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This chapter examines the mediating role of digital technology in second language (L2) 

pragmatics research and explores the potential for technology to integrate these practices into a 

cohesive enterprise. The focus of the chapter is on researching L2 pragmatic knowledge and 

abilities in relation to a learner's proximal zone of development. To support this praxis-oriented 

approach, the chapter provides an overview of the concept of mediation in the L2 pragmatics 

literature and highlights recent examples of technology-mediated research, teaching, and 

assessment practices. The chapter concludes with recommendations for future work in this 

significant field. 

Introduction 

This chapter has two goals. The first is to address the mediational role of digital technology 

in our second language (L2) pragmatics research, teaching, and assessment practices. The second 

is to explore the potential for technology to mediate the intersection of L2 pragmatics research, 

teaching, and assessment practices as a unified whole—that is, as an enterprise in which we trace 

the development of L2 pragmatics by intentionally provoking the phenomena we are interested in 

understanding through teaching-and-assessment activity. As an expression of a commitment to 

Vygotskian praxis (Lantolf & Poehner, 2014), the objective of such activity is to research L2 

pragmatic knowledge and abilities not as they currently are, but in relation to a next, or proximal, 

zone of development as evidenced by learners’ responsiveness to intervention—that is, what a 

learner’s pragmatic knowledge and abilities have the potential to become in the immediate future. 

To make the case for this praxis-oriented approach to researching L2 pragmatics through 

technology-enhanced practices, I will provide a brief overview of the concept of mediation as it 

has been invoked in the L2 pragmatics literature before presenting a limited number of recent 

examples of the use of technology for mediating between research, teaching, and assessment 

practices. I conclude with recommendations for future work in this important domain. 

Mediation in theory and practice 

Vygotsky’s concept 

Mediation is a central concept in Vygotsky’s (1978, 1986) theory of psychological 

development. Vygotsky argued that in the same way that humans create and use physical tools to 

interact with the material world around us, we also create and use symbolic tools to interpret and 

act on our environment. The use of tools therefore creates an indirect, or mediated, relationship 

between the person and the world. For instance, while people are certainly capable of digging in 
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the dirt with their hands—a direct relationship between the person and their environment—we can 

also use tools such as trowels, shovels, and even machines like excavators to mediate the digging 

process. In a very literal sense, the relationship between the person and the physical environment 

becomes indirect because these tools are placed between the person and the earth they are digging 

into.  

Importantly, tools do not simply enhance an existing behavior; they transform the behavior 

because they require a specific set of operations. Digging with one’s hands requires forming a 

scoop with the fingers and palm, a trowel requires gripping a short handle with one hand, a shovel 

requires two hands and a foot to press into the dirt, and an excavator requires an operator to 

maneuver a vehicle and use various levers and buttons to control the hydraulic cylinders and 

bucket. Of course, these tools are not freely interchangeable but depend on one’s motive for 

digging. My children have planted herbs by simply digging small holes in the dirt with their 

fingers. My wife plants flowers in the garden using a trowel. I use a shovel to make holes big 

enough to plant larger bushes and shrubs. We have never had a reason to use an excavator, like 

digging a trench for a large pipe, but none of us have the proper training or certification to do so 

anyway. 

Symbolic tools work in much the same way. Speech/language use occupied a central role 

in Vygotsky’s (1986) understanding of psychological mediation. As children, we begin acquiring 

speech as a tool for social communication, often as a tool used by others to direct our behavior 

(e.g., a parent telling their child “no” to stop a behavior or providing the child with help during a 

game or in solving a puzzle). In time, this kind of interpersonal speech is directed toward the self 

(i.e., private speech) and subsequently becomes non-verbalized inner speech that the child thinks 

through to direct and guide their own mental functioning and behavior (John-Steiner, 2007). In 

other words, speech is internalized as a psychological tool. As Vygotsky (1978) argued, the 

internalization of cultural tools such as language breaks the direct stimulus-response relationship 

found in biologically endowed functioning (i.e., nonconscious processes) and allows humans “to 

control their behavior from the outside [italics in original]” as indirect, mediated “forms of a 

culturally based psychological process” (p. 40). Importantly, just as different physical tools afford 

and constrain actions in different ways (e.g., digging a hole with a trowel vs. shovel involves 

different sets of operations), variation in symbolic tools also produces variation in cognition. For 

instance, cognitive science research (Boroditsky, 2018) has provided evidence for a strong 

relationship between the languages we speak and cross-cultural variation in the conception of time, 

space, and motion (e.g., the use of relative spatial terms like “left” and “right” in English vs. 

cardinal directions in Kuuk Thaayorre). 

To summarize, Vygotsky’s concept of mediation was predicated on the idea that as humans 

we use physical and symbolic tools to create indirect relationships between ourselves and the 

world. These tools in turn transform our behaviors from biologically driven processes into 

qualitatively new culturally based functions. To be sure, we do not simply acquire cultural tools in 

a vacuum; we appropriate their use as we participate in sociocultural activities with the support of 

other people who are more competent than we are. Thus, a second sense of the concept of 
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mediation in Vygotsky’s theory is the kind of assistance that supports a child or learner in 

appropriating a cultural tool, as discussed below. 

 

Mediation and assistance 

Tools and symbols serve as intermediaries between us and the world—a shovel comes 

between my hands and the dirt I’m digging in when planting a shrub, and language (e.g., French 

second-person pronouns tu and vous) comes between an interaction with my interlocutor and the 

neural circuitry that allows me to process and understand the context and social relationships and 

identities my interlocutor and I are performing. In a similar sense, other people who have more 

experience and expertise using cultural tools can intervene and assist children and other learners 

in appropriately using those tools. This kind of human mediation—another person creating an 

indirect relationship between a learner and the use of a tool—is central to the process of 

appropriation. 

The importance of human mediation is twofold. First, human mediation allows relative 

novices to participate in activities that they are not yet competent to engage in independently 

(Cazden, 1981; Wertsch, 2007). In other words, their capacity to use relevant tools and symbols 

appropriately is brought into being through assistance. Second, observing interactions in which 

human mediation occurs can provide insight into a learner’s next development, or what Vygotsky 

(1978) referred to as the zone of proximal development (ZPD).  

 

[The ZPD concept is] forward looking through its assertion that mediated performance 

(often in expert–novice interactions), and importantly the discovery of the qualities of 

assistance necessary for an individual to perform particular behaviors or competencies, are 

indicative of the readiness for independent functioning in the future (Thorne & Hellermann, 

2015, p. 283). 

 

An important takeaway point here is the focus on the qualities of assistance in relation to 

an individual’s competency in performing a given task and in relation to their future development. 

Indeed, as Chaiklin (2003) reminds us, Vygotsky’s ZPD concept was never about assistance per 

se—he took for granted the fact that children (and others) can do more with assistance than 

without. Instead, he was interested in understanding the meaning and significance of assistance in 

relation to the appropriation of new tools for psychological mediation. This focus on the 

appropriation of psychological tools as opposed to the role of assistance in enhancing task 

performance more generally is in part what distinguishes the ZPD concept from the notion of 

scaffolding (see van Compernolle, 2015). For example, in a pragmatics problem-solving task, our 

interest would be focused on how assistance from a mediator helps to shape a learner’s 

understanding and use of a concept (i.e., a psychological tool) such as social distance in using 

address pronouns (e.g., French tu and vous) over time rather than how assistance helps the learner 

to select a correct or sociocontextually appropriate form (van Compernolle, 2014). 
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Mediation and technology 

In keeping with the idea that mediation involves the creation of an indirect relationship 

between two things (e.g., stimulus-response, person-world), computer and mobile technologies 

present a range of opportunities and challenges for mediating language, education, and research 

(Kern, 2014). My comments here will only be brief since these ideas will be fleshed out in the 

remainder of this chapter. It suffices to say that new technologies have transformed the way people 

communicate, interact and collaborate, teach and learn, and conduct research. And these new 

technologies do not simply enhance our previous practices; because our practices are mediated by 

the tools available to us, they are fundamentally transformed by the tools we use. As sketched out 

below, technology has played—and continues to play—a transformative role in mediating L2 

pragmatics teaching, assessment, and research practices. 

 

Three currents of mediation in L2 pragmatics 

In the following paragraphs, I trace three currents of technology-enhanced L2 pragmatics 

research that has either directly or indirectly invoked the concept of mediation as a central feature 

of the work. I will begin with some of the earliest examples of telecollaboration that focused on 

assistance from more expert peers (e.g., L1 users). Then, I will explore an outgrowth of that 

research in which data-driven learning and explicit teaching came to the foreground as mediation. 

Finally, I examine current work focusing on technology-driven approaches to pragmatics concept 

formation and learning potential assessment. 

 

Expert peer assistance in telecollaboration 

Mediation in the first current is exemplified in the work of scholars such as Kinginger 

(1998) and Belz and Kinginger (2002). These studies are characterized by the use of technology 

(i.e., videoconferencing, email, and quasi-synchronous chat) to mediate communication between 

language learners in the United States and L1 users of the focal language overseas. The assumption 

was that this kind of interaction would create opportunities for the expert L1 speakers to mediate 

L2 learners’ appropriation of the language they were learning. 

Belz and Kinginger’s (2002) work focused on second-person address pronouns in German 

(du/Sie) and French (tu/vous) in emails and text-based chat between U.S. university learners of 

French and German and their L1 interlocutors who were university students in France and 

Germany. The researchers analyzed email archives (French data) and chat transcripts (German 

data) and found that the L1 users did indeed mediate the U.S. learners’ pragmatic development by 

pointing out unexpected and contextually inappropriate second-person address form use—namely, 

infelicitous use of the formal Sie/vous forms of politeness and social distance when the more 

informal du/tu forms of solidarity would be preferred between age peers and fellow students. An 

example is provided in Excerpt 1, where the U.S. learner, Joe, uses a Sie form in turn 2, which is 

emphatically sanctioned by the German student, Gabi, in turn 3. 
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Excerpt 1   From Belz and Kinginger (2002, p. 205). 

1. Gabi:  Did you get my e-mail that I’ve sent you in our partner folders? 

2.  Joe: Iher Idee ueber ‘First Love and how it affect prejudice.’. . . 

‘Your [Sie form] idea about . . .’. 

3.  Gabi:  Joe BITTE nenne mich DU ‘Joe PLEASE call me DU.’ 

 

The explicit attention given to the second-person pronoun paradigms appeared to play a 

role in socializing the U.S. learners into French and German metapragmatics—the unwritten rules 

of and ideologies surrounding culturally appropriate language use. In relation to the data in Excerpt 

1, Belz and Kinginger argued that “Joe experiences first-hand the social consequences of 

inappropriate [Sie] use in a way that is highly meaningful to him. . .. and may come to realize that 

inappropriate [Sie] use can present a threat to his positive face” (pp. 205–206; see also González-

Lloret, 2008, for similar results in Spanish). In this sense, the assistance from the L1 users of 

French and German can be seen as mediation because it supported the U.S. learners in developing 

and understanding of “the meaning and functional significance” (Wertsch, 2007, p. 186) of the 

pronouns they had been using. In other words, while the learners had previously acquired the 

relevant second-person forms as morphosyntactic resources, they had not appropriated them as 

sociopragmatically meaningful discursive practices until their L1 interlocutors called out the 

perceived misuse of the Sie/vous forms as inappropriate for the students’ relationship. This shift 

from a morphosyntactic to a sociopragmatic competence is evidence of a qualitative 

transformation of the students’ L2 capabilities—second-person forms developed from bits and 

pieces of grammar into symbolic tools for managing social relationships. 

Belz and Kinginger’s (2002) research also exemplifies mediation in relation to the role 

technology played in research practices. Whereas previous L2 pragmatics research had typically 

generated data through such methods as pen-and-paper discourse completion tasks or audio-

recorded role plays, computer-mediated communication provided the researchers with a context 

for and a verbatim text-based archive of students’ L2 use in authentic interactions with L1 

interlocutors. This essentially shifted the practice of assessing L2 pragmatics from performance 

on elicited tasks to observing pragmatic competence in action, including the real-time 

developmental processes that take place in interactions with more expert users of the language. 

 

Data-driven learning and explicit teaching 

Building on the work of Belz and Kinginger (2002), the second current of mediation in L2 

pragmatics research integrated data-driven learning and explicit teaching into the context of 

telecollaboration. Belz and Vyatkina (2008), for instance, conducted a study in which the 

transcripts of text-based chat interactions between U.S. university learners of German and their L1 

interlocutors were used as pedagogical tools for raising learners’ awareness of modal particle use. 

So, while there was a potential for more expert peer mediation, the researchers shifted their 

attention to the possibilities of a developmental learner corpus that “contains the complete record 

of all native speaker (NS) and non-native speaker (NNS) interactions” (p. 33) that could be used 

to mediate classroom instruction (see also Cunningham & Vyatkina, 2012). 
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The use of student’s own data as a pedagogical tool to promote pragmatic development has 

been of interest to researchers since at least Kinginger’s (1998) study of intercultural 

videoconferencing between U.S. learners of French and French university students. Invoking the 

ZPD concept, Kinginger found that the French used by the L1 speakers—specifically, everyday 

informal spoken French, which is quite different from the more formal written French presented 

in U.S. French textbooks—was beyond the U.S. learners’ current abilities. To remedy the situation, 

Kinginger reported transcribing the audio/video recorded interactions and using them to mediate 

subsequent language awareness tasks. This, she argued, engaged the students within their ZPDs, 

allowing them to benefit from the interaction after the fact and in collaboration with a more expert 

teacher who could help the learners understand the differences between the “real” French used by 

the teleconferencing students in France and the French based on formal written conventions that 

is typically represented in U.S. textbooks.  

By contrast, Belz and Vyatkina (2008) planned to use students’ own data for pedagogical 

purposes in advance. In this way, they were able to develop lessons to teach explicitly the meaning 

and functions of German modal particles between the telecollaborative sessions in which the U.S. 

learners interacted with their German counterparts (the study included 4 interventions in a 4-week 

period). As in the Kinginger (1998) study, Belz and Vyatkina used transcripts of the interactions 

as data for awareness-raising tasks. The point was to highlight for the U.S. learners the differences 

in modal particle use (i.e., frequency and quality) in their own messages and those sent by their L1 

German-speaking collaborators. The result of such tasks was that learners began to notice and 

develop an understanding of German modal particles as important interactional resources. In turn, 

the learners also began to emulate the patterns of modal particle use they observed in the discourse 

of their L1 German telecollaborative partners. Belz and Vyatkina argue, however, that the data 

suggest that the learners were not simply copying modal particle use from their L1 German 

interlocutors but instead were identifying patterns that were adaptable to their own context of 

communication 

Like the Belz and Kinginger (2002) study, mediation is invoked by Belz and Vyatkina 

(2008) in relation to the mode of communication (i.e., CMC) and its potential to foster expert peer 

mediation focused on pragmatic development. The innovation regarding mediation is the way 

technology was harnessed to create a nearly immediately available resource for teaching (i.e., a 

transcript). This is in contrast to the earlier Kinginger (1998) study that involved video 

teleconferencing and required the researcher to manually transcribe a recorded spoken interaction 

before the interaction could be used for pedagogical benefit. In other words, because the 

technology automatically recorded the text-based transcript of chat interactions, the records of 

those interactions were available for research and instructional purposes as soon as the interactions 

were concluded. This made possible the kind of intervention schedule we see in Belz and Vyatkina 

(2008)—four transcript-based interventions in four weeks—which would not have been possible 

if each interaction would have been manually transcribed. 
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Concept formation and learning potential assessment 

The third current of mediation in L2 pragmatics scholarship has centered around 

engineering technology-driven experiences that provide opportunities to assess learning potential 

(i.e., learner responsiveness to instructional intervention) and to mediate the development of 

pragmatic concepts (e.g., social distance). Drawing on Vygotskian work in L2 dynamic assessment 

and concept-based language instruction (Lantolf & Poehner, 2014), this research focuses on 

learner interactions with technological tools (e.g., an online task).  

Van Compernolle and Henery (2014), for instance, included a series of online tasks to assist 

students in a second-semester U.S. university French course in developing the concepts of self-

presentation, social distance, and power in relation to the second-person pronouns tu and vous. The 

online tasks were reviewed subsequently in class, where the teacher was able to build on what 

students had learned independently. The rationale for such an arrangement was grounded in van 

Compernolle’s (2014) recommendations for concept-based pragmatics instruction where learners 

should first encounter the relevant concepts and try to use them in problem-solving tasks alone 

before engaging in dialogic activities with a teacher who can mediate the further growth of the 

concepts. Online tasks were particularly useful for two reasons. First, such tasks, which were 

completed in the online course management system Canvas, were already part of the students’ 

culture of use (Thorne, 2003), meaning there was little to no need for them to learn how to use the 

technology. Second, it allowed the researchers to collect student data in real time—as soon as tasks 

were completed, they were available for analysis and feedback in the classroom. 

Ai (2017) and Qin and van Compernolle (2021) have begun work in the domain of 

intelligent computer-assisted language learning (iCALL) to make technology-driven learning tasks 

more responsive to learner needs. This work draws on models of dynamic assessment (Poehner, 

2008), focusing on the provision of graduated assistance during a learning task. In these studies, 

students attempt an assessment task that is too difficult for them to complete independently. 

However, the assessments are programmed to provide increasingly explicit prompts when a 

student struggles to select a correct answer. These prompts range from “try again” (the least 

explicit) to an explicit explanation of the correct answer. Because learner response behaviors, 

including the number of attempts and qualities of prompts required to complete each assessment 

item, are tracked by the assessment, it becomes possible to conduct the kind of dual evaluation of 

their abilities discussed by Vygotsky (1978) in relation to the ZPD concept—that is, understanding 

the difference between what learners can do in solo performance and what becomes possible with 

various forms of assistance. Qin and van Compernolle’s study of L2 Chinese implicature 

comprehension explicitly focused on this issue by generating three different test scores: an 

independent score based on first attempts only; a mediated score that included correct answers that 

were made possible with assistance; and a learning potential score that serves as a kind of effect 

size at the individual level to allow researchers to ascertain how much the test-taker benefited from 

the assistance. In addition, because response behaviors were tracked from item to item, Qin and 

van Compernolle were able to infer microgenetic development as evidenced by the degree to which 

learners became less reliant on assistance as the assessment progressed. Thus, the technology 
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mediated between the instruction and assessment functions of the task—the learners were taught 

and learned something as part of the evaluation of their pragmatic abilities—and at the same time 

mediated research practices by providing insight into the sources of development and individual 

learners trajectories. 

 

Mediation and a praxis orientation to L2 pragmatics 

Thus far, my discussion has focused on an overview of the three main currents of mediation 

in L2 pragmatics research to date. While my review was organized chronologically from the late 

1990s to the early 2020s, I would like to point out that none of the currents have disappeared from 

the literature. Indeed, collaborative interaction, data-driven learning, and concept formation and 

learning potential assessment continue to cohabitate and intersect in various ways. For instance, 

van Compernolle’s (2014) concept-based pragmatics enrichment program involved of course 

concept formation but also collaborative interaction around problem-solving and communicative 

tasks, which were designed and administered following dynamic assessment principles (i.e., 

learning potential assessment). Adding data-driven learning (e.g., learner corpus analysis) has the 

potential to strengthen such approaches. Here, I want to turn our attention to the ways in which 

technology and the three currents of mediation identified above have the potential to mediate 

between our research, teaching, and assessment practices as a unified activity. 

Drawing on Vygotskian L2 research conducted primarily in the mid to late 2000s, Lantolf 

and Poehner (2014) argued in favor of a pedagogical imperative centered around a dialectical 

understanding of the relationships between research and practice on the one hand and teaching and 

assessment on the other. In other words, research and practice are seen as a unified whole, as a 

praxis, in which we are to carry out L2 research in real-world educational contexts with the dual 

aims of improving language education and investigating developmental phenomena that contribute 

to L2 theory. By extension, teaching and assessment are conceived of as a single unified activity 

too. That is, teaching involves the evaluation of and responsiveness to learner needs, just as good 

assessments include evaluations of learning potential (i.e., responsiveness to instruction), as 

advocated in dynamic assessment. Thus, a praxis orientation to L2 work involves a trichotomy of 

teaching, assessment, and research practice. 

Figure 1 represents this trichotomous perspective on teaching, assessing, and researching, 

and they are mediated by technology. Note that I have opted to use the gerund forms in order to 

emphasize that teaching, assessing, and researching are activities that we engage in through the 

use of mediating artifacts or tools. The two-way arrows that connect teaching, assessing, and 

researching to technology are meant to show the mediating role of technology in each of the parts 

of the trichotomy. The dashed circle that connects teaching, assessing, and research to each other 

is meant to suggest the unified activity of teaching-assessing-researching that may be mediated via 

technology. 
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Figure 1. Technology mediating the trichotomy of researching, teaching, and assessing. 

 

One example of this trichotomy in action is provided in Dolce’s (2019) doctoral work, 

which focused on the relationship between patterns of classroom interaction and the construction 

of learning opportunities in an advanced U.S. university-level Chinese as a foreign language (CFL) 

classroom. A corpus analysis of CFL classroom interaction had revealed the omnipresence of 

initiation-response-feedback (IRF) sequences, with relatively few opportunities for students to do 

anything but answer questions posed by the instructor. In other words, students had few 

opportunities to engage in a wider range of discourse options and pragmatic moves that may be 

beneficial to their learning and demonstrate their classroom interactional competence. Dolce 

designed an intervention for two instructors focused on the relationship between classroom 

interaction patterns and learning, on one hand, and strategies for expanding the range of discourse 

options available to their students, on the other. To do so, Dolce integrated video analysis software 

as part of the intervention. The instructors would watch recordings of classroom interactions and 

code the data for teacher and student turn types. These tasks made interactional patterns visible to 

the instructors, who were then able to develop strategies that would help them foster a classroom 

environment in which students could initiate topics and new sequences and where interaction was 

not a series of teacher-student dialogues (e.g., students could respond to each other, not just to the 

instructor). 

Figure 2 is a screenshot of one such task. The video recording appears at the top of the 

screen, and at the bottom, there are two codes, or labels: 1) teacher turns at talk and 2) student 

turns at talk. The instructors watched these videos and coded when and for how long the teacher 

or a student was talking by pressing the letter ‘a’ key (teacher) or ‘b’ key (student) on the computer 

keyboard. The result is a visualization of turn-taking patterns aligned with the video recording’s 

waveform. In this particular example, taken from the first intervention meeting, the interaction is 

dominated by the teacher in the video, and student contributions are relatively short responses to 
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teacher questions, which is typical in IRF interaction. Dolce also used this software to analyze 

recordings of the teachers in the classroom after intervention meetings in order to prepare feedback 

for them and to trace the development of their classroom interactional competence (Walsh, 2011) 

over the course of a semester. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.  Screenshot of video analysis (Dolce, 2019). 

 

Figure 3 shows the trichotomy between teaching, assessing, and researching as these 

activities were mediated by video analysis technology in Dolce’s (2019) study. In the upper-left 

part of the figure is the teaching activity—namely, raising the instructor’s awareness of 

interactional patterns and an expanded range of discourse options for the classroom through video 

analysis tasks. In the upper-right part of the figure is the assessing activity—Dolce used the same 

video analysis technology that mediated teaching to assess changes in classroom interaction 

patterns as evidenced in video recordings of post-intervention class meetings and to provide 

feedback to the instructors. At the bottom of the figure is the researching activity—investigating 

the construction of learning opportunities in the CFL classroom in relation to patterns of 

interaction, the analysis of which Dolce carried out using the video analysis software also used in 

teaching and assessing. 
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Figure 3. The trichotomy in Dolce (2019). 

 

Dolce’s study is interesting from the perspective of a praxis orientation to teaching, 

assessing, and researching pragmatics in L2 contexts for several reasons. First, the work was 

carried out in a real-world educational context. Consequently, the outcomes of the study were 

directly relevant to the context they were meant to inform. Second, Dolce’s goal was to intervene 

to improve CFL education by developing the instructors’ classroom interactional competence and 

expanding the range of discourse options available to students. Because it was carried out in a real-

world educational context, his work had the potential to immediately benefit the instructors and 

students who were participating in the study. Third, Dolce’s work contributes to theory because 

he was able to demonstrate how classroom learning opportunities are linked to patterns of 

interaction, not through simple hands-off observation but because, through the intervention, he set 

in motion the phenomena he was interested in studying. 

We can also see how the three currents of mediation in L2 pragmatics work are interwoven 

in Dolce (2019) and mediated by the use of a single technological tool—video analysis software. 

Expert assistance features in the various intervention meetings where Dolce and the instructors 

used the video analysis software to collaboratively analyze recordings of classroom interaction. 

While the instructors took the lead in coding the data, Dolce mediated their use of the software 

and of course provided expert guidance on noticing interaction patterns. In addition, these 

interventions involved data-driven learning—essentially using a corpus of classroom interaction 

as well as recordings of their own teaching to make visible relevant patterns of interaction and 

strategies for expanding discourse options for students. Finally, the video analysis software 

assisted in materializing classroom discourse and conversation analysis concepts (e.g., IRF, 

sequence initiation and expansion) that Dolce introduced to the instructors as waveform-aligned 
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codes (see Figure 2), which assisted the instructors in appropriating them in ways that transformed 

their approach to organizing interactions in their classrooms. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has focused on the ways the Vygotskian concept of mediation has been invoked 

in technology-enhanced L2 pragmatics research and the potential for a praxis-orientation to the 

trichotomy of teaching, assessing, and researching activities in which technology mediates 

between the three components. Of course, as Kern (2014) reminds us, technologies 

“simultaneously [present] promise and challenges” (p. 341) for language education. Here, I will 

sketch out a limited number of future directions that seem promising for mediating L2 pragmatics 

teaching, assessing, and researching activities through technology as well as discussing some of 

the challenges associated with using technology in our work. 

One area in need of further elaboration is the role that various technologies play in 

mediating pragmatic competencies, including context-sensitive expectations for language use and 

judgments of appropriateness. This is because while technology-driven forms of communication 

certainly offer advantages (e.g., connecting interlocutors across large distances), they are also 

subject to cultures of use (Thorne, 2003) and context-dependent discursive practices that may or 

may not always transfer to other contexts of communication. Indeed, this was a challenge faced 

by Ballesteros Soria (2022) in her doctoral work examining the development of interactional 

repertoires among L2 Spanish learners, which was conducted during the Spring 2020 semester. 

While the study began in a face-to-face classroom context, the COVID-19 pandemic forced her to 

pivot to Zoom. One consequence of this shift was that many of the interactive practices for turn 

allocation that were a focus of the study became irrelevant in a Zoom context because they relied 

on physical co-presence (e.g., directing one’s gaze to or pointing at an interlocutor to allocate a 

next turn) (see also Kern, 2014). Ballesteros Soria and her students had to develop a new repertoire 

of context-relevant practices that might seem unnatural in face-to-face contexts (e.g., always using 

an interlocutor’s name to nominate them as next speaker). 

Another key direction for future work is in developing remote/mobile tools that are 

responsive to learner needs and/or can adapt to some extent at least to learner performances on 

tasks. Computerized dynamic assessment of pragmatic competence (Qin, 2018; Qin & van 

Compernolle, 2021) and iCALL (Ai, 2017; Ai & Lu, 2018) can serve as models, as can some 

preliminary work designing online and mobile applications to teach pragmatics concepts (van 

Compernolle, 2018, 2019). A challenge of this work, however, is how technologies may limit the 

kinds of learning tasks that are feasible to complete without some kind of human intervention (e.g., 

for scoring or providing feedback). For instance, so far, the online and mobile learning tasks 

included in the studies cited in this chapter have been based on multiple choice formats because 

they offer a relatively straightforward way to preprogram mediation and adaptation to learner 

performance. There is, of course, no inherent problem with such tasks. However, we should be 
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cognizant of their limitations and avoid the temptation to rely solely on multiple-choice (and 

similar limited-response type) tasks simply because they are convenient, which would risk 

excluding from our work sources of data (e.g., naturalistic speech in face-to-face contexts) that are 

important for our object of study. Even natural language processing and artificial intelligence 

applications, while promising, are not without limitations. Thus, approaches to L2 pragmatics 

teaching, assessing, and researching would do well to integrate both technology-mediated and non-

tech/human mediated practices. 

Finally, I would like to circle back to the basic notion of praxis and the importance of 

conducting research in real-world educational contexts that seeks to improve these contexts while 

investigating questions that are relevant to theory building. This is a tall order, and it is certainly a 

complex issue, so perhaps it is best to think of it as an aspirational goal while we take small steps 

in the right direction. But small steps are important. We can begin simply by asking ourselves the 

following questions: What do learners need? How can we intervene to improve their educational 

context? How can such an intervention inform research on pragmatic development? How might 

technology mediate our teaching, assessing, and researching practices in a positive way? If we 

continue to ask these questions as we design our praxis-oriented investigations into L2 pragmatic 

development, we have the potential to have a transformative effect on our students, our educational 

contexts, and our field of study. 
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