to the one 
that they were currently studying. Those earlier findings are supported 
by the findings of this dissertation: all of the subjects were at least bi-
lingual, speaking their native language and English before deciding to 
start learning the target language and most were older than the average 
university student in Sweden. Of the 12 case study subjects in studies 3 
and 4, all but one had studied at least one other subject at university 
level before enrolling in a course in an LCTL, and all but two had vis-
ited or were living in a country where the target language was spoken. 

In contrast to the previous research that described many LCTL 
learners as heritage learners (Charalabopoulou, 2010; Geisherik, 2004; 
Howard et al., 2009; Kong et al., 2020; Liu & Shibata, 2008; Nedash-
kivska & Sivachenko, 2017; Yang, 2003; Yigitoglu & Reichelt, 2012), 
none of the case study subjects in this dissertation were heritage learn-
ers. Some of the subjects of Study 2 may have been heritage learners, 
though this question was not an explicit one in the questionnaire. Nev-
ertheless, many of the subjects of the dissertation were studying the 
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target language because they had family (partners, in-laws, grandchil-
dren) or friends who spoke the language. 

Some reasons for studying LCTLs are highly specific to the charac-
teristics of the cultures or countries in which the languages are spoken. 
The previous research reflected that Arabic, for example, is a language 
viewed by many learners as potentially advantageous in the job market 
because of the need for diplomatic or business relationships with coun-
tries in which Arabic is spoken (An & Zheng, 2022; Howard et al., 2009; 
Husseinali, 2006; Kong et al., 2020; Thomas, 2010). None of the 12 sub-
jects in the case studies in this dissertation, however, had chosen their 
target language directly because of career motivations. Five of them 
had followed spouses to target language environments and employ-
ment was one of their concerns, but not the primary one. The one sub-
ject who was enrolled in a degree program in the target language ex-
plicitly said, “Even if I would never use it in the workplace, for example 
I would never get a job in a Japanese company […] I would still be 
studying Japanese” (Study 4, p. 82). 

The Japanese and Korean languages are associated with pop cultures 
that appeal to many learners (Han, 2023; Han & McDonough, 2018; 
Howard et al., 2009; Jee, 2014; I. Lee, 2018; Ueno, 2005; Yang, 2003). 
The subjects of this dissertation who were studying Japanese, however, 
had a wide range of reasons for doing so, and in the case studies, of the 
five learners of Japanese, only two were explicitly motivated by pop 
culture (Study 4). An interest in the target language culture more gen-
erally speaking was important to 11 of the 12 subjects of the case studies 
and widely identified in the previous research (Aristizábal & Welch, 
2017; Gong et al., 2020; Howard et al., 2009; Janus, 2000). 

Finally, linguistic curiosity, a love of the language learning process, 
the desire for an intellectual challenge and/or the desire to do some-
thing unique were shown in the previous research to be significant rea-
sons for choosing to study an LCTL (Hermessi, 2020; Howard et al., 
2009; Kyppö, 2014; Murphy et al., 2009; Tummons, 2024; Ueno, 2005; 
Wilsey, 2013). These findings are supported by the findings of this dis-
sertation, in particular the intellectual challenge, which was cited by 
two of the older subjects of the case studies as being a preferable alter-
native to sudoku (Study 4). 
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8.2 The Role of Institutions 
Perhaps the most unexpected finding of the four empirical studies was 
the large role played by institutional structures in the personal learning 
environments of students of less-commonly taught languages. The fact 
that the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2003) provided benchmarks for one of the 
subjects of Study 3 and Study 4 and was also described as important for 
the formation of course objectives in China (An & Zheng, 2022) and 
Vietnam (Han, 2023) shows that the salience of the CEFR is far-reach-
ing. Despite calls in the previous research for regular needs analyses of 
students enrolled in courses of LCTLs (Husseinali, 2006; J. S. Lee, 2005; 
Nedashkivska & Sivachenko, 2017; Yigitoglu & Reichelt, 2012), in 
some cases CEFR-based objectives may also be considered sufficient 
grounds for constructing courses in LCTLs (Charalabopoulou, 2010). 
At the same time, in a report detailing the need for a language strategy 
for Sweden (Alberius et al., 2017) the CEFR is not mentioned at all, 
though the abbreviations A1 and A2 for levels of language ability, 
which are a feature of the CEFR, are used in the report. 

Another interesting phenomenon described in the previous re-
search is the foreign language requirements for undergraduates at 
many U.S. and Canadian universities and their complicated effects on 
LCTL course offerings (Aristizábal & Welch, 2017; Rodd, 2002; Vinall 
& Hellmich, 2021; Wen, 1997), helping keep LCTL programs alive by 
boosting enrollments, but also bringing students to the language class-
room whose only motivation is getting a passing grade to complete the 
requirements. Such dilemmas were not found in the empirical studies. 
Fluency in English is a general entry requirement for admittance to 
university in Sweden (Skolverket, n.d.; Swedish Council for Higher Ed-
ucation, 2014, 2024), and university study of languages is only required 
in programs where the languages are a central aspect of the program 
itself. Therefore, all the subjects were enrolled in LCTLs at RSU be-
cause of a personal need or desire to learn the target language. 

 Other educational frameworks cited in the previous research were 
the U.S. ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (Byrnes et al., 1986) and Stand-
ards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century (National 
Standards in Foreign Language Education Project (US), 2006), de-
scribed by Freyer (2012) and used by Magnan, et al. (2012, 2014) as a 



 

120 Megan Case 
 

framework for examining how learners of MCTLs and LCTLs differed 
in which aspects of language learning—the five Cs of Communication, 
Cultures, Connections, Comparisons, and Communities—they valued 
most. These five Cs are U.S.-specific and not mentioned outside of the 
U.S. context. Two Chinese educational frameworks were mentioned in 
the previous research, the New National Teaching Quality Standards 
and the Guide for the Russian Majors Education (Tao, 2022) and a 
third was named by a subject in this dissertation: the HSK Chinese Pro-
ficiency Test framework (Chinese Testing International, n.d.). 

Another institutional aspect of some LCTLs is their national strate-
gic importance, described in the previous research. A number of lan-
guages deemed essential to U.S. diplomatic and business interests have 
received reliable financial support from the U.S. government at the sec-
ondary school level since 2006, (Bimpong, 2019; Brown, 2009; Kagan 
& Dillon, 2008; Spellings & Oldham, 2008; Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003), 
but more sporadic support at the tertiary level (Freyer, 2012; Schulz et 
al., 2019), China (Wu, 2021), and Australia (Dunne & Palvyshyn, 2013) 
also have language education policies identifying some LCTLs as stra-
tegically important.  In the Swedish context, there is no policy regard-
ing strategically important languages (Alberius et al., 2017), so this is-
sue does not affect the funding or provision of LCTLs to university 
students. 

A major institutional challenge to LCTLs in the contexts of the U.S. 
(Uebel et al., 2024a), Canada (Nedashkivska & Sivachenko, 2017), and 
Australia (Dunne & Palvyshyn, 2013) has been low enrollment rates, 
which threaten the closure of courses and programs in LCTLs. Sug-
gested solutions to the problem have been marketing courses to herit-
age learners (Howard et al., 2009; Murphy et al., 2009; Reisinger et al., 
2024; Ueno, 2005) and others who might have a special interest in 
LCTLs (Johnston & Janus, 2003; Murphy et al., 2009; Nedashkivska & 
Sivachenko, 2017; Reisinger et al., 2024; Ueno, 2005) and universities 
offering hybrid shared courses and distance courses to stabilize enroll-
ments (Aoki et al., 2024; Sanuth, 2024; Uebel et al., 2024b). Because the 
empirical studies examined the personal learning environment primar-
ily from the perspective of learners and not institutions, the issue of 
low enrollment in LCTLs did not emerge, though this is an issue in 
Sweden (see the introduction and conclusion of this text). 
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A phenomenon described in the empirical studies that is not dis-
cussed in the previous research is how social benefits affect subjects’ 
choices of when and how to undertake formal study. The studies are 
focused on adults who were enrolled in distance courses in LCTLs at a 
Swedish university, but only one of the 12 subjects of the case studies 
in Study 3 and Study 4 was enrolled in a degree program. The rest had 
chosen to take a university course because it was the only tuition-free 
formal study option for them. Additionally, one respondent to the 
questionnaire in Study 2 noted that she had enrolled in a course to 
make her child eligible for more hours at preschool, and one of the case 
study subjects took advantage of the flexibility of parental leave with 
her first child to fulfil a dream of studying Russian. 

8.3 The Role of the Teacher 
The previous research on LCTLs provided a daunting list of tasks asso-
ciated with the role of the teacher, which fall into eight categories:  

1. understanding students’ objects with the target language and 
what knowledge of the target language they already have when 
coming to the classroom;20   

2. prioritizing teaching speaking skills over writing skills;21   
3. providing linguistic and cultural context and connection to tar-

get language speakers;22   
4. providing information about how students can use their lan-

guage skills in the future, not least in the job market;23   

 
20  Bimpong, 2019; Byon, 2007; Godwin-Jones, 2013; Howard et al., 2009; Husseinali, 

2006; J. S. Lee, 2005; Nedashkivska & Sivachenko, 2017; Rivera & Matsuzawa, 

2007; Ueno, 2005; Yang, 2003; Yigitoglu & Reichelt, 2012. 

21  Bimpong, 2019; Nedashkivska & Sivachenko, 2017; Rivera & Matsuzawa, 2007; 

Ueno, 2005; Yang, 2003; Yigitoglu & Reichelt, 2012. 

22  Burr, 2023; Godwin-Jones, 2019; Magnan, Murphy, & Sahakyan, 2012; Samimy, 

2008; Ueno, 2005; Yigitoglu & Reichelt, 2012. 

23  Jee, 2014; J.-H. Kong et al., 2020; Murphy et al., 2009; Yigitoglu & Reichelt, 2012. 



 

122 Megan Case 
 

5. promoting a positive classroom atmosphere in which students 
feel comfortable making mistakes;24   

6. providing expert guidance on digital learning materials and 
digital tools that can be used in language learning and being 
explicit with their students on how to use them, particularly 
with regard to machine translation;25   

7. promoting learner autonomy;26 and  
8. providing students with expert feedback.27 

Of these, the empirical studies only dealt with the question of advising 
students on how to use machine translation (Study 1), creating a safe 
space to make mistakes (Study 4), and providing feedback that can’t be 
obtained from anyone but a teacher (Study 4). Some of the subjects in 
Study 3 and Study 4 mentioned that they were more interested in 
speaking than writing, but they did not think that the university 
courses needed to cater to this interest. In both the previous research 
and this dissertation, there was no consensus on what kinds of teaching 
methods were preferable. As Rivera and Matsuzawa (2007) wrote, 
“every possible method should be made available to accommodate dif-
ferent learning styles” (p. 582) and as one of the subjects of the disser-
tation wrote, “a variety of methods can all be used for learning but 
none of them is THE BEST” (Study 3, p. 95). 

An issue that was raised by the subjects of the empirical studies but 
not in the previous research was the necessity of teachers to provide 
structure, deadlines, and benchmarks. Even though all of the subjects 
were well aware of freely available materials for self-study, they 

 
24  Hermessi, 2020; Pyun et al., 2014; Samimy, 2008; Wen, 1997. 

25  Blyth, 2013; Garrett, 2009; Godwin-Jones, 2019; Hellmich & Vinall, 2021; Jolley & 

Maimone, 2022; Lai, 2015; Lambert, 1991; Lehtonen & Tuomainen, 2003; 

McEown et al., 2014; Mo & Dong, 2013; Nedashkivska & Sivachenko, 2017; 

Robin, 2022; Tabata-Sandom, 2016; Tochon et al., 2014; Van Lieshout & Cardoso, 

2022; Vinall & Hellmich, 2021; Yigitoglu & Reichelt, 2012. 

26  Garrett, 2009; Godwin-Jones, 2013; Husseinali, 2006; Lai, 2015; Mo & Dong, 2013; 

Tochon et al., 2014. 

27  Charalabopoulou, 2010; Gonulal, 2022; Kang, 2009; Kyppö, 2014. 
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expressed a clear preference for the structure of a teacher-led course to 
keep them going when internal motivation isn’t enough. 

8.4 The Role of Social Relationships/Communities 
In the previous research, several studies described learners’ engagement 
with the target language community (Magnan et al. 2012; Magnan et 
al., 2014; Samimy, 2008), in many cases because the subjects of the stud-
ies were heritage learners (An & Zheng, 2022; Charalabopoulou, 2010; 
Geisherik, 2004; Howard et al., 2009; Kong et al., 2020; J. S. Lee, 2005; 
Liu & Shibata, 2008; Nedashkivska & Sivachenko, 2017; Yang, 2003; 
Yigitoglu & Reichelt, 2012). None of the subjects of the empirical stud-
ies were heritage learners, but most were engaged with the target lan-
guage community, by having a spouse or in-laws who spoke the target 
language and/or by living in a place where the target language was spo-
ken. 

Rivera and Matsuzawa (2007) compared students of LCTLs and 
MCTLs and found that students of LCTLs were much more likely to 
use the target language outside of class to speak with friends, family, 
and other native speakers. Students of both LCTLs and MCTLs wanted 
more study-abroad opportunities and a greater emphasis on speaking 
skills in their courses, reflecting the importance of interacting with 
other speakers of the target language. I did not compare learners of 
LCTLs with learners of MCTLs; however, many of the subjects said 
that speaking was the most important skill for them, and many merely 
tolerated writing assignments as the necessary burden of taking a uni-
versity course because university courses were the best option available 
to them for language learning, financially and logistically. 

Relationships with classmates and language partners were im-
portant in the personal learning environments of many of the subjects 
of the empirical studies, but were hardly mentioned in the previous 
research, except Lechintan-Seifer (2024) who commented that distance 
education for LCTLs may result in fewer opportunities to socialize 
with classmates.  

A related issue that was mentioned in the previous research was the 
issue of digitally mediated communication with friends and family at 
home detracting from full participation when studying abroad where 
the target language was spoken. Research on MCTLs that was cited in 
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Study 3 and Study 4 also raised this issue (Müller, 2017; Stewart, 2010). 
This was not an issue found in the empirical studies, however, likely 
because many of the subjects were living with partners in target lan-
guage environments. Only one of the subjects participated in a tradi-
tional study abroad program during the period of data collection, and 
the question of communication with friends and family at home did 
not emerge with the subject, though he did mention that his parents 
came to visit during his sojourn. Many of the subjects were living in 
target-language environments and using the target language in their 
social lives, at work, and on social media.   

The special interest in popular culture exhibited by students of Jap-
anese and Korean in the previous research (Jee, 2014; I. Lee, 2018; 
McEown et al., 2014) held true for some, but not all, of the subjects of 
the empirical studies who were learning Japanese. In both the previous 
research and this dissertation, learners engaged with target language 
communities online through social media, films and television pro-
grams, and computer games (Aristizábal & Welch, 2017; Garrett, 2009; 
Han, 2023; Han & McDonough, 2018; Howard et al., 2009; Jee, 2014; 
I. Lee, 2018; Saarikivi et al., 2012; Samimy, 2008; Ueno, 2005). This 
leads to the topic of the next sub-chapter, the role of digital tools in the 
personal learning environments of LCTL learners. 

8.5 The Role of Digital Tools 
The role of digital tools, and, in particular, the role of machine transla-
tion, is described in the previous research as well as in the empirical 
results. Common to both is the use in university studies of learning 
management systems, and e-mail clients, and the fact that some stu-
dents did not like the tools provided by their universities and chose to 
use commercial platforms such as Gmail, Facebook, or WhatsApp in-
stead (Aristizábal & Welch, 2017). 

A factor mentioned in the previous research but not by the subjects 
of the empirical studies was the incorporation of social media plat-
forms such as Facebook, WhatsApp and GroupMe (Jee, 2014; 
Lechintan-Siefer, 2024) into the coursework for communication be-
tween students and teachers. However, the subjects did mention occa-
sional use of Skype instead of Adobe Connect for videoconferencing 
because of a perception that it functioned more smoothly. 
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Other tools used in formal coursework mentioned in the previous 
research were Jamboard, H5P, and ThinkLink (Lechintan-Siefer, 2024). 
Subjects in the empirical studies were asked by their teachers to use 
Audacity for making recordings of their speaking practice. Common 
to both was the use of YouTube in assignments. A challenge to learners 
that was not mentioned in the previous research was the problem of 
using external commercial platforms in university coursework, exem-
plified by the subject who was unable to access YouTube in China. 

Student use of a variety of different publicly available apps and soft-
ware for language learning was discussed in both previous research and 
the empirical results. Bimpong (2019) referred to mobile phone apps 
including Quizlet and video and music through YouTube. The subjects 
of the empirical studies used apps such as Skritter (for learning Japa-
nese characters), and YouTube outside of the context of coursework. 
Subjects of this dissertation also used non-digital tools such as books 
and newspapers to engage with the target language, something not dis-
cussed in the previous research. This could be because a number of sub-
jects were living in target language environments where paper books 
and newspapers in the target language were more readily available.  

Several of the subjects who were studying Japanese and Mandarin 
stated that they felt that pen and paper were better than apps for learn-
ing to read and write in a new writing system when they were begin-
ners, but as they became more familiar with the writing system, apps 
became more useful. The idea that apps in general (Luef et al., 2019) 
and online dictionaries in particular (Tabata-Sandom, 2016) were more 
useful to advanced learners than beginners was also discussed in the 
previous research. 

Previous research on teacher attitudes toward machine translation 
indicated that many saw machine translation as problematic. This was 
also true of the teachers surveyed in Study 1. However, the subjects 
mentioned machine translation only as a dictionary to look up individ-
ual words. One subject said that he used Google Translate to read mu-
sic blogs in Japanese, but not as part of his studies. This use is similar 
to that described in the previous research in which teachers asked stu-
dents to use machine translation to engage with target language cul-
tures even when their language skills were not yet strong enough to 
read on their own (Robin, 2022; Vinall & Hellmich, 2021). 
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Search engines were often cited by the subjects and used for finding 
available courses, speakers of the target language, and learning plat-
forms and apps. Search engines were not mentioned explicitly in the 
previous research, but the students in Räsänen’s (2024) study who went 
into the “digital wilds” (Sauro & Zourou, 2019) to find a way to use 
Finnish outside of class presumably used a search engine. 

Finally, the previous research and the subjects of the empirical stud-
ies are in full agreement that digitally mediated distance courses are 
essential for making the study of LCTLs accessible to more people. Alt-
hough many learners and teachers still see face-to-face courses as pref-
erable, the availability of distance courses means learners are able to 
engage in formal study where face-to-face courses are not available 
(Wilsey, 2013). From the institutional perspective, offering distance 
study and sometimes sharing courses between multiple universities 
makes offering LCTLs economically feasible (Dunne & Palvyshyn, 
2013; Kaiser, 2024; Kyppö, 2014; Lage-Otero, 2024; Sato et al., 2017; 
Ward et al., 2022; White, 2014). 
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9 Summary, Reflections and Conclusions  
The aim of this dissertation is to describe how different factors in the 
environments of adults learning LCTLs affect the ways that those learn-
ers engage with the target languages over time. This project is 
grounded in a particular department, at a particular university, and in 
a particular country which is embedded in several overlapping supra-
national bodies. As with all small-scale, qualitative research, the find-
ings are not generalizable to larger populations. However, the findings 
are strengthened by a systematic review of previous research, either 
adding credibility to ideas already posited or pointing out areas in need 
of further examination. Furthermore, the use of the personal learning 
environment in an activity-theory framework constitutes a new contri-
bution to research on language learning. Finally, the findings raise a 
number of issues for teachers, learners and policymakers to consider.  

9.1 Summary of Findings 
In this sub-chapter I summarize 1) the findings of previous research 
that did not emerge in the empirical results of this dissertation, 2) the 
points at which previous research and this dissertation agree, and 3) the 
novel findings of this dissertation. 

Among the findings of previous research that did not emerge in the 
empirical results was that many learners choose to learn LCTLs because 
of career motivations or because they are heritage learners of the target 
languages. Foreign language study requirements for all undergraduates 
are not present in the Swedish context and did not affect the objects of 
the subjects in the empirical studies. Country-specific language educa-
tion policies are not salient in the Swedish context, which lacks a lan-
guage education policy at the tertiary level. The threat of low enroll-
ment to the provision of courses in LCTLs was not discussed in the 
empirical results. In the previous research but not in the empirical re-
sults, the role of the teacher included conducting and understanding 
needs analyses, providing linguistic and cultural context and connec-
tion to target language speakers, providing information about how stu-
dents can use their language skills in the future, and promoting learner 
autonomy. Previous research on teacher attitudes toward machine 
translation indicated that many saw machine translation as 
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problematic, and while this was also true of some of the teachers sur-
veyed in Study 1, the subjects rarely used machine translation. 

Among the issues on which the studies of this dissertation and the 
previous research agreed were learners’ demographics and educational 
backgrounds. Adults who choose to learn LCTLs have a variety of dif-
ferent and overlapping reasons for doing so. Students of LCTLs tend 
to be older and/or further along in their academic studies than students 
of MCTLs, are more likely to have spent time in a country where the 
target language was spoken and are more likely to have studied other 
languages in addition to the one that they were currently studying. 

The findings of previous research that learners of Korean and Japa-
nese are motivated by the pop culture associated with these languages 
was supported by the empirical results in the case of Japanese. Other 
reasons for learning an LCTL shown in both the previous research and 
in the empirical studies are linguistic curiosity, a love of the language 
learning process, the desire for an intellectual challenge and/or the de-
sire to do something unique. 

In both the previous research and the empirical results there was no 
consensus on what kinds of teaching methods were preferable. There 
is, however, a consensus on the importance of the role of the teacher 
regarding advising students on how to use machine translation, creat-
ing a safe space to make mistakes, and providing feedback that cannot 
be obtained from anyone but a teacher. Both in the previous research 
and in the empirical results it was found that some, but certainly not 
all, learners would prefer an emphasis on speaking rather than writing 
skills in the classroom.  

A tension around digital tools was found in both the previous re-
search and the empirical results, particularly regarding learning man-
agement systems and e-mail clients. Student use of a variety of different 
publicly available apps and software for language learning was dis-
cussed in both previous research and the empirical studies. Finally, the 
previous research and the subjects of the empirical studies are in full 
agreement that digitally mediated distance courses are essential for 
making the study of LCTLs accessible to more people.  

One of the novel findings in the empirical results is the necessity of 
teachers to provide structure, deadlines, and benchmarks. Another is 
the influence of supranational learning frameworks on the choices of 
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individual learners. The kinds of tools used by the subjects of the em-
pirical studies were different from those identified in the previous re-
search: non-digital tools such as books and newspapers and subjects’ 
extensive use of search engines to find different kinds of digital tools 
that might contribute to the learning process. Perhaps the most signif-
icant finding is how Swedish social benefits affect subjects’ choices on 
when and how to undertake formal study. This issue is further explored 
in chapter 9.3. 

9.2 Reflections and Research Horizons 
In this sub-chapter I explore lessons I have learned by conducting this 
study that could contribute to future research. If continued research on 
this topic were to use the same methods of data collection, I would 
suggest modifying them to better facilitate a comparison with and ex-
pansion of existing research using Raymond and Roberts’ (1983) For-
eign Language Attitude Scale (FLAS) questionnaire and Horwitz’s 
(Horwitz, 1983) Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI), 
at least with regard to learner objects.  A study similar to Study 1 but 
expanded to include teacher perspectives on different aspects of their 
students’ activity systems, as well as one similarly focused on AI, would 
be useful and relevant to the current technological context.  

In the process of writing this dissertation I kept bumping into sev-
eral concepts with which it was difficult to refrain from engaging more 
deeply: motivation and identity. I tried to avoid using them because 
they represent different theoretical perspectives than the activity theory 
framework around which I had already constructed my study.  

It may have been possible to integrate the concept of motivation 
into the activity theory framework. Motivation in the sense of a reason 
why someone does something is similar to the object of an activity sys-
tem, and I treated it as such when analyzing the previous research. Nev-
ertheless, much of the previous research concerning why adults choose 
to learn LCTLs deals with explicit theories of motivation, particularly 
those of Gardner and Lambert (1959, 1972), Dörnyei (1990), and Ox-
ford and Shearin (1994). Oxford and Shearin, in particular, posit that 
there is a stark difference in the motivations of a) foreign language 
learners who are not living in target language environments who may 
be learning languages for fun, to fulfil an educational requirement, or 
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with the hope of traveling to a target language environment in the fu-
ture, and b) second language learners who are living in target language 
environments and learning the target language to fulfil more basic 
physiological and psychological needs. The empirical studies started 
with the assumption that the subjects were foreign language learners, 
but six of the twelve case study subjects in Study 4 would be considered 
second language learners, according to this definition. 

The concept of identity was one that was slightly easier to hold at a 
distance because it would have required a completely different theoret-
ical approach and a different set of questionnaire and interview ques-
tions from the outset. Nevertheless, subject utterances such as “for me 
it’s like [the target language community is] asking me not to be myself 
anymore at all” (Study 4, p. 62) and “You’re not yourself, you sit quietly 
and listen and come across as shy and introverted” (Study 4, p. 69), are 
a clear call for an identity-based inquiry into the adult learning of 
LCTLs.  

Two other theoretical approaches that I considered using as ways of 
conceptualizing the personal learning environments of language learn-
ers are actor-network theory (Latour, 2005) and media ecology (McLu-
han & Fiore, 2006). Actor-network theory (ANT) is a way of doing anal-
ysis that looks at entities (living and non-living) as actors in a network 
of relationships. Using ANT to describe personal learning environ-
ments would have necessitated a completely different approach to data 
collection, perhaps one consisting of a single case study in which the 
movement of digital and non-digital artifacts was meticulously tracked 
over time.  

The second alternative theoretical approach that I considered, me-
dia ecology is defined as: 

the study of information environments. It is concerned to un-
derstand how technologies and techniques of communica-
tion control the form, quantity, speed, distribution, and di-
rection of information; and how, in turn, such information 
configurations or biases affect people's perceptions, values, 
and attitudes (Postman, 1979, in Gencarelli, 2000, p. 93). 

In other words, individuals carry diverse mediated approaches to mean-
ing-making from informal contexts into their reading and writing in 
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formal educational environments (Erixon & Elmfeldt 2011). The use 
of electronic media provides various communication tools and alters 
our conception of reading and writing skills. The central question is 
“whether it is possible to imagine a communicative and epistemologi-
cal transformation as a result of media reflexivity (Erixon & Elmfeldt, 
2011, p. 12). A communicative and epistemological transformation 
may refer to the more widespread legitimation in educational settings 
of the formats learners are now using to communicate, such as e-mail, 
chat, and text messaging, which bring with them new orthographical 
conventions, as well as photographic, audio, and video representations 
which are shared via social media. It also relates to the issue, discussed 
in Study 1, of how machine translation should be viewed and used in 
the language learning context. It would be exciting to revisit the ma-
chine translation question now, when Google Translate has become 
more accurate and pervasive and when artificial intelligence has educa-
tors scrambling to explain why students need to learn to write at all. 

9.3 Conclusions 
In this sub-chapter, I return to the issues behind and motivations for 
this dissertation and how this dissertation has engaged with them. One 
of the issues raised in chapter 1 was the potential of digital tools to 
bridge language learning gaps between different socioeconomic and 
age groups (European Commission, 2008). The subjects of the case 
studies spanned a wide range of ages, but most had had previous expe-
riences with higher education. The two exceptions were a student who 
had just finished secondary school before enrolling in a language 
course at RSU and another who had been working in the service indus-
try before moving to Brazil with his spouse and who, inspired by his 
language studies, completed an educational program in another sub-
ject by distance at RSU. From this I can conclude that the potential 
exists for bridging socioeconomic gaps, particularly in a context where 
education is tuition-free and available online in a place where most 
people have high-speed internet access, but that further study is needed 
to see if tuition-free adult education in LCTLs outside of higher educa-
tion is able to reach more learners with different socioeconomic back-
grounds.  
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In chapter 1, I wrote that one of the questionable notions regarding 
language learning was the treatment of digital tools as if they were a 
single type of artifact, and in chapter 2 I explored the research field of 
computer assisted language learning and its shortcomings. The use of 
the concept of the personal learning environment in an activity theory 
framework has allowed for an examination of the language learning 
process that does not single out digital tools but puts them in broader 
contexts. Both the previous research around LCTLs and the empirical 
studies show that there is a wide range of digital tools used in the learn-
ing of LCTLs, such as videoconferencing, learning management sys-
tems, e-mail, social media, machine translators, sound recording soft-
ware, and video platforms, as well as educational apps with a variety of 
different functions such as the learning of new writing systems and vo-
cabulary drills. However, the subjects of the empirical studies also con-
tinued to read books and newspapers in their target languages and prac-
tice writing with pen and paper. Learners actively and strategically 
choose a wide variety of tools for their personal learning environments, 
some of which afford new ways of conducting language learning oper-
ations. 

Based on the subjects’ approaches to new tools, I am tempted to 
quip that the future of LCTL learning is Google searches, not Google 
Translate. Despite the concerns of some language teachers that students 
would use machine translation as a shortcut to translation assignment, 
the subjects of the empirical studies had little interest in machine trans-
lation other than using electronic dictionaries to look up individual 
words. Instead, they were constantly conducting searches to find re-
sources that would help them in their learning or use of the target lan-
guage. However, any hope that digital tools are going to make language 
learning “better”, “faster” or “easier” (the kinds of adjectives I have gen-
erally avoided throughout this dissertation) would also be deflated by 
the stories of the subjects. They described doing a lot of hard work, 
sometimes giving up their studies because it was too demanding or 
time-consuming in the face of other responsibilities. It might be said 
that digital tools do not replace the hard work of language learning but 
rather create more opportunities to do the hard work in different ways, 
some of which might be more convenient. Digital tools do create op-
portunities to do interesting things with languages, like following the 
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exploits of a favorite band on the other side of the world (Study 3). This 
is an example of the ways that digital tools may serve to blur the dis-
tinctions between language learning and language use as described in 
chapter 1 and explored in Study 2 in particular. 

Related to new opportunities to do interesting things with lan-
guages are the ways that digital tools demand new literacies, some of 
which vary depending on the target language. While the language 
learner may no longer need to rely on a teacher to find authentic lan-
guage materials or to assist in finding a native speaker with whom to 
practice communicating, as I wrote in chapter 1, they may need sup-
port in learning culturally specific ways of communicating using digi-
tal tools, which brings me to another of the notions that I described in 
chapter 1, the idea that language education can be packaged as software 
with predictable inputs and outputs with no regard for the broader 
contexts in which languages are spoken. Even though the subjects 
proved to be skilled at finding digital resources for self-study, they 
unanimously agreed that teachers are important for explaining mate-
rial in ways that are tailored to the needs of their students, and the de-
mands of institutional courses help keep learners moving forward. The 
wide variety of opinions from the subjects on different ways of learning 
and teaching indicated that there is no single best teaching approach, 
but that teachers are important for providing explanations, structure, 
benchmarks and feedback. Therefore, the idea that language learning 
apps will make teachers and formal study obsolete is not supported by 
the findings of this dissertation. Videoconferencing platforms have 
made it possible to offer distance courses that have the same number 
of classroom hours as campus courses. Although the subjects of the em-
pirical studies would have preferred to be able to study on campus, dis-
tance courses made formal university study possible for them. Previous 
research also indicated the importance of distance education for LCTLs 
in particular, since there are not always enough students on a given 
campus to make campus course offerings economically viable. Digit-
ized course materials that can be easily shared also facilitate the teach-
ing and learning of LCTLs for which there are few commercially pub-
lished resources available.  

The combined findings from the previous research and the empiri-
cal studies outline an enormous responsibility for teachers. This, I 
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believe, is a good argument for course-sharing, advocated by the con-
tributors to the edited volume Sharing Less Commonly Taught Languages 
in Higher Education (Uebel et al., 2024a), described in chapter 3 above. 
The primary argument of this volume was that course sharing enables 
courses in LCTLs to be more economically feasible, but course-sharing 
could have the additional benefit of allowing teachers of LCTLs, who 
are often the only teacher of their language at their university, to co-
teach courses with colleagues at different universities and to share all 
the different tasks that research suggests are the responsibility of teach-
ers. 

Another of the questionable notions described in chapter 1 was the 
view of foreign language learning as merely a workplace skill to be used 
for facilitating the buying and selling of goods and services. The notion 
that LCTL learning provides career opportunities was, in fact, widely 
discussed in previous research, but was not an interest for the subjects 
of the empirical studies. For those who were living in a country where 
the target language was spoken, some knowledge of the language was 
often necessary for employment, but none of the subjects had im-
proved employability on their list of objects. There were two main rea-
sons why they were learning languages: to communicate with extended 
family members and for their own personal development. It would be 
unfortunate for educational policymakers to conclude from this that 
courses in LCTLs are hobby courses (Aronson, 2024) that should not 
be provided at publicly funded universities. Since the subjects are ex-
amples of citizens who are, in fact, actively pursuing the goal of mother 
tongue plus two (European Commission, 2008), their motivations, ob-
jects and educational needs should be taken into account at the na-
tional and international levels, and the resources available for their ac-
cess to formal study should be not limited, but increased, as suggested 
by the SUHF report on the need of a language strategy for Sweden (Al-
berius et al., 2017). These courses may not necessarily need to be pro-
vided by universities, but they do need to be provided tuition-free and 
by distance. Another possible avenue for the provision of courses in 
LCTLs would be studieförbund, the non-profit associations that cur-
rently offer different kinds of courses for a fee. Unfortunately, Swedish 
state subsidies for studieförbund were reduced by a third in 2024 (An-
dersson, 2023), resulting in higher fees and fewer course offerings, the 
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exact opposite of what is needed. As described in chapter 1, some poli-
cymakers may hope that digital tools will enable government entities 
to shift the responsibility (and expense) of education from government 
institutions to individuals (Biesta, 2006, 2010), but the empirical stud-
ies illustrate how teachers and institutions remain an important part of 
learning environments. 

This leads to one of the surprising findings of this dissertation: the 
degree to which learners’ choices on where and how to study is shaped 
by different aspects of the Swedish social welfare system. I suspect, 
however, that this finding would not be a surprise for economists, and 
I see here the potential for interdisciplinary research investigating how 
best to incentivize adult education to achieve a variety of goals includ-
ing plurilingualism. 

Another surprise that emerged in the comparison of previous re-
search and the empirical results was the effect of foreign language re-
quirements common to undergraduate programs in the U.S. and Can-
ada on the motivations of university students for learning languages. 
Lacking such requirements, the subjects are what Dörnyei (1994) 
would call integratively motivated, while many of those at North 
American universities are what Liu and Shibata (2008) would call ad-
ministratively motivated. Foreign language requirements are intended 
to broaden the worldview of students, but it could be argued that stu-
dents who do the bare minimum of memorizing vocabulary and verb 
conjugations likely do not change their worldview much in the one or 
two semesters during which they reluctantly study a language. A course 
or two in, for example, sociolinguistics, or courses focused on multilin-
gual communication in stressful situations like those suggested by the 
SUHF report (Alberius et al., 2017), might serve this purpose better and 
perhaps even get some students genuinely interested in language learn-
ing. It is odd in the current context to make an argument against lan-
guage courses, but connected to the question in the preceding para-
graph about how learning is best incentivized, it is worth considering 
whether language requirements for adult learners actually result in plu-
rilingualism. 

Beyond the findings summarized above, this dissertation is in-
tended to provide insights to help educational policymakers, institu-
tions, teachers, and learners make choices that better support the goal 
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of plurilingualism. A sum of the insights for learners would be that 
they should never stop searching for different types of tools, human 
relationships, and courses that can help them meet their language 
learning objects in different ways. A sum of the insights for teachers is 
that teachers are important to learners, even if the available tools can 
change the ways that they are important. The explanations, structure, 
insights into target language culture and feedback teachers provide are 
valued even by highly independent learners. Despite the need for struc-
ture, learners also appreciate teacher flexibility and teacher awareness 
of learner interests and needs. Teachers can help learners become more 
autonomous and intrinsically motivated by encouraging students to 
experiment with available tools.  

Finally, my insight for educational policymakers is that technology 
is not likely to make learning faster or cheaper, because learning is 
done by human beings, not by machines. The personal learning envi-
ronments of adult learners of LCTLs depend on the kinds of tools, 
communities, and institutions available to them, and reducing eco-
nomic barriers to a variety of different kinds of adult education is cru-
cial to achieving national and international goals for plurilingualism 
and multilingualism. 
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Sammanfattning på svenska 
Denna avhandling undersöker villkor som möjliggör och begränsar 
hur vuxna engagerar sig i aktiviteter kopplade till inlärning av språk 
som är mindre vanligt förekommande i skolors och universitets kurs-
utbud (LCTL – Less Commonly Taught Languages), vilket i en euro-
peisk och nordamerikansk kontext syftar på andra språk än engelska, 
spanska, franska och tyska (Turner, 1958). I denna avhandling avser 
“språkinlärning” en process där deltagande i sociokulturella aktiviteter 
utökas. Denna process sker genom social interaktion, användning av 
medierande verktyg samt genom spänningar eller konflikter inom ett 
visst sammanhang. När det gäller språkinlärning innebär det ett 
ökande användande av målspråket i verkliga kontexter. 

Det övergripande syftet med avhandlingen är att beskriva hur olika 
faktorer i språkstudenters personliga lärmiljöer (personal learning en-
vironments) påverkar hur de engagerar sig i LCTL över tid. Den empi-
riska delen består av fyra studier som har egna syfte och frågeställningar. 
Det övergripande syftet behandlas i kappan genom följande frågeställ-
ningar: 

 
• Varför väljer vuxna att börja lära sig LCTL? (behandlas i studie 

2, 3 och 4) 
• Vilken roll spelar följande element i vuxnas personliga lärmil-

jöer när de lär sig LCTL?: 
– policyer och ramverk (behandlas i studie 1, 2, 3 och 4) 
– lärare (behandlas i studie 1, 2, 3 och 4) 
– sociala relationer (behandlas i studie 2, 3 och 4) 
– verktyg (behandlas i studie 1, 2, 3 och 4) 
• Hur samverkar dessa roller och hur förändras de över tid? (be-

handlas i studie 3 och 4) 
 

Dessa frågor behandlas genom att undersöka olika aspekter av språ-
kinlärningsprocessen så som de upplevs av olika personer som var in-
skrivna på en nybörjarkurs på distans i ett LCTL vid ett svenskt univer-
sitet (som kallas för RSU) under första halvan av 2010-talet. Resultaten 
av denna undersökning diskuteras i relation till tidigare forskning om 
LCTL. 
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Teori 
Det teoretiska ramverket i denna avhandling är det personliga lärmil-
jön i ett aktivitetsteoretiskt perspektiv (Engeström 1987). Atwell (2007) 
definierar den personliga lärmiljön som “bestående av alla de olika 
verktyg vi använder i vårt vardagsliv för lärande” (s. 4) och samarbetade 
med Buchem et al. (2011) för att placera denna definition i ett aktivi-
tetsteoretiskt ramverk baserat på Engeströms (1987) aktivitetssystem. 
Denna syn på den personliga lärmiljön inkluderar både digitala och 
icke-digitala verktyg, relationer till andra människor samt relationer till 
institutioner och system (Buchem et al., 2011, s. 8). Denna syn på den 
personliga lärmiljön ger inte företräde åt digitala verktyg, utan kan an-
vändas för att analysera och beskriva vilken lärsituation som helst. Med 
andra ord blir tekniska verktyg en av flera analyserbara faktorer som 
påverkar lärmiljön. 

Det personliga lärmiljöperspektivet som ett aktivitetssystem utveck-
lat av Buchem et al., används som ett analytiskt verktyg i samtliga fyra 
empiriska studier. Dessutom används ett narrativt format i studie 4 för 
att illustrera individers lärprocesser och den förändring över tid som 
identifierades av Wertsch (1981). Aktivitetssteorins nyckelbegrepp på-
verkade även insamlingen av data genom att ge fokus åt de typer av 
frågor som ställdes i enkäterna och intervjuerna. Aktivitetsteorin gav 
också struktur för analysen av det empiriska materialet, så att i de em-
piriska studierna beskrivs subjekt, objekt, verktyg, regler, gemenskap, 
arbetsfördelning, förändring över tid, operationer, handlingar och ak-
tiviteter med olika aspekter av den personliga lärmiljön i fokus. Detta 
kulminerar i studie 4, där en fullständig analys av de personliga lärmil-
jöerna hos 12 fallstudiepersoner presenteras. 

Metod 
Datainsamlingen för projektet inleddes våren 2012 med enkäter och 
gruppdiskussioner med språklärare vid RSU. Fokus låg på hur ett spe-
cifikt verktyg – maskinöversättning – påverkar deras undervisnings-
praktik. Trettiofem lärare besvarade en enkät om deras attityder till ma-
skinöversättning. Resultaten presenterades därefter vid ett möte med 
språkavdelningen och diskuterades i två mindre grupper. Enkäten och 
diskussionerna blev grund för studie 1. 
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Datainsamlingen för den longitudinella studien påbörjades också 
våren 2012. En pilotenkät utformades med syfte att samla in data om 
olika aspekter av studenternas personliga lärmiljöer – särskilt deras mål 
med språkinlärning samt de verktyg och gemenskaper de ansåg bidra 
till deras lärande. Studenter som var registrerade på en nybörjarkurs i 
främmande språk under läsåret 2011–2012 vid RSU inbjöds att besvara 
enkäten. 

Resultaten från pilotstudien användes för att skapa en liknande men 
mer finslipad enkät som skickades ut i juni 2013. Resultaten analysera-
des, dokumenterades och diskuterades, och låg återigen till grund för 
nästa version av enkäten. Denna process upprepades en sista gång i bör-
jan av mars 2014, då enkäten skickades till samtliga studenter registre-
rade på nybörjarkurser i språk vid RSU. Totalt 1 633 studenter inbjöds 
att delta och 176 svar mottogs. Resultaten från denna tredje version av 
enkäten utgjorde det empiriska materialet för studie 2. 

I samtliga tre omgångar av enkäten var ett av syftena att etablera 
kontakt med studenter som var villiga att delta vidare i projektet. Re-
spondenterna kunde välja att vara anonyma eller att uppge sin e-posta-
dress för vidare kontakt. Totalt besvarades enkäterna av 269 studenter 
och 123 uppgav en e-postadress. Under 2014 inbjöds samtliga respon-
denter som lämnat e-postadress att delta i nästa fas av studien – de lon-
gitudinella e-postintervjuerna. Sextioåtta studenter påbörjade denna 
fas av studien. Från och med då bedrevs e-postkorrespondens under två 
års tid.  

I februari 2015 var 24 deltagare fortfarande aktiva i e-postkorrespon-
densen. Av dessa 25 tillfrågades 15 om de var villiga att ställa upp på en 
liveintervju. Urvalet av de 15 potentiella intervjupersonerna baserades 
på flera faktorer som syftade till att maximera mångfalden i intervju-
gruppen: ålder, språk som studerades, utbildningsbakgrund, geogra-
fisk plats under studien samt djupet i svaren under e-postkorrespon-
densen. Tolv personer tackade ja till intervjuerna, som påbörjades i 
februari 2015 och avslutades i februari 2016. Varje person intervjuades 
vid ett tillfälle, i samtal som varade mellan 40 och 90 minuter. Uppfölj-
ningsfrågor och förtydliganden skedde via e-post. Detta material an-
vändes i studierna 3 och 4. 
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De empiriska studierna 
Studie 1 undersöker hur språklärare förhåller sig till maskinöversätt-
ning och vilka konsekvenser detta har för studenters personliga lärmil-
jöer. Studien använder ett aktivitetsteoretiskt perspektiv för att analy-
sera hur införandet av nya verktyg kan rubba balansen mellan olika 
element i ett aktivitetssystem. Detta perspektiv möjliggör en undersök-
ning av hur nya verktyg kan förändra traditionella lärandeaktiviteter i 
grunden. I enkäter och gruppdiskussioner uttryckte respondenterna en 
övergripande samsyn om att användning av maskinöversättning av stu-
denter kan betraktas som fusk, men studenter kommer ändå att an-
vända det. De föreslog därför att lärare bör fokusera på de färdigheter 
studenter behöver vid användning av maskinöversättning och utforma 
uppgifter och prov som tränar och bedömer dessa färdigheter. Resulta-
ten används för att reflektera kring lärarens och studentens roller i en 
kontext där många av de färdigheter som krävs för att interagera på ett 
främmande språk i allt högre grad kan utföras med hjälp av datorer och 
smartphones. 
 
Studie 2 illustrerar ett studentcentrerat angreppssätt för att undersöka 
nätbaserade resursers potential att bidra till språkinlärning. Till skill-
nad från forskning som fokuserar på enskilda appar, verktyg eller soci-
ala medieplattformar, tar detta angreppssätt hänsyn till helheten i de 
personliga lärmiljöer som studenter själva skapar – medvetet eller 
omedvetet. Dessa miljöer kan inkludera appar för att träna glosor och 
grammatik, kontakter med målspråkstalare via sociala medier och till-
gång till kulturella produkter. Med ett aktivitetsteoretiskt ramverk och 
enkätdata illustrerar studien vissa aspekter av studenternas personliga 
lärmiljöer och drar följande slutsatser: 

(a) Utforskandet av teknikens användbarhet för språkinlärning kan 
ske underifrån snarare än uppifrån. 

(b) Digitala verktyg ersätter inte icke-digitala verktyg, utan komplet-
terar dem. 

(c) Distinktionen mellan digitala infödda och digitala invandrare 
(Prensky, 2001; Benini & Murray, 2014) är tveksam. 

(d) Studenternas mål överensstämmer inte alltid med kursplane-
målen. 
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(e) Gränsen mellan språkinlärning och språkbruk kan vara flytande 
– något som delvis möjliggörs av teknik. 
 
Studie 3 syftar till att bidra till förståelsen av hur sociala och institut-
ionella faktorer påverkar lärmiljöerna för universitetsstudenter som 
studerar LCTL på nybörjarnivå via distansundervisning online. Studi-
ens resultat stödjer tidigare forskning som belyser betydelsen av socio-
kulturella faktorer i läraktiviteter. Den bidrar även till forskning som 
visar att för LCTL kan nätbaserad undervisning erbjuda möjligheter 
som inte existerar på campus, och därmed gör språken tillgängliga för 
personer som annars inte hade haft möjlighet att studera dem – en vik-
tig insats för språklig mångfald. En ny och viktig iakttagelse i denna 
studie är den direkta och tydligt uttryckta påverkan som olika policyer 
och ramverk har på individers beslut om hur, när och var de studerar, 
vilket tyder på ett behov av att ytterligare undersöka hur statliga och 
överstatliga aktörer påverkar vuxnas utbildningsval. 
 
Studie 4 syftar till att bidra till förståelsen av de tekniska, institutionella 
och sociala villkor som påverkar språkinlärning, samt de olika sätt på 
vilka vuxna kan bedriva språkinlärningsaktiviteter över tid inom ra-
men för dessa villkor. Rapporten belyser några av de motstridiga på-
tryckningar som teknik, lärare, läroplaner, institutioner, välfärdssy-
stem kan utöva på en personlig lärmiljö. Tidigare longitudinell och 
narrativ forskning om språkinlärning beskrivs och placeras inom det 
aktivitetsteoretiska ramverket för att identifiera faktorer som är rele-
vanta för PLE, organiserade enligt begrepp från aktivitetsteori: subjekt, 
objekt, verktyg, regler, gemenskap och arbetsfördelning, samt tecken 
på förändring över tid.  

Både tidigare forskning och det empiriska materialet som analyseras 
i denna rapport visar den avgörande roll som gemenskaper spelar i for-
mandet av mål för språkinlärning. Lärare kan ses som en del av mål-
språkets gemenskap och spelar en viktig roll i att definiera vilka typer 
av uppgifter som gör språkstudier intressanta och relevanta för studen-
ternas mål. Utbildningsinstitutioner påverkar lärare och studenter ge-
nom kurs- och programplaner. Myndigheter och andra institutionella 
strukturer påverkar hur utbildning finansieras, vilket kan skapa 
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situationer där studenter medvetet väljer kurser eller lärosäte vars inne-
håll inte överensstämmer med deras egna lärandemål. 

Även om många studenter uttrycker en preferens för campusbase-
rade studier är distanskurser online i många fall den enda lärandeform 
som möjliggör institutionellt lärande för vissa individer. Samtidigt in-
nebär ökat avstånd från institutionen ibland svårigheter; vissa digitala 
verktyg kan visa sig vara opraktiska, inkompatibla eller opålitliga över 
landsgränser och tidszoner. Sociala medier kan möjliggöra kontakt 
med målspråksgemenskaper på distans, men de kan också hålla vissa 
studenter borta från lokal gemenskap i målspråket, om de kan tillgo-
dose sina sociala behov på nätet. Sammanfattningsvis kan studenters 
personliga lärmiljöer och processer anta många olika former beroende 
på varje individs mål, syften, geografiska plats och till och med deras 
hälsotillstånd. 

Diskussion av de empiriska studierna och tidigare forskning om 
LCTL 
Bland de områden där denna avhandlings studier överensstämmer med 
tidigare forskning återfinns studenternas demografiska bakgrund och 
utbildningshistorik. Vuxna som väljer att lära sig LCTL gör det av en 
rad olika skäl. Studenter i LCTL är i genomsnitt äldre, har mer erfaren-
het av att studera på högskolenivå, har oftare besökt ett land där mål-
språket talas, samt har i högre utsträckning studerat ett tredje språk än 
studenter i språk som är mer vanligt förekommande. 

Tidigare forskning har visat att studenter av koreanska och japanska 
ofta motiveras av popkultur kopplad till dessa språk, och detta stöds av 
det empiriska materialet i fallet japanska. Andra skäl till att lära sig ett 
LCTL som återkommer både i tidigare forskning och i det empiriska 
materialet är språklig nyfikenhet, glädje av själva inlärningsprocessen, 
intellektuell utmaning och/eller önskan att göra något unikt. 

I tidigare forskning och i det empiriska materialet råder enighet om 
lärarens viktiga roll i LCTL-studenters personliga lärmiljöer: att ge väg-
ledning i hur maskinöversättning kan användas, skapa ett tryggt ut-
rymme för att göra misstag, och ge återkoppling som bara en lärare kan 
ge. I båda källorna framkom också att vissa – men långt ifrån alla – 
föredrar fokus på muntlig färdighet snarare än skriftlig i undervis-
ningen. 
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Föreställningen att LCTL-studier ger karriärmöjligheter diskutera-
des i stor utsträckning i tidigare forskning, men det var inget som var 
viktigt för deltagarna i de empiriska studierna. För dem som bodde i 
ett land där målspråket talades kunde vissa kunskaper i språket vara 
nödvändiga för att få arbete, men ingen av deltagarna angav ökad an-
ställningsbarhet som ett mål. De två främsta anledningarna till att de 
lärde sig språk var att kunna kommunicera med sina partners familjer 
samt för personlig utveckling. 

En spänning kring digitala verktyg framkom både i tidigare forsk-
ning och i det empiriska materialet, särskilt i relation till lärplattformar 
och epostsystem. Studenters användning av en mängd appar och mjuk-
varor för språkinlärning diskuterades också i båda fallen. De typer av 
verktyg som användes av deltagarna i de empiriska studierna skiljde sig 
från dem som identifierats i tidigare forskning: icke-digitala verktyg 
som böcker och tidningar, samt ett omfattande användande av sökmo-
torer för att hitta digitala resurser som kunde bidra till språkinlär-
ningen.  

Trots vissa språklärares oro för att studenter skulle använda maskin-
översättning som en genväg i översättningsuppgifter använde delta-
garna i de empiriska studierna maskinöversättning bara för att slå upp 
enstaka ord. I stället sökte studenterna ständigt efter resurser som 
kunde stödja deras lärande eller användning av målspråket. Digitala 
verktyg ersätter inte arbetet som krävs för att lära sig ett språk, utan 
skapar snarare fler möjligheter att utföra detta arbete på olika sätt. Sam-
tidigt möjliggör digitala verktyg nya och intressanta sätt att använda 
språk som suddar ut gränserna mellan språkinlärning och språkbruk. 

Det råder fullständig enighet mellan tidigare forskning och de em-
piriska deltagarna om att digitalt medierade distanskurser är avgörande 
för att göra LCTL-studier tillgängliga för fler. Även om deltagarna i de 
empiriska studierna hade föredragit att studera på campus var det di-
stanskurser som möjliggjorde deras formella högskolestudier i LCTL. 
Tidigare forskning har också betonat distansutbildningens särskilda be-
tydelse för LCTL, eftersom det ofta inte finns tillräckligt många stu-
denter på enskilda campus för att motivera kursutbud ekonomiskt. Di-
gitaliserat kursmaterial som enkelt kan delas underlättar också 
undervisning i LCTL, då det ofta saknas kommersiellt utgivna lärome-
del för dessa språk. 
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Ett av de kunskapsbidragen från de empiriska studierna är behovet 
av att lärare tillhandahåller struktur, deadlines och tydliga delmål. Ett 
annat kunskapsbidrag är hur överstatliga utbildningsramverk påverkar 
individuella studenters val. Kanske den mest intressanta resultat är hur 
den svenska välfärdssystem påverkar individers val kring när och hur 
de ska bedriva formella studier. 

Slutsatser 
Användningen av begreppet personlig lärmiljö inom ett aktivitetsteo-
retiskt ramverk möjliggjorde en granskning av språkinlärningsproces-
sen som placerar digitala verktyg i ett bredare sammanhang. Studen-
terna väljer aktivt och strategiskt en mängd olika verktyg för sina 
personliga lärmiljöer, varav vissa möjliggör nya sätt att utföra språkin-
lärningsaktiviteter och engagera sig i målspråksgemenskaper. 

Digitala verktyg kräver nya former av litteracitet, vilka varierar be-
roende på vilket målspråk som studeras. De samlade resultaten från ti-
digare forskning och de empiriska studierna pekar på att lärarens an-
svar är omfattande. Även om studenter inte längre nödvändigtvis 
behöver en lärare för att hitta autentiskt språkmaterial eller etablera 
kontakt med modersmålstalare, kan de behöva stöd för att lära sig kul-
turellt specifika kommunikationsformer med hjälp av digitala verktyg. 
Även om deltagarna visade stor förmåga att själva hitta digitala resurser 
för självstudier, var de enhälliga i sin uppfattning att läraren är viktig 
för att förklara material på sätt som anpassas till studenternas behov, 
och att de krav som institutionella kurser ställer hjälper studenterna att 
fortsätta framåt. 

Den stora variationen i deltagarnas uppfattningar om olika sätt att 
lära och undervisa visar att det inte finns någon universell bästa metod, 
men att läraren är viktig för att ge förklaringar, struktur, riktmärken 
och återkoppling. Därför stöds inte idén om att teknik kommer att 
göra lärare och formella studier överflödiga av resultaten i denna av-
handling. 

Det vore olyckligt om utbildningspolitiska beslutsfattare skulle dra 
slutsatsen från denna avhandling att högskolekurser i LCTL är hobby-
kurser (Aronson, 2024) som inte bör erbjudas vid statligt finansierade 
lärosäte. Eftersom deltagarna i studierna är exempel på medborgare 
som aktivt strävar efter målet “modersmål plus två” (European 
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Commission, 2008), bör deras motivationer, mål och utbildningsbe-
hov beaktas både nationellt och internationellt, och resurserna för att 
ge dem tillgång till formella studier bör ökas, vilket föreslås i en rapport 
från Sveriges universitets- och högskoleförbund, Behovet av en språk-
strategi för Sverige (Alberius et al., 2017). Dessa kurser behöver inte 
nödvändigtvis vara högskolekurser, men de bör vara avgiftsfria och er-
bjudas på distans. Studieförbunden till exempel skulle kunde erbjuda 
sådana kurser. Tyvärr minskade det statliga stödet till studieförbund 
med en tredjedel år 2024 (Andersson, 2023), vilket resulterade i högre 
kursavgifter och ett minskat kursutbud – raka motsatsen till vad som 
behövs. Vissa beslutsfattare hoppas kanske att digitala verktyg ska göra 
det möjligt att skjuta över ansvaret och kostnaden för utbildning från 
myndigheter till individen (Biesta, 2006, 2010), men de empiriska stu-
dierna visar tydligt att lärare och institutioner förblir viktiga delar av 
lärmiljöerna för vuxna som vill lära sig ett nytt språk. 

En av motiveringarna till denna studie var en önskan att bidra med 
insikter som kan hjälpa utbildningspolitiker, institutioner, lärare och 
studenter att fatta beslut som bättre stöder målet om flerspråkighet. En 
summering av insikterna för studenter är att de aldrig bör sluta leta 
efter olika typer av verktyg, mänskliga relationer och kurser som kan 
hjälpa dem att uppnå sina språkliga mål på olika sätt. En summering 
av insikterna för lärare är att lärare förblir viktiga för studenter, även 
om de verktyg som finns tillgängliga förändrar hur den betydelsen tar 
sig uttryck. De förklaringar, strukturer, kulturella insikter och åter-
koppling som lärare erbjuder uppskattas även av mycket självständiga 
studenter. Trots behovet av struktur uppskattar studenter också flexibi-
litet och lärares medvetenhet om studenters intressen och behov. Lä-
rare kan hjälpa studenter att bli mer självständiga genom att upp-
muntra dem att experimentera med tillgängliga verktyg. 

Den slutliga insikten för utbildningspolitiska beslutsfattare är att 
teknik inte kommer att göra lärande snabbare eller billigare, eftersom 
lärande sker inom människor, inte maskiner. De personliga lärmiljö-
erna hos vuxna som studerar LCTL beror på vilka verktyg, gemen-
skaper och institutioner som finns tillgängliga för dem, och att minska 
de ekonomiska hindren för olika former av vuxenutbildning är avgö-
rande för att uppnå både nationella och internationella mål för fler-
språkighet.  
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