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ABSTRACT 
 

Recent progress in the discipline of computer applications such as the advent of web-

based communication, afforded by the Web 2.0, has paved the way for novel applications in 

language learning, namely, social networking. Social networking has challenged the area of 

Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) to expand its research palette in order to account for 

the way individuals engage in processes of learning and socialization, the way they interact, and 

the way they construct and perform their identities. With this in mind, it is necessary to examine 

the new material conditions, social arrangements, and the communicational landscape of Social 

Networking Sites (SNS). This study focuses on SNSs for language learning (SNSLL) and 

examines the particular case of Busuu. Drawing on theoretical tenets of sociocultural and 

ecological approaches combined with multimodal social semiotics, this research aims to analyze 

the views of language and learning that are enacted through the semiotic design of Busuu. It also 

purports to examine the types of identities wherein users are positioned through the 

compositional elements of this participatory online environment. The research design is informed 

by the principles of a qualitative case study and autoethnographic research. The data collected 

for this study consist of documentary information obtained from Busuu and the autoethnographic 

accounts of the researcher, who participated as a member of the Busuu community for 10 weeks. 

Results indicate that overall Busuu is an ecological system composed of sub-systems of nested 

views about language, learning, and users in which multiple timescales, spatiotemporal, and 

discursive resonances of various theories work in synergy. Thus, the semiotic spaces of Busuu 

combine structural, interactional and ecological views of language. Similarly, Busuu crystalizes 

views of learning that echo behaviorist, cognitivist, and constructivist theories. The website 



11 
 

 
 

enacts different identities, positioning users as learners and teachers/tutors who are members of 

an imagined community. The study draws implications about the need for theoretical coherence 

and pedagogical alignment among the different components of the language curriculum (e.g. 

language and learning views, instructional activities) of Social Networking Sites for Language 

Learning. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Second language education has been greatly impacted by the myriad of possible 

pedagogical applications that have originated from the thrust of technological advancements. 

Recent progress in the discipline of computer applications such as the advent of social media, 

afforded by Web 2.0, has paved the way for novel applications in second language acquisition 

(SLA). Social media has brought new concerns to SLA and particularly Computer Assisted 

Language Learning (CALL), since online interaction has redefined the way individuals engage in 

processes of learning and socialization, the way they interact, and the way they construct and 

perform their identities. In view of this, the area of CALL and within it Computer Mediated 

Communication (CMC) have been pressed to expand their research palette in order to account 

for the new material conditions, social arrangements, and communicational landscape of 

participatory online environments (Levy & Stockwell, 2006; Donaldson & Haggstrom, 2006; 

Kern, 2006; Arnold & Ducate, 2006; Blyth, 2008; Evans, 2009; McBride, 2009; Warschauer, 

2010; Dooly & Hauck, 2012; Zourou, 2013). CMC has given birth to several areas of inquiry 

including social networking, online communities, mobile communication, and gaming, inter alia, 

(Thorne, 2008, 2010; Blyth, 2008; Blake, 2008, 2011; Garrett, 2009). In particular, the areas of 

social networking along with communities have gained ground significantly.  

Social networking has branched out into several domains (Boyd & Ellison, 2008; 

Lankshear & Knobel, 2008) one of which is language teaching and learning (Lomicka & Lord, 

2009; McBride, 2009; Blake, 2013). Traditional language learning websites anchored in Web 1.0 

technology have migrated to the interactive semiotic spaces afforded by Web 2.0 by adopting 

various tools characteristic of the social web such as forums, chats, and networking capabilities 
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(O'Reilly, 2005; Warschauer & Grimes, 2007). Some of these websites have adopted features of 

well-known Social Networking Sites (SNS) (e.g. Facebook), namely, aspects of the website 

design and the concept of community. To distinguish these types of language learning websites 

from regular SNSs, some scholars have called them Social Networking Sites for Language 

Learning (SNSLL) (Liu et al., 2013; Gruba & Clark, 2013; Harrison, 2013). Examples of 

SNSLLs include Livemocha, Palabea, Lang-8, Voxswap, and Busuu, the latter being the focus of 

research in this study. The first SNSLLs appeared on the language teaching scene in 2007, and 

since then many others have been created.  

SNSLLs have raised a myriad of theoretical and methodological questions concerning 

their use and efficiency for language teaching and learning (Brick, 2011a; Jee & Park, 200; Clark 

& Gruba, 2010; Liaw, 2011) as well as their researchability (Zourou, 2013). Research is still 

scant if we bear in mind the semiotic complexity of such participatory online environments. 

Conducting research on SNSLLs is not only problematic because of issues of access but also 

because of the need to integrate other theoretical and methodological frameworks that 

traditionally have been alien to CALL/CMC. For example, Kern (2006) states that areas such as 

systemic functional linguistics, ethnographic research methodology, and semiotic theories are 

called on to play more active roles in computer mediated research. Other scholars agree with 

Kern and  advocate for theoretical models that permit the examination of language and learning 

in a more heuristic and comprehensive way (van Lier, 2004; Lam & Kramsch, 2003, Lafford, 

2009; Reinhardt, 2012). In this regard, CALL/CMC has made significant strides in enlarging the 

scope of interactional and sociocultural approaches (see Blyth, 2008; Reinhardt, 2012) with the 

intersection of semiotic theories and ecological views of language. One of the aims of this study, 
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as will be seen below, is to bring together theoretical and methodological insights from diverse 

areas of CMC and SLA in order to enlarge and enrich the work on SNSLLs.  

Of the three theoretical and methodological frameworks that Kern (2006) mentions 

above, semiotic theory is one of the perspectives that has received insufficient attention in 

CALL/CMC. One of the criticisms arising from multimodal social semiotics is that despite the 

multimodal nature of semiotic interaction and semiotic spaces, research on language and 

communication still favors typographic and verbocentric modes of meaning making (Lankshear, 

Peters & Knobel, 2002; Kress, 2003; Jewitt, 2005; Cloonan, 2010). Multimodal social semiotics 

(van Leeuwen, 2005; Lemke, 2006, Baldry & Thibault, 2006; Jewitt, 2009c; Kress, 2010) offers 

a host of theoretical principles and procedures that can contribute to better understand the 

multimodal textuality of CMC  (Thorne, 2008; Warschauer & Kern, 2000; Chapelle, 2001; Kern, 

2006; Egbert & Petrie, 2005; Hampel & Hauck, 2006;Levy & Stockwell, 2006; Dooly & Hauck, 

2012; Hampel & Stickler, 2012). The multimodal socio-semiotic perspective articulates well 

with the ecological perspective of CALL/CMC because they both view language as semiosis and 

meaning making as the result of multiple interconnected spatiotemporal dimensions (e.g. social, 

cultural, historical, psychological, and environmental). As suggested in the ecological model, this 

study draws on ethnographic work because it allows researcher to examine phenomena from 

multidimensional axes and from an emic perspective.  Thus, this study makes a contribution by 

beginning a transdisciplinary conversation among the areas of CALL/CMC, multimodal social 

semiotics, and the ecological approach.  

Most studies on SNSLLs focus on how learners use the website (e.g. Stevenson & Liu, 

2010; Brick, 2011a; Jee & Park, 2009; Liaw, 2011); nevertheless, little attention has been given 
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to the semiotic design of NSNSLLs and their impact on what people do, how people do things, 

how people construct worldviews, and how people construct or negotiate their identities within 

the semiotic space. In doing so, I draw on what several scholars have claimed, that social and 

material contexts condition and structure meaning making (van Lier, 2004; Block, 2007a,b; 

2013; Bezemer & Kress, 2008; Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; Kress, 2010, 2013; Norton & Toohey, 

2011; Jewitt, 2013). In the environment of a website, the primary social and semantic context is 

afforded by the semiotic design (compositional elements) of the website. In this way, the 

interaction of the different textual modes of these virtual sites such as hyperlinks, video, audio, 

images and linguistic text constitute the blueprint upon which language learning and teaching, 

cultural exchange, and identity construction develops.  Overall, looking at the various semiotic 

resources afforded by spaces of communication and interaction seems to be the starting point if 

we are to understand how meaning making takes place in the current communication habitats 

(Jewitt, 2003; Hampel, 2003; Hampel & Hauck, 2006). 

At the educational level, one asset of this study is that it provides information about the 

pedagogical suitability of SNSLLs and in particular Busuu. This study focuses on three 

significant dimensions of language teaching in this virtual environment: language, learning, and 

learners.  The decision to focus on these three dimensions is inspired by Richards and Rodgers’ 

(2001) framework. In their curricular model, the authors describe three overarching components: 

an approach that comprises a view of language and a view of learning; a design that includes 

syllabus model, objectives of the instructional method, the roles of the students and the teacher, 

and materials; and a procedure dealing with classroom techniques and activities. In turn, the 

choice to explore the dimensions of language and learning are based on the premise that the 
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assumptions and beliefs about language and learning should be the point of departure for the 

language curriculum and should be consistent with the elements of design and procedure 

(Richards & Rodgers, 2001). What this implies is that in examining or designing curriculum, 

these two dimensions are determinant if we want to look at the other elements that intervene in 

teaching (e.g. procedure, materials). The idea of focusing on the users and how they are 

positioned in different roles lies in the fact that SNSLLs like Busuu design complex systems of 

representation because their curricular programs are tailored to transnational, multicultural, 

multi-age, and multilevel learners.  Taken together, the three dimensions emphasized in this 

study aim to shed light on the potentials of Busuu —and in general similar SNSLLs— to 

promote language learning and socialization. This study thus points out pedagogical implications 

about the design of instructional materials for language learning in virtual environments.  

This dissertation is organized in the form of three articles, each one independently 

addressing one of the three dimensions outlined above. The first article (chapter 2) sets out to 

answer the question: What does the semiotic design of Busuu tell us about the nature of language 

as understood through the new SNSs for language learning? In order to approach this question, a 

thorough review of the literature about previous studies that feature SNSLLs and multimodality 

is presented. After defining the grounding concepts arising from CALL/CMC: SNSLLs and 

ecology, I present a substantive discussion about theories of language, drawing on the general 

field of linguistics, SLA, and applied linguistics. This section is followed by methods where the 

epistemological foundation of the study is discussed, emphasizing the plurality of qualitative 

approaches that undergird ecological and multimodal studies. The section of findings examines 

different semiotic spaces of Busuu and combines insights from the analysis with data from the 
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autoethnography written by the researcher. To determine views of language, elements such as the 

type of syllabus, examples of learning activities, and the Language Garden of Busuu are 

scrutinized. The discussion section examines the findings in the light of the general theoretical 

trends in CALL/CMC, focusing on the elements that make Busuu an ecological space. This 

article ends with a conclusion that combines pedagogical implications regarding the quality of 

material design and pedagogical coherence within Busuu’s curricular proposal.  

The second article (chapter 3) of this dissertation focuses on language learning and 

departs from the research question: What are the views of learning that underlie the semiotic 

design of Busuu? The first section of the paper reviews the scant research on SNSLLs. The 

theoretical framework revisits the stages of CALL/CMC and how they have all affiliated with 

learning theories accruing from the general field of SLA. The methods section describes the 

characteristics of case studies and the relevance of ethnographic approaches, which are favored 

due to the limitations of access in online research. Unlike the first article, this paper intersperses 

findings and discussion with the intention of providing immediate insight into data description.  

This section addresses the concept of community that is pervasive in Busuu. In doing so, several 

interfaces of the website are analyzed demonstrating theoretical and design contradictions in the 

views of learning that ground activity and interaction on Busuu. This paper finishes with some 

reflections and implications about the type of learning that is fostered in Busuu. Some 

recommendations are discussed in terms of finding theoretical balance and improving semiotic 

spaces that contribute better to language development.   

The third article (chapter 4) that completes this dissertation is titled: Framing users’ 

identity through semiotic designs on social networking sites for language learning, and deals 
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with the ways users are positioned within Busuu. Instead of using the term ‘roles’, as I had 

initially planned, I adopt a category that better describes this phenomenon, namely, ‘positioning’ 

as proposed by Langenhove and Harré (1999). This term enriches and expands the concept of 

roles because adopting a role or being assigned a role is an act of positioning. The paper 

develops a different structure in regards to the presentation of the background and the theoretical 

concepts, presented as two different sections in the preceding articles. The intention is to 

integrate the presentation of grounding concepts and the literature review. Therefore, concepts 

such as identity, imagined communities and CMC interweave with reports about research 

experiences concerning identity in general SNS and SNSLLs. The methods section emphasizes 

the potential of ethnographic research, especially when the topic of inquiry connects with 

identity.  The presentation of results is intertwined with elements of discussion. Due to the 

complexity of analyzing various semiotic spaces of Busuu and in the interest of providing a 

deeper disquisition, I concentrate on the Profile page of Busuu and when necessary bring in other 

examples from the semiotic design of Busuu to describe the multiple user positions fostered by 

the website through its semiotic design.   This last article closes with a discussion of the two 

major conclusions of the study and a call to expand research of SNSLLs due to the complexity 

that underlies negotiating identity and developing agency on these sites of transnational 

interaction.   

The last section (chapter 5 and 6) of this dissertation brings together the three articles. It 

reviews the main findings and goes on to discuss the main epistemological and theoretical and 

pedagogical implications of language learning and teaching on SNSLLs. It emphasizes the need 

to expand multimodal research in the areas of CALL/CMC and more particularly the limitations 
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of conducting research on SNSLLs based on various drawbacks arising from the complex 

structure of the research site, access to participants, and data. This section also tackles the several 

areas that need further exploration within the studies on SNSLLs.  
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CHAPTER 2: LANGUAGE VIEWS ON SOCIAL NETWORKING SITES FOR 

LANGUAGE LEARNING: THE CASE OF BUSUU 

Introduction 

Technological applications to education have raised different queries regarding teaching 

methodologies, learning processes, and the roles assigned to educational stakeholders. In 

particular, second language education has been impacted by the myriad of possible pedagogical 

applications that the technological era has brought. Recent progress in computer science such as 

the advent of web-based communication, afforded by the Web 2.0, has paved the way for novel 

applications in language learning, namely, social networking. As a trend social networking has 

branched out into several domains (Boyd & Ellison, 2008; Lankshear & Knobel, 2008) including 

language teaching and learning (Lomicka & Lord, 2009; McBride, 2009; Blake, 2013). 

Traditional language learning websites anchored in Web 1.0 have started to migrate to the 

interactive semiotic spaces afforded by Web 2.0 by adopting various tools characteristic of the 

social web such as forums or networking capabilities. On the other hand, since 2007 a new 

generation of language learning websites (e.g. Busuu, Livemocha, Palabea, Lang-8, and 

Voxswap), based on Web 2.0 technology, has emerged. These new learning environments, 

known as Social Networking Sites for Language Learning (SNSLL) (Liu et al., 2013; Gruba & 

Clark, 2013; Harrison, 2013), have attracted a new wave of language learners that look for 

alternative possibilities for language learning and social interaction.     

The development of social networking interfaces has posed new challenges to 

CALL/CMC and has led scholars to advocate for new ways to think about and carry out research 

on computers and language learning (Chapelle, 1997; Bax 2003; Kern, Ware & Warschauer, 
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2004; Egbert & Petrie, 2005; Levy & Stockwell, 2006; Donaldson & Haggstrom, 2006; Kern, 

2006; Arnold & Ducate, 2006; Blyth, 2008; McBride, 2009; Warschauer, 2010; Dooly & Hauck, 

2012; Zourou, 2013). In this regard, Kern (2006) lists three approaches that have begun to gain 

ground in the computer application and language learning area, namely: systemic functional 

linguistics, ethnographic research methodology, and semiotic theories. Along with Kern’s 

categories, several scholars (van Lier, 2004; Lam & Kramsch, 2003; Lafford, 2009) have pointed 

out the necessity of adopting models that allow the study of language use and language learning 

in a more comprehensive way, with the intention of broadening the scope of cognitive and 

sociocultural approaches. As a result, attention has turned toward ecological perspectives (van 

Lier, 2003, 2004) and their semiotic view of communication.   

Of the three theoretical and methodological frameworks that Kern mentions above, 

semiotic theory is one of the perspectives that has received scant attention in CMC, despite its 

multiple strengths and capabilities to shed light on different phenomena in the changing 

communication landscape of the web. Within the different semiotic approaches, multimodal 

social semiotics (van Leeuwen, 2005; Lemke, 2006; Baldry & Thibault, 2006; Jewitt, 2009a; 

Kress, 2010) offers a host of theoretical principles and procedures in order to better understand 

the multimodal textuality of CMC  (Thorne, 2008; Warschauer & Kern, 2000; Chapelle, 2001; 

Kern, 2006; Egbert & Petrie, 2005; Hampel & Hauck, 2006; Levy & Stockwell, 2006; Dooly & 

Hauck, 2012; Hampel & Stickler, 2012). Likewise the ecological perspective as proposed by van 

Lier (2003, 2004) articulates well with the social semiotic perspective in that they both view 

language as semiosis and meaning making in general as the result of multiple interconnected 

spatiotemporal dimensions (e.g. social, cultural, historical, psychological, environmental).  This 
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study intends to contribute to the limited literature that has attempted to bring together the areas 

of CALL/CMC, multimodal social semiotics, and the ecological approach. Thus, this study sheds 

light on how the interaction of the different textual modes of the web such as hyperlinks, video, 

audio, images, and linguistic text create new ecologies of language learning and teaching, 

cultural exchange and identity construction among others. In particular, this study will focus on 

how Busuu, a well-known Social Networking Site for Language Learning (SNSLL), through its 

affordances and semiotic design contribute to meaning-making processes that generate particular 

representations of the nature of language.  

As will be seen below, there is no substantial research on Busuu and SNSLLs in general 

(Zourou, 2013), let alone studies that explore how language is represented through the semiotic 

resources of participatory online environments. Thus, if we are to understand the language 

learning practices that users engage with, it is necessary to understand the various meaning-

making resources that computer applications provide (Jewitt, 2003; Hampel, 2003; Hampel & 

Hauck, 2006). Meaning-making resources affect greatly the way language learning happens 

because the semiotic design of resources materializes theoretical and practical foundations of 

language and language learning. This was made clear by Anthony  (1963) and later by Richards 

and Rodgers  (2001), who  suggested that establishing the nature of language and learning is 

pivotal to curricular design (syllabus model, objectives of instructional method, the roles of the 

students and teacher, and materials) and procedure (classroom techniques and activities). For 

them, the assumptions and beliefs about language and learning should be the point of departure 

for the language curriculum and should be consistent with the elements of design and procedure.  

In this article, though, the locus of interest is the assumptions and beliefs about language that 
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underlie Busuu, a well-known SNSLLs.  This paper, thus, intends to answer the following 

research question: 

What does the semiotic design of Busuu tell us about the nature of language as understood 

through the new social networking sites for language learning? 

  In what follows, I present a background of the study of SNSLL in the areas of 

CALL/CMC and multimodal studies.  Following this, a description of the main tenets of 

multimodal social semiotics, the ecological view, and theories of language will be discussed. The 

third section of the article will tackle the research perspective assumed, and then findings will be 

presented as well as discussion and conclusions. 

 Social Network Sites vs. Social Networking Sites for Language Learning  

Important distinctions need to be made between social network sites and social 

networking sites. The main distinction lies in the emphasis and scope of the words ‘network’ and 

‘networking’ (Boyd & Ellison, 2008; Zourou, 2012). Social network sites such as Facebook 

emphasize communication between people who are already members of an offline social 

network (Haythornthwaite, 2005; Ofcom, 2008; Subralnnanyam, Reich, Waechter & Espinoza, 

2008). On the other hand, networking focuses on relationship initiation with members of an 

online community (Boyd & Ellison, 2008). While networking sometimes takes hold in social 

network sites (see Reinhardt & Chen, 2013), it is not often the main goal of these sites. Thus, 

language learning websites such as Busuu will be conceptualized as social networking sites 

(SNS) since members of the community engage in practices of networking by connecting with 

people from their own or other cultures with whom they typically do not have any offline tie 

(Harrison & Thomas, 2009). Equally, although the main purpose of communities such as 
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MySpace or Facebook is not educational, the reader will find below that they have been used for 

pedagogical purposes in different areas of the curriculum. For this reason, in this study two types 

of virtual environments will be differentiated. The first group, social network sites, includes 

Facebook and other similar sites; the second group, designed with the purpose of language 

learning as the main goal, will be referred to as social networking sites [for language learning] 

(SNSLLs).  

Despite the differences in scope and purpose between SNS and SNSLL, a great 

resemblance exists between them as far as the structure and characteristics of the websites’ 

interface. According to Boyd and Ellison (2008), in general a SNS is a web-based service “that 

allow[s] individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) 

articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their 

list of connections and those made by others within the system” (p. 211). Not only do SNSLLs 

allow users to create a public profile and a profile matching facility or ‘friending’ system, but 

also provide courses for different languages organized in levels, free and premium learning 

materials, interactive activities that among others include pronunciation, vocabulary learning, 

dialog repetition, listening comprehension, reading comprehension, translation, peer correction, a 

video chat tool, and a reward system (Liaw, 2011; Brick, 2011 a, b,).  

 Research on SNSLL is still incipient (Clark & Gruba, 2010; Liaw, 2011; Zourou, 2013) 

and concentrates mostly on issues of usability. For example, Stevenson and Liu’s (2010) study of 

the usability of Livemocha, Palabea and Babbel found that, despite the affordances of the Web 

2.0 technologies, users felt more comfortable using traditional Web 1.0 interfaces and that 

shortcomings in technical usability affected the users’ willingness to return to the websites. 
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Similar results have been reported by several authors (Brick, 2011a; Jee & Park, 2009; Street 

Smart Language Learning, 2010; Liaw, 2011), who show that the practice of oral skills with 

native speakers and the immediate feedback provided by other users were the most appreciated 

features of SNSLLs as opposed to the quality and pedagogical usability of learning materials and 

contents. Research on social and identity formation in Livemocha indicates that social bonding 

and intimacy require time to mature (Harrison & Thomas, 2009) and that the users’ profile is at 

stake in the negotiation of roles, social behaviors, identity management, and language learning 

(Harrison, 2013). Clark & Gruba’s (2010) auto-ethnographic study found that, although 

Livemocha generated motivation by stimulating a sense of community, flaws in the design of the 

website and learning activities developed into frustration and demotivation. The issue of 

motivation was explored by Lin and Warschauer (2011), who looked at the extrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation of users of Livemocha. Although Lin (2012) and Chotel  (2012, 2013) found 

limitations in developing communicative competence on Livemocha and Busuu respectively, 

other studies point favorably to  the increase of learners’ willingness to communicate (Lloyd, 

2012) and the potential for  learners’ socialization, pragmatic development (Gonzalez, 2013; 

Malerba, 2012), and cultural engagement (Loiseau & Zourou, 2012).  

From a pedagogical point of view, Chotel and Mangeno (2011) established that learners’ 

autonomy on SNSLLs “is rather taken for granted… than really developed through [their] 

activities and communication tools” (p. 1). Others have pointed out the tensions that arise on 

SNSLLs such as Babbel, Busuu and Livemocha as regards the reproduction of traditional 

language learning views and resources (Potolia, Loiseau & Zourou, 2011), roles assigned to 

users, pedagogical models, and content organization (Loiseau, Potolia & Zourou, 2011). Pélissier 
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and Ootb (2012) conclude that SNSLLs embody both formal and informal learning contexts in a 

complementary way, a finding that was also supported by Liu et al. (2013) in a study with 

university students. The area of assessment has been tackled by Gruba and Clark (2013), who 

focus on the formative types of assessment that intend to foster learning through immediate 

feedback. Potoli and Zourou (2013) also did research on feedback and discuss the collective, 

public and informal nature of it. Accordingly the quality of feedback lies mainly in the personal 

commitment and motivation of users of SNSLLs.   

Multimodal Social Semiotics and CMC 

The concept of social semiotics emerged from the work of Halliday (1978, 1986 with 

Hasan) and his functional view of language in which texts need to be seen as contextually 

situated signs. Social semiotics delves into problems of social meaning and describes and 

explains the “process and structures through which meaning is constituted” (Hodge & Kress, 

1988, p. 2). In this view all uses of language are forms of social action and communication is 

inherently multimodal (Lemke, 1989; Kaltenbacher, 2004; Jewitt, 2009b; Kress & van Leeuwen, 

2001; van Leeuwen, 2004; Kress, 2010). The concept of multimodality “describes approaches 

that understand communication and representation to be more than about language, and which 

attend to the full range of communicational forms people use —image, gesture, gaze, posture and 

so on— and the relationships between them” (Jewitt, 2009b, p. 14). This is certainly the case of 

socially oriented software where —contrary to the traditional linearity of texts— visual, spatial, 

auditory, and linguistic features conflate to make meaning in a non-linear fashion (Martinec & 

van Leeuwen, 2009; Baldry & Thibault, 2006).   
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Of the several theoretical constructs that have accrued from multimodal approaches (Jewitt, 

2009c; O’Halloran & Smith (2011), this study will mainly draw on mode, design and 

intersemiotic relationships. Modes are semiotic resources for meaning making; they are 

historically, culturally and socially shaped and allow multiple realizations of discourses and 

types of semiotic interactions (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001; van Leeuwen, 2005; Kress, 2009; 

Kress, 2010; Jewitt, 2006). Semiotic modes make use of mediums — tools or material 

resources— through which discourses are instantiated; thus, a medium can be a musical 

instrument, ink, paper, a camera, etc. Cope and Kalantzis (2009) have determined the following 

modes of communication: Written language, oral language, visual representation, audio 

representation, tactile representation, gestural representation, and spatial representation.  

Design refers to the motifs behind “choosing modes for representation, and the framing for 

that representation” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 45). It constitutes the blueprint of what 

would become an entity, an artifact, or an event that will be produced or executed by someone. 

In other words, design describes both the active process of meaning making through semiotic 

resources, and the organizational structure that stems from the act of designing. The distribution 

of meanings emerging across modes of communication is known as intersemiotic relationships 

(Jewitt, 2009a). Intersemiotic relationships are established through different mechanisms such as 

semiotic cohesion, adaptation, mixing, and juxtaposition of semiotic resources across modes 

(Royce, 1998). 

There are various approaches to understanding the relationship between CMC and 

multimodality. The first studies that combine multimodality with CMC mostly derive from the 

implementation of Lyceum, a synchronous audio-graphic (multimodal) environment at the Open 
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University. These studies explore online tuition via audio conferencing in distant education 

(Hampel, 2003; Hampel & Hauck, 2004), the design and implementation of tasks (Rosell-

Aguilar, 2005; Hampel, 2006 ), tutors’ impressions (Rosell-Aguilar, 2006 ) and their roles 

(Rosell-Aguilar, 2007; Vetter, 2004 ), oral production (Lamy, 2006; Chanier, Vetter, Betbeder & 

Reffay, 2006; Vetter  & Chanier, 2006), communication strategies (Jeannot, Vetter & Chanier, 

2006), issues of  research methodology (Lamy, 2006, 2007; Betbeder, Ciekanski, Greffier, 

Reffay, & Chanier, 2007, also Guichon & McLornan, 2008),  and the role of multimodal 

communication in CMC-based language teaching and learning (Hampel  & Baber, 2003; Hampel 

& Hauck, 2006; Chanier & Vetter, 2006; Lamy & Flewitt, 2011; Lamy, 2012a, b; Regine & 

Ursula, 2012). Similar studies (Hauck & Youngs, 2008; Collentine, 2009; Shih, 2009) have 

examined the multimodal nature of online tasks and the benefits of modality switching in 

enhancing writing participation in telecollaboration environments (Ciekanski & Chanie, 2008). 

Hampel and Stickler (2012) seek to identify effects of video conferencing to support multimodal 

interaction, concluding that teachers and learners adapt in different ways to the multimodal 

online environment (Cunningham, Beers, & Holmsten, 2010) and new communication strategies 

emerge in the process (Shih, 2014). Berglund (2009) reports, though, that in his study 

occasionally “students did not manage to fully act upon the communicative affordances of the 

tool” (p. 186). Moreno and Pérez (2009) use film as the prime example of a multimodal text in 

promoting oral interaction, while Codreanu and Combe (2013) and Satar (2013) study gesture 

and gaze in multimodal language learner interactions via desktop videoconferencing.  

A wealth of research documents two recent areas of CMC that situate multimodality in the 

realms of corpus studies and synthetic worlds. Most  research on the former stems from the  
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MUSE project (Multimodal contextualized Learner Corpus Exchange)  (Betbeder, Tissot, & 

Reffay, 2007; Noras, Reffay &, Betbeder, 2007) from  which  the LEarning & TEaching Corpus 

(LETEC) was designed, as an open source for sharing corpora and research data concerning 

collaborative online learning and teaching situations (Chanier & Ciekanski, 2010;  Reffay, 

Betbeder, & Chanier, 2012).  The research on synthetic worlds such as Second Life shows that 

students improve both in content and language knowledge following a Content and Language 

Integrated Learning approach (Wigham & Chanier, 2013a; Rodrigues, Wigham, Foucher, & 

Chanier, 2014). The research also suggests that the interaction  of verbal and non-verbal modes 

and the affordances of avatars develop multimodal awareness  (Ho, Nelson, & Müeller-Wittig, 

2011) and have an impact on the quantity of the students’ oral production (Wigham & Chanier, 

2013b), lexical intake (Rodriguez & Wigham, 2013), and corrective feedback (Wigham & 

Chanier, forthcoming). Finally, attention is turning toward the unexplored multimodal 

affordances of online gaming, which have raised interest because they  present  “a diverse  

tapestry of communicative activities unlikely to match what would be found in a classroom 

environment” (Zheng, Newgarden, & Young, 2012, p. 339). 

Ecological Approaches to CMC and Multimodal Social Semiotics 

 This study draws on elements from sociocultural approaches to CMC (Khalsa, Maloney-

Krichmar, & Kreeft, 2007; Thorne, 2008, 2010; Blyth, 2008; Blake, 2008, 2011; Reinhardt, 

2012) and its latest push toward an ecological model of language learning and teaching (Leather 

& van Dam, 2003; Lam & Kramsch, 2003; Blyth, 2008; van Lier, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2008; 

Kramsch & Steffensen, 2008; Kramsch, 2008; Lafford, 2009; Reinhardt, 2012). The general 

principles of sociocultural approaches and ecological views resonate with the underlying tenets 
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of multimodal studies regarding the semiotic view of language and communication and the focus 

on the dialogic relationship and interdependency between learners, symbolic artifacts, and 

situated practices in real-world contexts (van Lier, 2004, 2008, 2011; Lamy & Hampel, 2007). 

Reinhardt (2012) explains that under the ecological view “learning is dynamic, contingent, non-

linear, and self-organizing in nature, and systems of language use/learning emerge in nested 

patterns” (p. 64). Especially with the availability of new technology and Web 2.0 tools in the 

digital age, an ecological perspective views CMC as a locus of socialization and learning 

(Kramsch, 2002; Duranti, Ochs, & Schieffelin, 2012), which allows for the exploration of the 

interdisciplinary, multimodal, multiscalar semiotic practices among computer-mediated artifacts, 

individual learners, and their situated cognition and agency. 

 The ecological approach looks at language and learning as a complex system (Larsen-

Freeman, 1997, 2002, 2003; van Lier, 2004; Ellis & Larsen-Freeman, 2006, 2008; Verspoor, de 

Bot & Lowie, 2011). Different studies under this perspective have explored phenomena in 

various SLA contexts (e.g. van Lier, 2003; Leather & van Dame, 2003; Larsen-Freeman, 2006; 

Kramsch, 2002, 2008; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008; Ellis & Freeman, 2009). For example, in 

explaining patterns of language use among immigrants, Kramsch (2008) and Kramsch and 

Whiteside (2008) propose that language education must attend to the relativity and pluralistic 

nature of the self and the other, the simultaneity of time scales in which meaning making 

emerges, refracting elements from one context of language to another, and the open-endedness of 

identities and territorial belonging of individuals in ecological encounters. In the particular area 

of CMC, studies range from project-based learning (van Lier, 2003), virtual communities (Lam 
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& Kramsch, 2003; Reinhardt & Chen 2013) and telecollaboration (Shin, 2006; Darhower, 2008; 

Berglund, 2009) to online materials (Blyth, 2009) and discussion boards (Johnson, 2008). 

Theories of Language  

As mentioned above, establishing the nature of language is pivotal to the design of 

language teaching courses, programs, and materials (Richards & Rodgers, 2001) and, although 

not acknowledged, language educators operate under tacit views or theories of language (Stern, 

1983; van Lier, 1996, 2004). It is undeniable that the concept of language is at stake in applied 

linguistics, and thus, inquiring about its status in light of the new online textual habitats and 

language learning ecologies appears necessary.  Views of the nature of language have their roots 

in dominant linguistic paradigms and disciplines (Stern, 1983; Kolodkina & Bing Tan, 2008) of 

the 20th century. Richards and Rodgers (2001) identify three theoretical views of language. The 

first is the structural view which sees language as “a system of structurally related elements for 

the coding of meaning” (p. 20). By contrast the second view, the functional view, rather than 

focusing on the structural features of language, emphases the semantic and communicative 

functions of language. The third view, the interactional view, draws on interactional approaches 

to communication and conceives of language as “a vehicle for the realization of interpersonal 

relations and for the performance of social transactions between individuals” (p. 21).  

Along the same lines, other scholars (Malmkjær, 2002; van Lier, 2004; Kolodkina & 

Bing Tan, 2008) associate theories of language with three linguistic paradigms: structuralism, 

mainly associated with the views of Saussure and Bloomfield (European and American 

Structuralism), Generativism, proposed  by Chomsky, and Functionalism which emerged from 

the Firthian tradition and was further developed by Halliday. Other proposals (Graddol, 1993; 
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Kumaravadivelu, 2006), nevertheless, place Saussurian and  Chomskian’s view of language 

under the umbrella of Structuralism  because for both “[l]anguage is still an autonomous 

mechanism whose structure can be described and analyzed independently of the social contexts 

of its use” (Graddol, p. 7, also Waugh, Álvarez, Do, Michelson & Thomas, 2012). While 

Graddol’s (1993) tripartite classification comprises the structural model, the social model, and 

the postmodern model, Kumaravadivelu (2005) finds that language has been conceptualized as a 

system, as discourse and as ideology. For Graddol and Kumaravadivelu the invisibility of 

aspects of social context in structural approaches gave way in the late 60s to social or discursive 

perspectives  inspired by nascent sociolinguistic-oriented theories (Hymes, 1974), functional 

linguistics (Halliday) and speech acts (Searle, 1969).  Kumaravadivelu (2005) also agrees with 

Graddol (1993) in that an ideological perspective or a postmodern model of language echoes 

poststructural views. In the postmodern era scholars take a semiotic stance of signifying practices 

but question ideas about the stable structure of language and the reliability of human 

communication (Graddol, 1993). Poststructural views of language relate to ecological and 

complex understandings of language because “meaning-making activity … takes place in a 

complex network of complex systems that are interwoven amongst themselves as well as with all 

aspects of physical, social and symbolic worlds (van Lier, 2003, p. 53). In short, the great divide 

between the dominant theories of language, which have focused either on forms or functions, has 

been the role and status of context and the sociocultural dimension that informs and shapes 

meaning making.  
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RESEARCH DESIGN 

            To investigate the question of what concepts of language underline the semiotic design of 

Busuu, a series of methodological approaches were adopted.  Elements from the sociocultural, 

ecological and multimodal perspectives illuminate the analytic framework of this study because 

these three approaches share similar ontological and epistemological foundations. They are 

informed by constructivist and critical realist paradigms which claim that at the ontological level 

reality is shaped by the conjunction of historical and local events that respond to social, cultural, 

political, economic and ethnic values, while at the epistemological level knowledge construction 

arises from the transactional, subjectivist and dialogic relationship between the investigator and 

the respondents or phenomenon under inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Ecological research 

emphasizes process over product (Lafford, 2009) and draws on discourse analysis and other 

descriptive and interpretative types of analyses such as ethnography and case studies to account 

for social phenomena from an emic standpoint (Leather & van Dam, 2003; van Lier, 2004).  

In step with the above methodological considerations, a descriptive and explanatory case 

study was adopted (Yin, 1994; Tellis, 1997) along with auto-ethnographic narrative (Reed-

Danahay, 1997; Ellis, 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 2000).  A case study  “is a problem to be studied, 

which will reveal an in-depth understanding of a “case” or bounded system, which involves 

understanding an event, activity, process, or one or more individuals” (Creswell, 2002, p. 61). 

Busuu constitutes the case to study with the aim to understand the workings of the communities 

of SNSLLs and the processes of meaning making enacted through their semiotic design and their 

affordances. The case study not only attempts to provide a descriptive account of this 

phenomenon, but also to develop conceptual categories, as proposed in grounded theory (Strauss 
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& Corbin, 1990). One way to provide a thick description (Geertz, 1973) of Busuu as a language 

learning community is by using ethnographic research. I decided to write an autoethnography in 

order to make better sense of the ways language is portrayed on Busuu, based on my own 

learning experience and the uses of the affordances of the website interface. An autoethnography 

“features concrete action, emotion, embodiment, self-consciousness, and introspection portrayed 

in dialogue, scenes, characterization, and plot” (Ellis, 2004; p. xix) through which the subjective 

experience of the researcher becomes an intrinsic part of research (Anderson, 2006). For 

example, recently Gruba and Clark (2013; see also Clark & Gruba, 2010) conducted an 

autoethnographic study to inquire about the assessment practices of three SNSLLs (Livemocha, 

Busuu and Babbel). The authors reflect that interpreting their own experiences and data 

reflexively contributed to extending their understanding of language learning communities. Their 

findings also suggest along with Anderson (2006) that the approach served to provide theoretical 

illumination of the topic under scrutiny. 

Data Collection and Analyses  

           The data of this study consists of documentary materials, Busuu (http://www.busuu.com/), 

and the researcher’s (auto) ethnographic accounts. The documentary materials provided 

information obtained from publications such as news, statistics, evaluations, and descriptions of 

the website. Additionally I focused on the Busuu blog (http://blog.busuu.com/) that provides 

constant information about the new features and statistics of Busuu. Nevertheless, the primary 

source of data was the Busuu website. Busuu falls within the group of SNSLLs because it 

provides opportunities for language learners to interact with other learners in order to learn their 

target language in the context of an online community. This website features technological tools 

http://www.busuu.com/
http://blog.busuu.com/
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and affordances of Web 2.0 (O'Reilly, 2005; Warschauer & Grimes, 2007) with different degrees 

of sophistication such as networking tools, user created-content, and site-created content. Busuu 

is a European company created in 2008 that provides users with the opportunity to learn up to 12 

languages (e.g. English, German, French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, and Russian). It allows 

learners to use most of its features for free; however, it charges a monthly fee to become a 

premium member and gain access to additional functionalities, such as voice recording or 

grammar exercises. Busuu offers a self-paced language program of 180 units enhanced by 

interactive multimedia content and a social networking environment. Based on the concept of 

community, it provides tools for on-line communication such as audio and video chat, forums, 

and voice recording.  

            The autoethnographic accounts constitute another key data source in the study. The idea 

of employing auto-ethnography arose from my own experience as a user of Busuu. Three years 

ago, I decided to learn French, for which I enrolled in a beginning French class at my university. 

As a way to reinforce the contents covered in class, I looked for extra practice online. Out of the 

different language learning websites that I encountered, Busuu and Livemocha stood out.  A 

brief perusal of both SNSLLs yielded a favorable image of Busuu, which I have continued using 

intermittently from then on. As a language teacher and language learner, the initial experiences 

navigating the website raised multiple questions that inspired my decision to conduct research on 

SNSLLs. Thus, drawing on my familiarity with Busuu, I set up a period of 10 weeks in which I 

undertook the role as a free user initially and then as a premium member, intending to practice 
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and reinforce my pre-intermediate French level1. I completed 54 units during the time I 

participated as a member of the community. As a participant-experiencer (Walstrom, 2004), I 

kept a journal where I chronicled all my reactions, feelings, and reflections after each studying 

session. Additionally, I used a screen recording program (Camtasia) so that I could have a 

second chance to examine my work and interactions on the website.   

Data analyses  

             Quantitative and qualitative procedures were used to present a picture of how the 

concept of language was portrayed through the website design, activities, and structure of lessons 

on Busuu. Discourse analysis aided in analyzing the linguistic patterns of the documentary data 

(Busuu blog, news reports etc.) and the journal. The use of Open Code, a software for analysis of 

qualitative data, was instrumental in order to distill the information accruing from the 

ethnographic narrative. The software provides for the codification of data by subjects, broader 

themes and, later, emergent categories, as suggested in grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). Multimodal analysis was mainly utilized for examining the semiotic design of various 

sections of the website. Drawing on Baldry and Thibault (2006), I privileged semiotic clusters 

(groups of multimodal elements) to map out the design of multimodal texts and then, following 

Bezemer and Jewitt (2010), I focused on ‘modes’ of communication as units of analysis since 

they function as the “organizing principle of representation and communication” (p. 183). The 

last step consisted of establishing how intersemiotic relationships among modes conjoined to 

create specific meanings (Machin, 2007). To carry out the multimodal analyses, I developed 

                                                 
1 I also registered to learn other languages (Spanish, Chinese, and English) as a way to explore the possible changes 
in content and structure of activities and the design of Busuu.  
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various matrix tables in order to categorize semiotic resources, semiotic modes, and frequencies 

of elements of the website. Finally, several software programs were employed to help qualify 

and quantify focal elements from the semiotic design of Busuu. Data converters (TXT Converter 

—http://www.online-convert.com/— and Adobe Professional—http://www.adobe.com/) were 

used to scrape verbal language and images from multimodal texts. In addition, corpus tools such 

as Antconc and Antwordprofiler (Anthony, 2013) were instrumental in conducting lexical 

analysis of Busuu’s language contents.  

FINDINGS 

This section presents the results of the analysis of various elements of Busuu. The 

conclusions reached emerge from an examination of aspects on the entire website, while some 

other conclusions come from the analysis of the 54 units that I completed during the time I was 

immersed in the community. One way to find out about the underlying theories of language 

supporting the semiotic design of these types of SNSLLs is by examining the way language 

contents are organized, that is to say, the type of syllabus and also the types of activities in the 

learning units. The result of this part of the inquiry showed a combination of structural and 

communicative views of language, while more ecological and complex views of language come 

to the fore through the metaphor of the Language Garden (to be explained below) and the 

concept of community.  
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Language as a System of Structural Patterns 

In order to understand the way in which contents are structured on Busuu, a general 

description of some of its features is in order2. Table 1 displays the types of learning units users 

of Busuu are encouraged to complete. The language course is made up of 180 units comprising 

Vocabulary, Grammar and Live Units. This number of units is distributed onto 4 levels 

according to the Common European Framework (A1, A2, B1 and B2). Except for the Live Units 

— a unit where users must write a composition based on a picture prompt,— the Vocabulary and 

Grammar Units are composed of ‘Areas’, mainly: Vocabulary, Dialogue, Writing, Busuutalk, 

Voice Recording, Review, Printable Learning Material, and Podcast. The Grammar units are 

shorter because they don’t include Writing, Busuutalk, and Voice Recording (see Figure 1 

below). Unlike the rest of the Areas where users are required to do activities and exercises 

online, the Printable Learning Material and Podcast are designed for further review offline.  

                         Table 1 

 Number of Units and Areas of Language Learning on Busuu 

 Vocabulary Grammar Live 
Units 

Total 

Language 
Learning 
Units 

110 36 34 180 

Language 
Learning 
Areas 

880 180 --- 1060 

 

 

                                                 
2 Although the contents and general structure of Busuu are the same for all languages offered, the learning contents 
of the English course differ a little since it includes a 10-episode video course. The results presented here refer to 
the analysis of the structure and contents of the French course interface.  
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Types of syllabi 

Busuu combines characteristics of different types of syllabi but emphasizes a lexical type. 

A lexical syllabus views lexis and multiword prefabricated chunks as the center of organization 

of language teaching (Willis, 1990). The first indication of this approach can be found in the 

Help section of the website: “A learning unit contains the most important vocabulary and phrases 

of a certain topic (e.g. “in the hotel”, “the job interview”)” (http://www.busuu.com/help).  A look 

at Figure 1 and the way some units have been named, further exemplifies the centrality of lexical 

items: “numbers (one, two, nineteen),”  “Colours (black, pink, navy blue);” and prefabricated 

units: “What is your job? (the director, the doctor…).”  However, other types of syllabus 

structures (see Richards, 1990; Brown, 1995) come into play. For example, the use of 

nomenclatures such as ‘colours’ or ‘My family’ echo the scheme of topical or theme-based 

syllabi. Regarding grammar, out of the 36 grammar units offered on Busuu, 21 comprise verbal 

tenses and 15 refer to parts of speech. The structural type of syllabus is not only supported by the 

use of typical denominations that evoke grammar conceptualizations of language (“personal 

pronouns,” “ the verb to be”), but also by the semiotic display of the syllabus which places 

language items in a top to down hierarchy, “sequenced from easy to difficult or frequent to less 

frequent ”  (Brown, 1995, p. 7).  

http://www.busuu.com/help
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Figure 1. Unit Catalogue of French Course (http://www.busuu.com/area/enc/catalog/overview) 

Types of activities 

The syllabus of the French course is composed of 2651 items involving lexical units and 

lexical chunks. Lexical items are introduced in the Vocabulary Area and are further reinforced 

throughout the activities that users find in the rest of the Areas of a unit. For instance, users will 

find some of the introduced lexical units and phrases in the exchanges of the characters in the 

Dialogue Area and they will be instructed to write a short composition using the vocabulary of 

the lesson in the Writing Area.   I categorized all activities (see appendix A) that are afforded by 

Busuu and that have a learning intent3. The classification not only included the learning units but 

                                                 
3 To ensure that the coding scheme was consistent and reliable, I invited three experienced ESL instructors to examine 
the activities found on Busuu and to categorize them based on a coding scheme that I had developed. After collecting 
all coding sheets, I performed an intercoder reliability test (Mackay & Gass, 2005) using ReCal3 (“Reliability 

http://www.busuu.com/area/enc/catalog/overview
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also other spaces of the website that offer learning activities such as games, peer correction, and 

so forth. Based on the 54 learning units that I completed I drew some statistics in order to 

visualize the activity with the highest frequency.  As can be seen in Figure 2, Word Picture 

Recognition and Word Meaning in Context are the most common activities, partly because they 

constitute the two main ways to introduce content in each Vocabulary Area.  

 

 

Figure 2. Types of Activities in 54 Learning Units 

                                                 
Calculator for 3 or more coders”) (Freelon, 2013) to diagnose problems with the naming, description and nature of 
the activities.  The average pairwise percent agreement was 67.46% which was near appropriate according Neuendorf 
(2002). Based on this result and the comments made by the raters, an improved version of the classification of activities 
was elaborated. 
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That the lexical item “word” appears prominently in the names of the two commonest 

activities correlates directly with my claim that language on Busuu is conceived as a system of 

lexical and grammatical items. But let us look at this more in detail through the analysis of how 

these two learning activities interplay in the Vocabulary Area of the learning units (see figure 3).  

 

 

Figure 3. Introduction of Lexical Item in Vocabulary Area 

Busuu is a highly multimodal interface in which the visual mode of communication, 

primarily in the form of images, plays a central role. The presentation of language items in the 

Vocabulary Area is always accompanied by referential or associative photographs or drawings, 

which make a total of 3333 pictures. However, in total, users are exposed to around 33,562 

images (photographs, icons, and graphics) in a Vocabulary Unit and around 12,029 images in a 

Grammar Unit. Figure 3 is the first slide of the Unit “The Family.” All modes in this semiotic 

composition play a role, as can be seen in Table 2. However, my conclusion is that there is a 

pedagogical arrangement that invites users to follow a navigational path and thus perform two 
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main activities: Word Picture Recognition and Word Meaning in Context. The first thing users 

are supposed to do is establish an associative relation between the written and oral representation 

of the lexical item (le père) and its iconic representation. This implies reading the word, listening 

to it, and connecting it to the picture. Translation of the word is provided to aid recognition as 

well. The second implied learning activity requires that users be able to understand the lexical 

item in the context of a sentence (Mon père s’appelle Paul), with the help of translation. The 

spatial distribution of the slide (two separate panels one for the word in isolation and another for 

the word in a context) contributes to demarcate the two types of activities and their nature.  

The semiotic design and the proposed reading path of this slide remind us about the linear 

and hierarchical (top-down, from easy to complex) view of language sequencing that 

characterizes lexical and structural syllabi. In short, as can be observed in table 2, as a whole this 

representation is comprised of a multimodal cluster in which different modes of communication 

are co-deployed in scalar levels to enact ideational and interpersonal meaning4 regarding the 

lexical item ‘father’. The intersemiotic relationships established in this space not only succeed in 

conveying ideational meanings at the linguistic level (the act of teaching the lexical item father) 

but also, at the ideological level through interpersonal affordances (color, sound, spatial 

distribution, gestures and gaze of people of different ethnicities, gender, ages, and races), it 

seems to succeed in creating a refreshing and optimistic ambience where the father appears as a 

prominent figure in the context of a happy family and in a traditional western family structure. 

                                                 
4 Halliday (2004) proposes three properties of language which he termed metafunctions. The ideational 

metafunction allows language users to express their world experience; the interpersonal metafunction helps to 
maintain personal and social relations; and the textual metafunction comprises the elements of language that are 
responsible for creating textual and contextual coherence.   
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Despite the multimodal display, the fragmentation of language as exemplified here resembles 

aspects of the Direct Method and the Audio-Visual Global and Structural Method in which 

teaching, to a great extent, revolves around linking auditory signals (words) with visual images 

(Johnson & Johnson, 1998).  

    Table 2  

Multimodal Analysis of Introduction of Lexical Item in Vocabulary Area 

Modes Objects in multimodal 
cluster 

Semiotic Function 

Written 
language  

le père 
the father 

Provide visual representation of lexical item in the 
target and native language. 

Mon père  s’appelle Paul  
My father’s name is Paul 

Present the example of lexical item in a context in 
the target and native language. 

Key Phrase (in boldface) Demarcate the two main horizontal panels: word 
level vs. sentence level.  

Numbers  “1/24” Give a sense of order and indicate the place of the 
lexical item within set of lexical items of the unit.  

Typography: font Arial 16 Make text easier to read through Sans serifs and 
large font size. 

Oral 
language  

le père (upon clicking play 
button) 

Provide auditory representation of lexical item.  

Mon père  s’appelle Paul 
(upon clicking play button) 

Provide phonological representation of lexical item 
in a prosodic unit. 

Visual  Graphics: arrows, tables Arrow in the picture as a vector to connect written 
with iconic representation. 
Arrow on right-hand side to indicate future action: 
passing to new slide.  
Table (framing elements) to create visual coherence, 
an aesthetic experience, and differentiate panels.   

Icons: play buttons, star, 
crown, question mark 

Icons to instantiate interpersonal meanings by 
orienting users to interact with objects.  
Play buttons to activate sound. 
Star to save word in personal vocabulary list. 
Crown to indicate premium membership.  
Question mark to inform about the functionality of 
the star icon. 
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Photograph Central photograph to establish a visual-verbal 
thematic relation of complementarity between text 
and image.  
Establish naturalistic modality by ‘reproducing’ 
reality. 
Small photograph on the right to create cohesion by 
forecasting upcoming lexical item: “the mother.” 

Spatial  2 vertical panels (panel 1 and 
2) 
 

Panel 1 with 3 spaces to introduce iconic and audio-
graphic representation of lexical item. Middle panel 
to foreground the role of visual language. 
Panel 2 with dividing line to demarcate the L1 from 
the L2.  

1 horizontal panel (panel 3) Image and arrow as vectors to foreground upcoming 
content and indicate reading path.  
Hyperlinked image as a vector of action and 
movement to realize interpersonal meaning by 
affording interaction. 

Color Blue (panel frames, 
background, and icons) 
Unsaturated colors  

Blue to create cohesion and coherence with the 
color scheme of the website. 
Cool color associated with vast and receding 
expanses like the ocean: Nature (Baldry & Thibault, 
2009).  
Lack of modulation and saturation to give the effect 
of optimism or a calming effect (Machin, 2007) 

 

The way vocabulary is presented on Busuu does not differ significantly from the way the 

presentation of grammar operates. Busuu follows the traditional “drill-and-kill” approach to 

presenting grammatical items, focused on repetition of isolated sentences and translation, typical 

of past teaching methods as I comment on the following journal entry on April 23: 

I have been using the Grammar Guide and it is useful. This is because the grammar units 

only do the traditional grammar presentation of affirmative, negative, and interrogative 

sentences... which looks quite similar to Audiolingualism with some elements of the 

Grammar Translation Method since each sentence or vocabulary item has translation.   



46 
 

 
 

The reflection in my journal connects the instructional practices of Busuu with the Audiolingual 

Method techniques, which as is well known, epitomize the structural view of language (Richards 

& Rodgers, 2001; Howatt, 1984).  Repetition of lexical items or grammar forms on many 

occasions without any communicative purpose characterizes a great proportion of learning 

activities at all levels (A1, A2, B1, and B2) of the courses offered on Busuu. The aim of most 

activities is to provide a space for controlled practice of the words or the grammar of the lesson. 

This is the case of the Voice Recording activity (see appendix A, Taxonomy of Language 

Learning Activities, number 22) in which users must audio record the lines of a dialogue 

modeled by the computer. Another Area that falls within the structural view of language is the 

Writing Area where most activities imply controlled practice of language5.  An analysis of the 54 

units that I completed, in terms of  writing performance tasks (Brown, 2010), reveals that 74%  

(see Figure 3) of the activities draw on Intensive Writing, a form focused type of writing that 

calls attention to grammatical forms and that demands little to no creativity on the part of the 

writer. Following Intensive Writing is Responsive Writing with 18%, where writers have more 

freedom to choose their own vocabulary and grammar structures. Imitative Writing follows with 

8%. This type of writing comprises activities such as copying or picture-cued writing. Finally, 

there was no evidence of Extensive Writing, writing that involves longer stretches of text such as 

essays.  

 

                                                 
5 It is important to note that users can also practice their writing skill in the Live Units. Unlike the Writing Area, the 
writing exercise in the Live Units is uncontrolled because users are required to write anything about an image that 
they are presented with.  
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Figure 4. Types of Writing Performance Tasks 

This initial section provided evidence that a structural view of language underlies the 

content organization and the language learning activities of Busuu; however, Busuu also makes 

use of elements of a communicative or interactional view of language.  

Language as Interaction  

After being immersed in the Busuu community for almost three months, I had the 

overarching feeling that the semiotic design of the website and the pedagogical activities were 

underlain by a monological, linear, and static view of language. It was only after rereading my 

journal in more depth that I realized that on several occasions I had written positive comments 

about the interactional and communicative potentialities of some of the activities and affordances 

of Busuu. In fact one of the categories that emerged from the coding of data was “Language as 

Interaction.”  In contrast to my frequent experiences of frustration about the ‘mechanical’ 

presentation and practice of language learning activities, I also highlighted the fact that the 

interactions afforded in the Busuutalk area (chat interface) and the section of Busuugroups 

8%

74%

18%

0%

Imitative writing

Intensive writing

Responsive writing

Extensive writing
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(forum interface6) brought in a sense of balance to the pervasive structural view of language. 

These are some excerpts from the entries I wrote about my experience in the chat function of 

Busuu:  

Ok, I close my journal by saying that every time I feel I know more about the chat and 

there is a feeling of achievement since I can see that I can communicate with people in 

French (4-11-2013) 

Later on May 3, 2013, I wrote:  

We chatted for a while. The interaction flowed well… What I liked the most was that 

without me saying it, User17 was making corrections to my language mistakes. It was 

useful and helped me clarify a couple of things. I tried some expressions and grammar 

that I have ‘learned’ but never had the context to practice. I keep struggling with 

prepositions and articles; therefore, I am specially paying attention to how people use 

them in chat sessions so I can absorb the use through practice, not based on rule learning.    

Perhaps the difference between a structural approach and an interactional view of language is 

that, with the former the feeling that one knows the language comes from the ability to master 

lexis and grammar forms, while with the later this feeling arises from the capability to 

communicate and interact through the use of language. The above samples illustrate the enabling 

nature of interaction which I express through the iteration of the phrases “I can” and my 

acknowledgement of the importance of a context to “try” and “practice” “expressions and 

                                                 
6 Users are encouraged to create groups and develop other kinds of interaction beyond the one-to-one interactions 
afforded by the chat function. Groups are formed on the basis of nationality, language background, target language, 
language skills, and even religious interests.  
7 I have replaced the real name of this user. 
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grammar.” My decision to pay attention to how people use language to learn “through practice” 

rather than “rule learning” indirectly highlights the social and interactive essence of language 

and brings up the two language views that stand in stark contrast on Busuu.  In the interactional 

view of language which I have identified as central to Busuu, the concept of interaction plays a 

double role. On the one hand, it refers to an action performed by two interlocutors, but on the 

other hand, this action is facultative, in the sense that it is an act of enactment and creation of 

language in itself.   

The semiotic design of the Busuutalk interface affords communication between users at 

several levels (see figure 5). Users can use text chat, audio chat, or video chat depending on their 

level of confidence with the interface and with the people they interact with. In my case, I did not 

feel comfortable using the video chat and therefore limited my interaction to text chat. The 

reading path of the Busuutalk interface is vertical and is made up of 3 semiotic clusters. Figure 5 

shows the first semiotic cluster of the interface in which  the heading  “How are you?” appears 

on the top left-hand corner, followed below by a guiding set of questions (How do you feel on 

a…) which is, in turn, accompanied by a contextualizing  picture —woman with arms wide open 

in the air. The objective of these questions and picture is to inform that the user who is initiating 

the chat (user A) has just finished the learning unit “How are you?” and to instruct the chat 

partner (user B) to use these questions to help user A practice this topic.  

The second semiotic cluster relies on spatial distribution, visuals, and animation to 

establish the roles of the interactants. Busuu places together the photographs8 of the two users as 

a way to suggest equality and, additionally, it adds information about the nationality of the user, 

                                                 
8 I have blurred the faces of the users on Figure 4 for privacy purposes.   
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the language s/he is learning and the language(s) s/he can speak.  Furthermore, by clicking on the 

photograph, a user is directed to the Busuu profile page of the chat partner. The profile page 

provides information about age, occupation, relationship status, and the activity of the user in the 

community (e.g. language levels completed and number of rewards obtained e.g. tokens and 

badges product of his/her investment in the community). It is in this semiotic cluster where users 

decide whether they want to use the audio chat or video chat function during their interaction. 

Finally the interface makes available a regulatory function by placing the links “Report Abuse” 

and “Block User” under the picture of the chat partner or user B.  These regulatory tools known 

as governance functionalities (Schwagereit, Scherp, & Staab, 2011) serve in “maintaining a high 

quality of the user-generated content [and are] a foundation of a healthy and nourishing 

community.” The third semiotic cluster appears on the right-hand side of the Busuutalk window. 

This is where the written chat exchanges take place. Its main function is to facilitate 

communication by providing a series of tools such as dictionaries, useful phrases, vocabulary, 

special character keyboards, and the possibility to save conversations.  
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Figure 5. Screenshot of Busuutalk Interface 

In short, the intersemiotic relationships established among written, visual and spatial 

modes of communication create a space that invites social interaction. There are different 

specialized functions that this assemble of semiotic clusters achieves. The first semiotic cluster 

offers a linguistic and communicational context for the user to break the ice and overcome the 

difficulties of how to initiate a conversation or how to choose a topic. Along with the third 

semiotic cluster, the first cluster is clearly designed with a pedagogical intent in mind: to 

facilitate language production. The second cluster plays a paramount role because it aims to 

reduce the users’ uncertainty of starting out an interaction with unknown people. Thus, it makes 

available as much information as possible about each one of the chat partners and suggests a sort 
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of symbolic safety through the addition of functionalities that allow regulatory actions in case of 

abuse (e.g. stalking, use of inappropriate language).  Overall, the most important asset of the 

Busuutalk is that it uses multimodal and technological affordances to build confidence in users. 

It makes them feel that they can engage in interaction easily and that from this interaction 

language can be produced, practiced, or learned. Although the chat provides prefabricated 

phrases (see cluster 3: useful phrases) to entice the user to engage in interaction, my experience 

as a user suggests that it is sometimes of little help because interaction is inevitably emergent and 

goes hand in-hand with language in a dynamic of co-creation.  

Language as a Tree Growing in a Garden  

 

Figure 6. Screenshot of Language Garden 
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Language on Busuu is also conceptualized through the metaphor of language as a garden. 

In fact, this approach to language is forecasted through the community’s logo that features the 

acacia tree (upper left corner) one of the landmarks of the African savanna. The image of the 

acacia relates to the name of this SNSLL: Busuu, a Cameroonian language in extinction that the 

founders of the community have been trying to revitalize (http://www.busuu.com/savebusuu). 

This background information to some extent coheres with the depiction of a Language Garden 

that functions as the identification card of language learners on Busuu. The Help section of the 

website establishes that:  

The Language Garden is a snapshot of your language skills. It shows the languages you 

are learning and those which you teach. The size of each tree indicates your learning 

progress in that language. By clicking on a language tree you can access the learning 

material for that language (http://www.busuu.com/help). 

The Language Garden appears at the top of the user’s home page (Figure 6), followed downward 

by the learning units and the audio recording or written exercises that the users have done 

(Figure 7). One of these lower sections also shows exercises that other users have produced and 

that are available to be reviewed and corrected (Cluster 3).  The visual salience given to the 

Language Garden along with its recreation of a vivid and colorful animated environment exerts a 

luring effect on the users of the community. Furthermore, it appeals to the well-known semiotic 

design of visual language in which the ideal information (that which is wished or promised) is 

placed at the top of a text while the real information (the more detailed, down-to earth 

information) is placed at the bottom (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996). In this composition the 

Language Garden manifests the ideal sphere (the metaphor of language development) and the 

http://www.busuu.com/savebusuu
http://www.busuu.com/help
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actual course lessons with the written and recorded exercises correspond to the sphere of the real. 

Honing in on the Language Garden (Figure 6), it can be seen that it is divided into two panels, 

each one with a semiotic cluster that recreates several objects (e.g. animals, plants) through 

animation.  The reading path follows the western reading path in which given information is 

placed on the left (“I speak”) while new information or that which is unknown to the reader (“I 

am learning”) is located on the right side of the page (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996). Languages 

are represented through trees. The native language or other languages the user knows are 

represented by the acacia on panel 1. The tree in the second panel stands for the language the 

user is learning and its size indicates the user’s learning progress. Along with the tree, the other 

animated objects (e.g. squirrel, cow, butterfly, rabbit, and bear) and non-animated objects 

(apples, on left panel) suggest the level of involvement and activity within the community. 

Animated gifts are awarded when users complete tests within the courses or they can be bought 

after reaching a certain number of berries —the currency of the community. In turn, users 

receive berries for completing activities within the units, but it is very important that they 

contribute to the garden growth through their participation in interactive activities with members 

of the community. As a way to encourage this type of participation, Busuu uses apples to 

indicate that users have corrected exercises of other members of the community.  
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Figure 7. Screenshot of Lower Section of Busuu Homepage 

In brief, language is viewed as a natural organism: a growing tree that develops out of the 

individual work of the users completing learning units and out of their interactive work with 

other members of the community.  Great emphasis is put on the concept of community since 

Busuu “is an online community for learning languages!” (http://www.busuu.com/help).  For 

contributing to the community, users are not only given apples and berries but also badges of 

recognition. The garden, as a metaphorical representation of what language is, shows that in 

order to flourish, a tree (language) needs to interact with other elements of the environment (e.g. 

water, a sun, and animals). The Language Garden positions users as mediators through which its 

http://www.busuu.com/help


56 
 

 
 

growth can take place, depending on their investment in the language practices (Norton, 2002) of 

Busuu as individuals and as members of the community. The fact that in the Language Garden 

there is space for the linguistic background of users (left panel) implies that in this concept of 

language the presence of the L1 is welcome.   

DISCUSSION 

One fundamental premise of this study is that looking at the discourses about language 

requires multifarious approaches to examining the semiotic design and contents of SNSLLs. As 

established by McLuhan (2008 [1964]) as well as many others in the area of multimodality 

(Kress, 2010, van Leeuwen, 2005; Baldry & Thibault, 2006; Machin, 2007), the medium itself 

constitutes a message. This contention particularly applies to virtual habitats where due to the 

multimodal and transgeneric nature of texts, more attention is given to their semiotic design. This 

study has shown that looking at SNSLLs from the multimodal point of view brings novel 

understanding on how the concept of language is realized through the different affordances of 

this virtual community. Unlike previous research which adopted a monomodal approach to 

studying pedagogical issues of SNSLLs (e.g. Brick, 2011a; Jee & Park, 2009; Clark & Gruba, 

2010; Liaw, 2011; Lin, 2012; Chotel, 2012, 2013), this study started with the assumption that no 

semiotic production or activity can be explained in terms of a single consciousness; instead, it 

should be seen as a composite of compatible and opposed voices. Thus in Bakhtinian (1981) 

terms a semiotic resource system (Baldry & Thibault, 2006) such as Busuu is characterized as 

the “coexistence of socio-ideological contradictions between the present and the past, between 

different socio-ideological groups in the present, between tendencies, schools, circles, and so 

forth, all given a bodily form" (p. 291). 
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It is clear that Bakhtin’s thought aligns with the principles of ecology that constitute the 

groundwork of this study. The findings presented above pinpointed three main views of language 

on Busuu (structural, interactional, and ecological).  In consequence, language in Busuu 

crystallizes out as a system of nested views in which multiple timescales, spatiotemporal and 

discursive resonances work in synergy. Busuu brings to life three different views of language 

that not only represent three, to some extent, opposite and overlapping periods of linguistics and 

language teaching history, but also, spatially, it recontextualizes the application of these views by 

situating them in an online environment. Busuu creates the space for the coexistence of different 

socio-ideological discourses inherent in each view of language.  

The most prominent nested system is the structural view. This view indexes discursive 

reverberations of approaches to language and language teaching accruing from the structural 

model (Graddol, 1993; Richards & Rodgers, 2001; Kumaravadivelu, 2006). The structural model 

wielded major influence over linguistic theory during the first part of the 20th century, serving as 

the foundation for content organization and instructional activity of teaching methods, mainly the 

Direct Method, the Audio-Visual Global and Structural Method (Johnson & Johnson, 1998), and 

the Audiolingual Method (Howatt, 1986; Richards & Rodgers, 2001).  In turn, some of the 

activities common in these methods are re-contextualized and re-spatialized on Busuu in 

accordance with the affordances of online media.  The absence of the cultural dimension —the 

sociocultural context of communication— appears, however, as the strongest evidence of the 

structural view of language on Busuu.  Previous research on Busuu and other SNSLLs that 

present a similar semiotic designs state that:  
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… the aspects dealing with language and cultural learning are absent on Babbel and 

Busuu… these sites offer no reflection of this type; besides most exercises are structural, 

decontextualized, based on documents manufactured and very often call for the literal 

translation. The cultural dimension of language is almost impossible to work in these 

environments (Chotel & Mangenot, 2011).  

Most criticism of SNSLLs such as Livemocha and Busuu arises from their inability to integrate 

the cultural dimension overtly in their content. In particular, their use of the same visual material 

along with the same syllabus for all languages attests to the lack of understanding of the 

inextricable relationship between language and culture (Kramsch, 1993, 1998). Nevertheless, 

there are certain spaces on Busuu such as the chat or the forums (Busuu Groups) where the 

cultural dimension finds its way.  It is mainly in these two spaces where other timescales (the 

second half of the 20th century) and resonances of other perceptual systems (the social turn of 

linguistic theory) come into play on Busuu. These time scales and perceptual systems come to 

the fore through the interactional view of language in which traditional views of language 

dialogue with sociocultural-oriented approaches to language and communication.  

  As said above, the interactional view of language stemmed from my analysis of the 

interfaces that afford social interaction on Busuu (Busuugroups, Busuutalk).  I concentrated on 

the chat interface and provided ethnographic narratives from the more than 10 chat sessions that 

I held during my immersion in the virtual community. In this social model of language, as 

suggested by Graddol (1993), language intertwines with culture and is informed by the context 

of situation in which it occurs (Halliday & Hasan, 1986). This perspective of language clearly 

conflates with my analysis of the chat tool where it is observed that the intersemiotic 
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relationships afforded by the combination of modes seek to provide the user with the elements of 

the context of situation.  

The interactional perspective as proposed here relates in part to the interactional theory of 

language that Richards & Rodgers (2001) identify, because language indeed can be conceived as 

a vehicle for interpersonal exchanges. Nevertheless, my experience on the chat stretches this 

view by suggesting that language does not only preexist for realizing interpersonal relations, but 

actually it emerges from the interactional semiotic activity (van Lier, 2000). The chat function 

affords opportunities for users to practice the prefabricated language that they study in the Busuu 

lessons, but social interaction cannot be scripted. For this reason, the contingencies of informal 

face-to-face interaction, the characteristics of the physical space, and the subjective resonances 

of the chat participants allow the meaning potential of language to be realized in novel and 

creative ways.  Evoking Morin’s (1986) ideas about complex systems, language, just as 

knowledge, constructs in movement “that transforms in its very movement the constitutive 

elements that form it” (p. 25).  

The space of Busuu that portrays a broader view of language as an instance of the 

ecological approach of language is the metaphor of the Language Garden. Through this animated 

environment, users are situated in multiple nested spatio-temporal scales that appeal to their 

aesthetic values, their homo ludens and competitive nature, and their technological and social 

skills as members of a community. In this way, Busuu positions itself and the users as complex 

heteroglosic entities in which meanings and values of diverse domains of social practice 

(language learning, social interaction, gaming and competition, social, cultural, and aesthetic 

values) are negotiated and hybridized. Through the Language Garden, Busuu situates users in 
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spaces and times in which childhood, youth, and adulthood converge. For example, when I 

showed my 7-year-old daughter Busuu’s home page, she was lured by its colorful depiction and 

animations. But she became much more attracted to it because she could customize it by winning 

or buying animated gifts. This was not my case initially; however, as the weeks passed I noticed 

that I was being dragged to that temporal scale since my interest in earning Busuu berries and 

embellishing my language grew:  

I have really obtained lots of berries today. This really works as a motivator, at least it 

does for me. I ended up the day with 1072 berries which means that I can now borrow a 

gift for my garden, like an animal. I also see my language tree has grown, I was given 

one more star and I have three apples now. For some, this reason makes me feel good. It 

could be because I have always been competitive (04-19-2013). 

Language represented as a growing tree in a garden implies the organic and representational 

condition of language. In agreement with this position, Haugen (2001) says that “languages do 

have life, purpose and forms” (p. 63) but they are also “activity and process” (van Lier, 2011, p. 

391). The development of the Language Garden on Busuu depends on the activity of the 

members of the community. The fact that there are several ways to make the garden grow 

coheres with an ecological view of language in that  meaning making is non-linear and it 

emerges from semiotic activity with people or artifacts. In collaborative language learning sites 

meaning is generated along the navigational trajectories that users decide to follow. Users can 

start a lesson at the Vocabulary Area or jump to the Busuutalk Area or they can decide what 

elements from a multimodal ensemble they want to activate (e.g. the audio in the Vocabulary 

Area). Every space and Area of language learning of Busuu is a complex system nested in the 
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broader complex system of the SNSLL ecology. The types of activities, the ways they are 

structured, their affordances and the multimodal semiotic design whereby they are displayed 

carry sedimented representations of previous views of language that concur  in different ways 

and places on Busuu.  

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

This study examined a social networking site for language learning. It was informed by 

theoretical concepts of multimodal social semiotics and ecology of language.  By adopting a 

multimodal approach to exploring online textual habitats, I have attempted to transcend 

verbocentric and typographic approaches to communication phenomena in view of the need to 

enlarge the epistemological and methodological paradigms in CMC. The question that guided 

this inquiry: What does the semiotic design of Busuu tell us about the nature of language as 

understood through the new SNSLLs? Has been answered through three seemingly conflicting 

views of language. The structural view conceives of language as a system of relationships and a 

structure of elements (mostly lexical items) organized in hierarchical order. This conception is 

evidenced in the way language contents are organized and the structure of language learning 

activities.  The second perspective represents language as interaction. Spaces such as 

Busuugroups and the chat interface show that language, more than complying with a 

transactional function, is performative in the sense that it emerges in the course of interaction.   

The third view of language derives from the ecological metaphor of the Language Garden that is 

central to the learning of languages on Busuu. This metaphor invites users to see language as a 

living organism that develops as a product of the learners’ activity in the virtual environment, 

including their collaboration with other members of the community.  
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The ecological approach helps in understanding that the complexity of the contradictions 

and similarities among these three views that juxtapose on Busuu is a fractal of our human 

condition. Kramsch (2008) observes that “[o]ur memories are not in the past but live on as 

present realities in our bodies to be both experienced and observed” (p. 391). In consequence, 

meaning making “occurs in real time …but it is simultaneously encapsulated in several layers of 

historicity, some of which are within the grasp of the participants while others remain invisible 

but are nevertheless present” (Blommaert, 2005, p. 130). Being a semiotic resource system 

designed by humans, it is understandable that Busuu is a refraction of the paradoxes that define 

human nature and particularly the experiences and paradoxes of its designers and its users. The 

relevance of using the ecological approach is that it has allowed us to detect contradictory voices 

and that based on this analysis some recommendations can be made to ameliorate the conceptual 

contradictions of this SNSLL.  

Previous research on Busuu and similar SNSLLs shows that the structural and lexical 

organization of contents and language learning activities hinder the development of meaning 

making processes conducive to communicative and intercultural competence (Chotel, 2012; Lin 

2012; Chotel & Mangeno, 2011; Potolia et al., 2011; Clark & Gruba, 2010). The activities of 

Busuu, especially those used to present and to test contents, should be more communicative and 

interrelate more in focus and design with the rest of activities in the Learning Units. A good way 

to take on a change of view of language is by revising the type of syllabus. Breen (1987) puts it 

very well when referring to the relationship between a view of language and a syllabus, “[e]very 

syllabus is a particular representation of knowledge and capabilities. And this representation will 

be shaped by the designer's views concerning the nature of language, how the language may be 
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most appropriately taught or presented to learners, and how the language may be productively 

worked upon during learning” (p. 83). Thereby, decisions need to be made regarding the type(s) 

of syllabus that will govern the organization of contents of Busuu and how it will correspond to 

the theory of language adopted. If the designers of the courses consider that a lexical syllabus is 

the most appropriate, it could be combined with a functional and situational syllabus (Richards, 

1990; Brown, 1995).  Lexical syllabi do not have to be structural. In fact, proponents of the 

lexical approach (Willis, 1990, 2003; Lewis, 2008) indicate that the lexical syllabus can be 

adapted to any type of language teaching approach and advocate for the adoption of 

communicative language teaching.  

Finally, in congruence with social views of language, Busuu would benefit greatly from 

integrating the intercultural dimension (Byram & Fleming, 1998; Kramsch 1993, 1998) in the 

selection of materials and the design of learning activities. Busuu as well as other SNSLLs have 

drawn  heated criticism (e.g. Chotel & Mangeno, 2011 ; Loiseau et al., 2011), due to the 

translation of all language contents to other languages —based on specific lexico-grammatical  

characteristics of English and the use of the same iconography irrespective of the culture of the 

target language and the particular cultural background of the users. Most pictures employed on 

language lessons feature people and cultural practices of western countries, privileging 

prominently Anglocentric and Eurocentric worldviews. Thus, a language learner who is learning 

an Asian language such as Chinese might easily construct a mistaken view of the language and 

its culture after being exposed to a westernized adaptation of the Chinese culture as depicted in 

some of the stereotyping iconography of Busuu. A challenging step toward intercultural 

awareness in language materials and pedagogical activities would imply the joint work of 
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language educators and web designers for the selection of visual materials that represent the 

target culture and its people more accurately. Learning activities should also cater to the ways 

certain languages are taught and learned by different populations of second language learners. 

The recommendations addressed here may appear challenging and onerous; nonetheless, it is 

hoped that due to the growing ubiquity of SNSLLs and the demand for quality language learning 

services, course designers will decide to draw on established academic disciplines such as SLA 

and multimodal studies. 
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CHAPTER 3: LOOKING AT LANGUAGE LEARNING VIEWS ON BUSUU: THE 

AFFORDANCES OF SOCIAL NETWORKING SITES 

Introduction 

Language teaching and learning have not been immune to the new patterns of mobility 

and immigration that have become more fluid and complex in the era of social media. The 

trasnational connections that computer-mediated interaction afford “make possible ’texts’, 

‘relations’ and ‘actions’ that, previously, simply did not exist” (De Saint-Georges, 2013, p. 1). 

By redefining material conditions, social arrangements, and the communicational landscape, 

participatory online environments have pressed the field of CALL and CMC to expand the 

research palette on computers and language learning (Chapelle 1997; Bax 2003; Kern, Ware & 

Warschauer, 2004; Egbert, 2005; Levy & Stockwell, 2006; Donaldson & Haggstrom, 2006; 

Kern, 2006; Arnold & Ducate, 2006; Blyth, 2008; Evans, 2009; McBride, 2009; Warschauer, 

2010; Dooly & Hauck, 2012; Zourou, 2013). Social media has given birth to several 

participatory online environments that generate new patterns of learning languages and varied 

learning experiences. Most of these digital environments rely heavily on social networking 

affordances (Boyd & Ellison, 2008; Lankshear & Knobel, 2008; Lomicka & Lord, 2009; 

McBride, 2009¸ Blake, 2013), as is the case of several sites for language learning such as Busuu, 

Livemocha, Palabea, Lang-8, and Voxswap. These social networking sites for language learning 

(SNSLL) have appeared on the language teaching scene since 2007, raising a myriad of 

questions concerning their use and efficiency for language teaching and learning.  

A review of the modest amount of research on SNSLL indicates that, although several 

studies have looked into SNSLLs’ capabilities to enhance language learning (Potolia, Loiseau & 



66 
 

 
 

Zourou, 2011; Lin, 2012; Chotel, 2012, 2013; Lloyd, 2012), little attention has been given to 

their semiotic design and their impact on shaping and embodying particular views of learning. 

Inquiring about the philosophies underlying participatory online environments is necessary if we 

are to understand language teaching and learning dynamics and their relationship to the semiotic 

affordances of SNSLLs (Brick, 2011a, b; Lin, 2013). However, the study of new language 

learning interfaces and their processes of meaning–making calls for a transdisciplinary approach. 

Kern (2006), for example, proposes that computer mediated communication (CMC) enrich its 

methodological and theoretical foundations by drawing on ethnographic research methodologies 

and semiotic theories. Other scholars, on the other hand, advocate for models that permit the 

examination of language and learning in a more heuristic and comprehensive way (van Lier, 

2004; Lam & Kramsch, 2003, Lafford, 2009). Lastly, CALL/CMC has made significant strides 

in enlarging the scope of interactional and sociocultural approaches (see Blyth, 2008; Reinhardt, 

2012) with the intersection of semiotic theories and ecological views of language. Taken 

together, these different frameworks that inform CMC illuminate the theoretical and 

methodological choices made in this study since it bases its analysis on multimodal social 

semiotics (van Leeuwen, 2005; Baldry & Thibault, 2006; Jewitt, 2009c; Kress, 2010)  and 

ecology of language (van Lier, 2003, 2004; Lam & Kramsch, 2003).  

One relevant reason to turn our attention to SNSLLs is their apparent lack of informed 

theoretical and pedagogical principles, as established in previous research (Brick 2011a; Jee & 

Park, 2009; Liaw, 2011, Potolia, Loiseau & Zourou, 2011). In particular, looking at the ways 

language learning is conceptualized and materialized through the affordances of language 

learning websites could shed light on the design of online materials and in general curriculum 
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development. In fact, as  Richards and Rodgers (2001) have insisted, the assumptions and beliefs 

about learning should be the point of departure for language curriculum and should be consistent 

with the type of syllabus, the objectives of the instructional method, the roles of the students and 

teachers, materials, and teaching procedures. Following this line of argument, this case study 

focuses on Busuu, one of the most well-known SNSLLs, and intends to answer the following 

research question:  what are the views of learning that underlie the semiotic design of Busuu? 

Next, we present the theoretical and methodological frameworks adopted, followed by the 

methods and the results with interpretation and discussion interspersed.  

Social Networking Sites for Language Learning: Background  

Language learning websites such as Busuu are distinguished from other online 

environments by the fact that they afford social networking9. On these sites members of the 

community engage in practices of networking by connecting with people from their own or other 

cultures with whom they typically do not have any offline tie (Boyd & Ellison, 2008; Harrison & 

Thomas, 2009). Unlike Facebook or other socially oriented software, SNSLLs are designed with 

a pedagogical intent; yet their semiotic design resembles other SNSs in that they allow users to 

construct a public profile, elaborate a list of friends, and traverse their own and others’ network 

of connections (Boyd & Ellison, 2008). Broadly speaking, SNSLLs combine in one interface 

elements from traditional language courses with elements of virtual communities such as 

Facebook. Concerning language learning, SNSLLs offer courses in several languages with 

                                                 
9 Other virtual communities such as Facebook or Myspace are classified as social network sites rather than 
networking sites because they are mostly used to connect people who are already members of an offline social 
network (Haythornthwaite, 2005; Ofcom, 2008; Subralnnanyam, Reich, Waechter & Espinoza, 2008). 
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freemium10 access. Learning activities are introduced through interactive activities including 

pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar, dialogues, reading, translation, peer correction, voice 

recording and chat  (Liaw, 2011; Brick, 2011a,b). 

Several studies have provided insight about various dimensions of SNSLLs comprising 

their pedagogical affordances, their patterns of interaction, and their usability. The question 

about whether users learn or don’t learn a language after using these participatory online 

environments has been tangentially addressed, and it appears this will remain a contentious issue, 

given the limitations on conducting research on these spaces (Zourou, 2013). I believe that at the 

heart of answering this question is the need to examine first the theories or views of learning that 

underscore the language contents, their arrangement, the learning activities and the interactions 

afforded by the semiotic design of SNSLLs. Being able to conceptualize the different learning 

trajectories that they make available to users through their semiotic design will help in making 

informed decisions concerning the potential of these environments to complement formal 

language education (Pélissier & Ootb, 2012). So far, scant research has focused on the theories 

of learning indexed through the pedagogical activities available on the SNSLLs, except for 

Potolia et al. (2011), Loiseau et al. (2011), and Chotel (2012).  

In looking at the pedagogical perspectives of three language learning communities: 

Livemocha, Busuu, Babbel, Potolia et al. (2011; also Loiseau et al., 2011) establish that, contrary 

to the claim that the designers intend to break with a traditional approach to learning, “the 

                                                 
10 According to Froberg (2014), “[t]he word “freemium” is a combination of the words “free” and “premium.” It 
describes a business model in which you give a core product away for free to a large group of users and sell premium 
products to a smaller fraction of this user base.” 
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learning theory that is ubiquitous in the exercises of the three communities studied is 

behaviorism” (p. 5). Similarly, Chotel (2012), in her study of Busuu, points at the behaviorist 

nature of the learning processes of the website and hypothesizes that due to its behavioristic 

contents, learners would privilege interactive activities within the virtual environment. However, 

she discovers that despite the lack of interest in the structural exercises proposed by the interface, 

students did dedicate considerable time to completing the language exercises. Apart from these 

studies that contribute to the understanding of the theories of language that inform SNSLLs, the 

research that I discuss below  provides clues about the potential gains and losses of using them in 

language learning.   

Little agreement has been reached regarding the opportunities to learn a language on 

these types of virtual communities. It could be claimed that the development of autonomy on 

these communities enhances language learning; nevertheless, research by Chotel and Mangeno 

(2011) indicates that learners’ autonomy on the sites “is rather taken for granted… than really 

developed through [their] activities and communication tools” (p. 1). This criticism, in turn, 

relates to studies which conclude that SNSLLs reproduce traditional language learning views and 

resources (Potolia et al., 2011), roles assigned to users, pedagogical models, and content 

organization (Loiseau et al., 2011).  The quality of pedagogical materials and their usability to 

boost learning has been widely criticized (Stevenson & Liu, 2010; Clark & Gruba, 2010; Brick, 

2011a; Jee & Park, 2009; Street Smart Language Learning, 2010; Liaw, 2011), and one main 

criticism is the fact that sites like Busuu and Livemocha utilize the same learning contents and 

activities for all languages that they offer (Chotel & Mangeno, 2011; Loiseau et al., 2011).  

Overall, it has been reported that flaws in pedagogical design not only cause demotivation, but 
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also hinder the development of communicative competence (Clark & Gruba, 2010; Lin, 201; 

Chotel, 2012, 2013).  

 On the other hand, research has shown that SNSLLs also offer advantages for language 

learning. For instance, the socio-collaborative affordances that permit the practice of oral skills 

and the immediate feedback by other members of the community have received a positive 

appraisal (Brick, 2011a; Jee & Park, 2009; Street Smart Language Learning, 2010; Liaw, 2011; 

Gruba & Clark, 2013; Potoli & Zourou, 2013). The concept of community advanced by SNSLLs 

also is seen as one of their assets because it generates motivation by stimulating a sense of 

community (Clark & Gruba, 2010), interactivity and participation (Harrison & Thomas, 2009; 

Harrison, 2013; Lloyd, 2012), pragmatic development (Gonzalez, 2013; Malerba, 2012), and 

cultural engagement (Loiseau & Zourou, 2012).  

Transdisciplinary Dialogue between CALL/CMC and Multimodality  

The study of the relationship between computers and language learning in an era of 

bourgeoning technological changes has provoked multiple developments in the field of 

CALL/CMC (see for instance Warschauer & Healey, 1998; Kern & Warschauer, 2000; Bax, 

2003; Warschauer, 2004; Fotos & Browne, 2004; Levy & Stockwell, 2006; Kern, 2006; Lamy & 

Hampel, 2007b; Evans, 2009). Through CALL/CMC’s trajectory, different metaphors have 

described the role of the computer in language teaching-learning: the computer as a tool, a tutor 

and a medium (Kern, 2006; Blyth, 2008). Such conceptualizations have been informed by 

research theories accruing from SLA, namely technological, psycholinguistic, sociocultural, and 

more recently the ecological view (Blyth, 2008; Reinhardt, 2012—see below). Recently, several 

scholars have advocated for an integrated approach of these different views since language 
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learning in online-mediated ecological systems emerges from the relation between the cognitive 

processes and the affordances of the sociocultural milieu that mediate interaction (van Lier, 

2003, 2004; Ellis, 2010; Atkinson, 2011b; Reinhardt, 2012). This socio-cognitive and semiotic 

uptake of language and communication clearly aligns with the foundations of multimodality in 

which meaning is contextually situated, language use is social action (Hodge & Kress, 1988), 

and communication is inherently multimodal (Lemke, 1989; Kaltenbacher, 2004; Jewitt, 2009a; 

Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001; van Leeuwen, 2004; Kress, 2010).  

Kern, Ware and Warschauer (2008) pinpoint that technological innovations such as 

wikis, podcasting, blogs, and cellphones have expanded ‘semiotic modes beyond the [linguistic] 

text’ and have pushed researchers to  explore ‘the flexibility and interactivity of multimodal 

venues for communication’ (p. 286). Jewitt (2009 b) defines multimodality as the “approaches 

that understand communication and representation to be more than about language, and which 

attend to the full range of communicational forms people use - image, gesture, gaze, posture and 

so on - and the relationships between them” (p. 14). Since it is a recent theory within the 

disciplines of linguistics, communication and semiotics, multimodality has intersected slowly 

with CMC. Most research has derived from the early implementation of synchronous 

communication for distance language learning, for example, at Open University (Hampel, 2003; 

Hampel & Hauck, 2004). Studies of video conferencing have received significant attention 

throughout the years. Researchers have explored the design and implementation of tasks (Rosell-

Aguilar, 2005; Hampel, 2006 ), tutors’ impressions (Rosell-Aguilar, 2006 ) and their roles 

(Rosell-Aguilar, 2007; Vetter, 2004 ), oral production (Lamy, 2006; Chanier, Vetter, Betbeder & 

Reffay, 2006; Vetter  & Chanier, 2006), communication strategies (Jeannot, Vetter & Chanier, 
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2006), issues of  research methodology (Lamy, 2006, 2007a; Betbeder, Ciekanski, Greffier, 

Reffay & Chanier, 2007, Guichon & McLornan, 2008),  and the role of multimodal 

communication in CMC-language teaching and learning (Hampel & Baber, 2003; Hampel & 

Hauck, 2006; Chanier & Vetter, 2006; Lamy & Flewitt, 2011; Lamy, 2012a, b; Regine & Ursula, 

2012). 

Several authors have focused on the role of multimodal switching in enhancing writing 

participation in online tasks (Ciekanski & Chanie, 2008; Hauck & Youngs, 2008; Collentine, 

2009; Shih, 2009). Although not all students have been shown to be ready to utilize the 

affordances of multimodal online environments (Berglund, 2009) such as video conferencing 

interfaces, the general consensus is that teachers and learners adapt in different ways to their 

dynamics  (Cunningham, Beers & Holmsten, 2010; Hampel & Stickler (2012), and develop new 

communication strategies (Shih, 2014). Lately, though, there has been increasing interest in the 

use of film in promoting oral interaction (Moreno & Pérez, 2009) and the role of gesture and 

gaze in videoconferencing (Codreanu & Combe, 2013; Satar, 2013).  

Other research in the area of telecollaboration has drawn on multimodal approaches, mainly, 

corpus studies and synthetic worlds. Betbeder, Tissot, & Reffay (2007) have taken the lead in 

developing the LEarning & TEaching Corpus with the aim of sharing corpora and research data 

concerning multimodal online teaching and learning (see  also Chanier & Ciekanski, 2010;  

Reffay, Betbeder & Chanier, 2012).  The work on synthetic worlds such as Second Life has 

adopted a Language Integrated Learning approach (Wigham & Chanier, 2013a; Rodrigues, 

Wigham, Foucher & Chanier, 2014). These studies have shown that  the interaction of verbal and 

non-verbal modes of communication and the affordances of avatars develop multimodal 
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awareness  (Ho, Nelson & Müeller-Wittig, 2011) and increase students’ language skills (Wigham 

& Chanier, 2013b) and lexical intake (Rodriguez & Wigham, 2013).  

Concepts from Multimodal Research that Inform the Study 

This study will mainly draw on the concepts of mode, design and intersemiotic relationships. 

Mode refers to the semiotic resources that materialize any kind(s) of representation by means of 

material tools such as visual image, language and the body in space. Modes are historically, 

culturally and socially shaped and allow multiple realizations of discourses and types of semiotic 

interactions (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001; van Leeuwen, 2005; Kress, 2009; Kress, 2010; Jewitt, 

2006). In multimodal social semiotics, learning is an instantiation of meaning-making and modes 

play a paramount role in designing learning trajectories (Kress, 2013). 

Design refers to the motifs behind “choosing modes for representation, and the framing for 

that representation” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001, p.45). Design fulfills three major functions. It 

fulfills an ideational function because it represents the experience of ‘the world around and the 

world inside us’; it realizes an interpersonal function by enacting social interaction; and finally it 

presents to us a coherent ‘world of the text’ by means the textual metafunction (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 1996, p. 15). In short, design describes both the active process of meaning making 

through semiotic resources, and the organizational structure that stems from the act of designing. 

In a complex semiotic sign such as a SNSLL, the entirety of the contents and structural 

organization comprise a macro semiotic design. But it will be seen later that for analytic 

purposes a website needs to be dissected into smaller semiotic designs.  

Finally, the orchestration of semiotic materials (modes and material resources) gives 

shape to a multimodal ensemble (Kress, 2010). The different semiotic elements of a multimodal 
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ensemble (e.g. moving image, written language, color) carry meaning by themselves and create 

meanings when they combine. The purpose of multimodal ensembles is to generate particular 

meanings and enact responses through the combination of the distributed meanings across 

modes—what  Royce (1998) and Jewitt (2009c) call intersemiotic relationships.  Since 

multimodal ensembles may vary in size and complexity, I will adapt the concept of Baldry & 

Thibault (2006) to refer to ‘small-scale functional arrangement’ (p. 31) within broader 

multimodal ensembles.  

Theories of Learning and CALL/CMC 

In order to look at the different conceptualization of language learning that inform 

CALL/CMC a brief conceptual digression is in order. The conceptual frames that have pushed 

the field of CALL/CMC ahead have emerged from transdisciplinary connections originating 

initially from the general area of psychology and later from the field of second language 

acquisition (SLA).  

In the broad field of education the concept of learning gained prominence at the outset of 

the 20th Century, when the focus on knowledge of the subject matter decreased and the question 

about how students learn became central. Despite the diversified theoretical constructs that have 

emerged to explain learning, most scholars agree on three overarching theories of knowledge: 

behaviorism, cognitivism and constructivism (Ertmer & Newby, 1993; Pritchard, 2009). These 

nomenclatures vary among scholars, though, for example Mayesçand de Freitas (2007) describe 

associationist, cognitive, and situative perspectives, while Hung (2001) identifies four 

perspectives: behaviorist, cognitivist, constructivist, and social constructivist. What differentiates 

these perspectives is the locus of analysis adopted to describe learning. Behaviorism focuses on 
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observable behavior and, thus, learning is defined as the acquisition of habits, a product of the 

association among stimulus, response, and reinforcement. Starting in 1960, cognitivism set out to 

decipher the processes that underlie how the brain receives, processes, and retains information. 

In consequence learning is conceived as “the outcome of an interaction between new experiences 

and the structures for understanding that have already been created” (Mayes & de Freitas, 2007, 

p. 16). Some authors (Duffy & Cunningham, 1996) distinguish between individual 

constructivism —with a more cognitive slant (Piaget, 1977) — and social constructivism as 

developed by Vygotsky (1978) and his associates and followers. Duffy & Cunningham (1996) 

explain that in a constructivist view, learning is “an active process of constructing rather than 

acquiring knowledge” (p. 171). Social constructivism, on the other hand, poses that cognition is 

culturally and socially mediated by material (tools) and semiotic (language) artifacts. 

In turn, the general tenets of these theories of human cognition have branched out in more 

specific areas of knowledge such as applied linguistics and, in particular, SLA. Most theoretical 

frames of SLA have emanated from behaviorist, cognitive and constructivist positions (Johnson, 

2004; VanPatten & Williams, 2007; Larsen–Freeman, 2007; Ritchie & Bhatia, 2009; Mitchell, 

Marsden, & Myles, 2013). During the 1950s behaviorist psychology heavily influenced the 

concept of second language learning which was seen as any other kind of learning and as the 

formation of habits mainly through imitation and repetition (Mitchell et al., 2013).  The cognitive 

view challenged behaviorism and has become the dominant SLA theory up to now. With the 

cognitive view, the field of SLA has diversified into an array of theories comprising inter alia 

Schumann's Acculturation Model, Tarone's Variable Competence Model, Andersen's 

Nativization Model, and Krashen’s Monitor Theory (see VanPatten & Williams, 2007). At the 
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risk of great simplification, it is possible to state along with Cook (2010) that in the cognitive 

tradition of SLA “learning tends to be regarded as a change in an individual’s cognitive state… 

[and it is acquired] through a largely individual, cognitive process and through exposure to 

input” (p. 2). Lastly the cognitive approach has faced criticism on different accounts, involving 

its neglect in acknowledging the central role of social and cultural variables (e.g. personal 

narratives, gender, and identity) in language learning (Block 2003, Larsen-Freeman, 2007, 2011; 

Cook, 2010; Ortega, 2011, Atkinson, 2011b). Atkinson’s (2011a) volume, Alternative 

Approaches to Second Language Acquisition, features different sociocultural approaches that 

draw on social constructivist theories of learning. Taken together these approaches reformulate 

the conceptions of L2 by arguing that learning is a social and cognitive accomplishment and that 

knowledge and learning emerge from socialization in communities in which social meaning is 

situated and distributed (Ortega, 2011).  

This short digression provides the context to understand the views on learning in the area 

of CALL/CMC since “trends in CALL roughly parallel those in other areas of applied 

linguistics” (Gruba, 2004). Reviewing these trends also helps situate the development of 

SNSLLs as the manifestation of the particular happenings within any of the stages of 

CALL/CMC. Traditionally, scholars in the field of CALL/CMC identify three periods that echo 

the approaches in which the history of the field of SLA is divided (Warschauer & Healey, 1998; 

Gruba, 2004; Fotos & Browne, 2004; Warschauer, 2005; Lamy & Hampel, 2007a; Evans, 2009; 

Blake, 2013). The first stage, named Structural CALL (also Behaviorist)  (1970s-1980s, focused 

on repetitive language drills and the accuracy of computer instruction in contrast to classroom-

based instruction. The stage of Communicative CALL (1980s-1990s) stressed the functions of 
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language, implicit teaching of grammar, and the creative use of language. Finally, Integrative 

CALL aimed at integrating various language skills in more realistic environments. It drew on 

teaching approaches such as task-based, project-based and content-based in combination with 

multimedia products and the internet. In turn, these three frameworks to CALL adopted language 

learning theories that dominated their respective periods. Thus, Structural CALL aligned with a 

Behaviorist paradigm, whereas the Communicative and Integrative perspectives were informed 

by the cognitive and socio-cognitive paradigms, respectively (Levy, 1998; Kern & Warschauer, 

2000; Luke, 2006).  

Similar to the process of reconceptualization that the field of SLA is undergoing due to 

the ‘social turn’ (Block, 2003; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2007; Firth & Wagner, 2007) in applied 

linguistics, CALL/CMC is being increasingly influenced by sociocultural approaches (Lantolf & 

Thorne, 2006) and lately by ecological views of language and learning (van Lier, 2004; 2008; 

Blyth, 2008; Lafford, 2009; Reinhardt, 2012). With the development of novel forms of computer 

mediated communication such as social networking, followers of the cognitive view to CALL 

have seen the need to look at learning as a result of often conflicting and complementary issues 

of identity (Block, 2013; Norton & Toohey, 2004), socialization (Kramsch, 2002; Bayley & 

Schecter, 2003; Duff & Hornberger, 2008), gender (Pavlenko, Blackledge, Piller & Teutsch-

Dwyer, 2001), and ethnicity (Norton, 2000; Riley, 2007).  An approach that has enriched the 

discussion of the socio-cognitive approach to CALL is the ecological model. Reinhardt (2012) 

explains that under the ecological view “learning is dynamic, contingent, non-linear, and self-

organizing in nature, and systems of language use/learning emerge in nested patterns” (p. 64). In 

a similar line of thought, Larsen-Freeman (1997, 2002, 2003) posits that the ecological approach 
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looks at language and learning as a complex system and, adopting this purview, permits the 

exploration of the interdisciplinary, multimodal, multiscalar semiotic practices among computer-

mediated artifacts, individual learners, and their situated cognition and agency. 

METHODS 

            To investigate the question regarding the views of learning that are embodied in the 

semiotic design of Busuu, a series of methodological approaches were adopted.  Elements from 

the sociocultural, ecological, and multimodal perspectives illuminate the analytic framework of 

this study because these three approaches share similar ontological and epistemological 

foundations. They are informed by constructivist and critical realist paradigms which claim that 

at the ontological level reality is shaped by the conjunction of historical and local events that 

respond to social, cultural, political, economic and ethnic values, while at the epistemological 

level knowledge construction arises from the transactional, subjectivist, and dialogic relationship 

between the investigator on the one hand and either the respondents or phenomenon under 

inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 1994) on the other hand. Ecological research emphasizes process over 

product (Lafford, 2009) and draws on discourse analysis and other descriptive and interpretative 

types of analyses such as ethnography and case studies to account for social phenomena from an 

emic standpoint (Leather & van Dam, 2003; van Lier, 2004).  

In step with the above methodological considerations, a descriptive and explanatory case 

study was adopted (Yin, 1994; Tellis, 1997), along with auto-ethnographic narrative (Reed-

Danahay, 1997; Ellis, 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 2000).  A case study  “is a problem to be studied, 

which will reveal an in-depth understanding of a “case” or bounded system, which involves 

understanding an event, activity, process, or one or more individuals” (Creswell, 2002, p. 61). 
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Busuu constitutes the case under study in this article and the aim is to understand the workings of 

the SNSLLs and the processes of meaning making enacted through their semiotic design and 

their affordances. This case study not only attempts to provide a descriptive account of this 

phenomenon, but also to develop conceptual categories, as proposed in grounded theory (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1990). One way to provide a thick description (Geertz, 1973) of Busuu as a language 

learning community is by using ethnographic research. I decided to write an autoethnography in 

order to make better sense of the ways language learning is portrayed on Busuu, based on my 

own learning experience and my uses of the affordances of the website interface. An 

autoethnography “features concrete action, emotion, embodiment, self-consciousness, and 

introspection portrayed in dialogue, scenes, characterization, and plot” (Ellis, 2004; p. xix), 

through which the subjective experience of the researcher becomes an intrinsic part of research 

(Anderson, 2006). For example, recently Gruba and Clark (2013; see also Clark & Gruba, 2010) 

conducted an autoethnographic study to inquire about the assessment practices of three SNSLLs 

(Livemocha, Busuu and Babbel). The authors report that interpreting their own experiences and 

data reflexively contributed to extending their understanding of language learning communities. 

Their findings also suggest, along with Anderson (2006), that the approach served to provide 

theoretical illumination of the topic under scrutiny. 

Data Collection Procedures 

           The data of this study consists of documentary materials, Busuu (http://www.busuu.com/), 

and the researcher’s (auto) ethnographic accounts. The documentary materials provide 

information obtained from publications about Busuu such as statistics, evaluations, and 

descriptions of the website. Additionally, I focused on the Busuu blog (http://blog.busuu.com/) 

http://www.busuu.com/
http://blog.busuu.com/
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that provides short articles, constant information about the new features of the website, and 

statistics about Busuu. Nevertheless, the primary source of data was the Busuu website. The 

website uses technological tools and affordances of Web 2.0 (O'Reilly, 2005; Warschauer & 

Grimes, 2007), with different degrees of sophistication, such as networking tools, user created-

content, and site-created content. Busuu is a European company created in 2008 that provides 

users with the opportunity to learn up to 12 languages: e.g., English, German, French, Italian, 

Spanish, Portuguese, and Russian. It allows learners to use most of its features for free; however, 

it charges a monthly fee to become a premium member and gain access to additional 

functionalities such as voice recording or grammar exercises. Busuu offers a self-paced language 

program of 180 learning units enhanced by interactive multimedia content and a social 

networking environment.  The units are distributed onto 4 levels according to the Common 

European Framework (A1, A2, B1 and B2). There are three types of units: Vocabulary, 

Grammar and Live Units. The Vocabulary and Grammar Units are composed of ‘Areas’, mainly: 

Vocabulary, Dialogue, Writing, Busuutalk (chat tool), Voice Recording, Review, Printable 

Learning Material, and Podcast. The Grammar units are shorter because they don’t include 

Writing, Busuutalk, and Voice Recording. The Live Unit is not divided into Areas and consists 

of a written exercise.  The learning units are based on the concept of community, which is 

enhanced through tools for on-line communication such as audio and video chat, forums, and 

voice recording. 

             The autoethnographic accounts constitute another key data source in the study. The idea 

of employing autoethnography arose from my own experience as a user of Busuu. Three years 

ago, I decided to learn French, for which I enrolled in a beginning French class at my university. 
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As a way of reinforcing the contents covered in class, I looked for extra practice online. Out of 

the different language learning websites that I encountered, Busuu and Livemocha stood out and 

a brief perusal of each one yielded a favorable image of Busuu, which I continued to use 

intermittently from then on. As a language teacher and language learner, the initial experiences 

navigating the website raised multiple questions that inspired my decision to conduct research on 

these types of communities. Thus, drawing on my familiarity with Busuu, I set up a period of 10 

weeks in which I undertook the role as a free user initially, and then as a premium member, 

intending to practice and reinforce my pre-intermediate French level. Out of 180 learning units, I 

completed 54 units during the time I participated as a member of the community. As a 

participant-experiencer (Walstrom, 2004), I kept a journal where I chronicled all my reactions, 

feelings, and reflections after each studying session. Additionally, I used a screen recording 

program so that I could have a second chance to examine my work and interactions on the 

website.   

Data Analyses  

             Quantitative and qualitative procedures were used to present a picture of how the 

concept of language is portrayed through the website design, activities, and structure of lessons 

on Busuu. Discourse analysis aided in analyzing the linguistic patterns of the documentary data 

provided by the Busuu Blog and the journal. The use of Open Code, a software for analysis of 

qualitative data, was instrumental in order to categorize the information accrued from the 

ethnographic narrative. The software provides for the codification of data by subjects, broader 

themes and, later, emergent categories, as suggested in grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). Multimodal analysis was mainly utilized for examining the semiotic design of various 
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sections of the website. Drawing on Baldry and Thibault (2006), I privileged semiotic clusters 

(groups of multimodal elements) to map out the design of multimodal texts and then, following 

Bezemer and Jewitt (2010), I focused on ‘modes’ of communication as units of analysis since 

they function as the “organizing principle of representation and communication” (p. 183). The 

last step consisted of establishing how intersemiotic relationships among modes conjoined to 

create specific meanings (Machin, 2007). To carry out the multimodal analyses, I developed 

various matrix tables in order to categorize semiotic resources, semiotic modes, and frequencies 

of elements on the website. Finally, several software programs were employed to help qualify 

and quantify focal elements from the semiotic design of Busuu. Data converters (TXT Converter 

—http://www.online-convert.com/— and Adobe Professional—http://www.adobe.com/) were 

used to scrape verbal language and images from multimodal texts. In addition, corpus tools such 

as Antconc and Antwordprofiler (Anthony, 2013) were instrumental in conducting lexical 

analysis of Busuu’s language contents. These analytic tools yielded results that allowed me to 

draw conclusions about the nature of learning on Busuu. The next section focuses on the main 

findings of this study.  

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

This section presents the findings of the study interspersed with discussion. Drawing on 

the ecological view, the overarching interpretive thread of this analysis is that the semiotic 

design of Busuu constitutes an ecology of learning where various nested approaches to learning 

interweave. Some features of these approaches to learning can be traced back to traditional 

learning theories (see the theoretical framework); nonetheless, the boundaries between learning 

views are not clearly delineated in the design of Busuu.   



83 
 

 
 

Language Learning and Community  

One of the main conceptualizations of learning on Busuu is that language is learned as a 

product of interacting with members of the community.  The concept of community is central to 

this SNSLL since by definition “Busuu is an online community for learning languages!” 

(Busuu.com). Lave & Wenger (1991) introduced the concept of communities of practice and 

communities of learning to describe groups that engage in interaction with the purpose of 

achieving certain learning outcome. These communities of practice and learning according to 

Wenger (1998) are characterized by mutual engagement, which requires the members’ 

participation in shared tasks; joint enterprise, explained as the sustained interaction of member; 

and shared repertoire of routines, processes, concepts through which members partake in 

activities. From the available evidence, which will be described below, it is clear that users of 

Busuu are pursuing a common outcome, that is, the learning of a foreign language and that the 

semiotic design of the website crystalizes the concept of community. It will be seen that the 

architecture of the website provides several semiotic spaces for users to interact and create a 

sense of community, mainly, chat, peer revision, and forum groups.  

Chat tool: Busuutalk  

A description of the semiotic design of the chat tool is in order as the first step to make 

sense of how Busuu constitutes a community of practice and how it supports learning through 

social interaction. The reading path of the Busuutalk interface is vertical and is made up of 3 

semiotic clusters. Figure 1 shows the first semiotic cluster of the interface. The heading “How 

are you?” appears on the top left-hand corner, followed below by a guiding set of questions 

(How do you feel on a…) which is, in turn, accompanied by a contextualizing picture —woman 
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with arms wide open in the air. The objective of these questions and picture is to inform the chat 

partner that the user who is initiating the chat (user A) has just finished the learning unit “How 

are you?” and to instruct the partner (user B) to use these questions in order to help user A 

practice the topic.  

 

 

Figure 1. Screenshot of Busuutalk Interface 

The second semiotic cluster relies on spatial distribution, visuals, and animation to 

establish the social roles of the interactants. Busuu places together the photographs11 of the two 

users along with biographical documentation that includes their nationality and the languages 

                                                 
11 I have blurred the faces of the users on Figure 4 for privacy purposes.   



85 
 

 
 

they are learning or they can speak.  Furthermore, by clicking on the photograph, a user is 

directed to the Busuu profile page of the chat partner. The profile page provides information 

about age, occupation, relationship status, and the activity of the user in the community (e.g. 

language levels completed and number of rewards obtained —tokens and badges, which are  

products of his/her investment in the community). It is in this semiotic cluster that users decide 

whether they want to activate the audio chat or video chat function during their interaction. 

Finally, the interface makes available a regulatory function by placing the links “Report Abuse” 

and “Block User” under the picture of the chat partner B.  These regulatory tools known as 

governance functionalities (Schwagereit, Scherp & Staab, 2011) serve in “maintaining a high 

quality of the user-generated content [and are] a foundation of a healthy and nourishing 

community.” The third semiotic cluster appears on the right-hand side of Busuutalk window. 

This is where the written chat exchanges take place. Its main function is to facilitate 

communication by providing a series of tools such as dictionaries, useful phrases, vocabulary, 

special character keyboards, and the possibility to save conversations.  

From the previous description, one questions arises: in what ways does this interface 

bring together elements of communities of practice with the purpose of promoting language 

learning through interaction? The first argument that I would like to make is that the semiotic 

design and affordances of Busuu are instrumental in recreating the concepts and principles of 

communities of practice.  In this regard, the view of ecological linguistics is important because it 

“sees language learning as emerging from the formation of a community of practice of language 

learners who draw on the affordances of the learning context to carry out various activities” 

(Lafford, 2009, p. 674). The affordances of this learning context are distributed onto the three 
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semiotic clusters on the Busuutalk interface. These semiotic clusters engender actions that accord 

with the constitutive elements of a community of practice: mutual engagement, joint enterprise, 

and shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998). The first semiotic cluster configures a linguistic and 

communicational context (topic, initiating questions, and picture) by situating users in a 

conversational interaction. Because of the topic and the types of questions suggested, the cluster 

also provides information about the level of language proficiency of the user that initiates the 

chat session. The second cluster also functions as an engagement-enabling feature by providing 

chat users with pictures and biographical information, which might enhance their willingness to 

engage in interaction. The photographs are relevant because a foundational precondition for 

elementary interaction is mutual presence in a place; however, on the web this presence is 

substituted by other semiotic elements such as an individual profile, a user name and image, and 

the activity or activity products of users (Astheimer et al., 2011, p. 19-20). The third cluster 

makes available to users a set of tools to help initiate an interaction (e.g. Useful phrases, a 

dictionary). It is in this semiotic space where both participants can see the output of their written 

interactions and, therefore, evidence of their mutual engagement. 

Although the processes of joint enterprise and a shared repertoire become evident when 

members of the community engage in negotiation and meaning making, the semiotic design of 

the chat intends subtly to construct these processes too. For example, the spatial distribution of 

the photographs of the two interlocutors fictively indicates equity of status and suggests 

partnership, friendship and acquaintance. Additionally, the fact that both users are connected by 

their interest in learning a language suggests to learners that they are both joined by a common 

enterprise. The chat is also used to foster a repertoire of practices such as “routines, words, tools, 
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ways of doing things, stories, gestures, symbols, genres, actions, or concepts that the community 

has produced or adopted in the course of its existence” (Wenger, 1998, p. 83). In fact, the 

semiotic design of the chat suggests a type of reading path and certain practices that users might 

follow (e.g. relying on translation and useful phrases); however, users are free to use the 

interface in different ways, for example, by choosing types of interactions (video chat, audio chat 

or text chat) or by ignoring the topic of discussion of the learning unit.  

At the heart of the concept of communities of practice is the notion that learning is a 

social practice and thereby a process which is embodied in interaction (Wenger, 1998; Lave & 

Wenger, 1991; van Lier, 2004; Fard, 1998; Firth & Wagner, 2007; Ellis, 2010). The 

authoethnographic accounts coming from my experience of using the Busuutalk tool provide 

further examples of how language learning takes place on Busuu. Below is the reaction to my 

interaction with a member of the community:  

 I did not dare use the video chat feature and instead used the text chat. It was enjoyable and 

I could see how this might help improve language. As the other user asked questions, I read 

his questions and I paid attention to the spelling of the words so that I could write my 

answers. It helped! I was learning just by looking at his posts. We practiced French and 

English… I really felt this could be a good way to improve or at least practice my French. 

[The other user] made corrections, I asked him to make corrections and he did it in ways 

that did not sound patronizing, such as ‘we say better this way’… I also think that this is a 

good way to learn cultural aspects of the other language. The interaction went around 

personal information and he said he would ask me some questions…. He was basically 

using the questions that the Busuu chat suggests to ask …halfway through the interaction, 
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I felt that it was good to change so he could practice English. This made me feel a little at 

ease because the roles would change now, I would be the one encouraging the interaction 

since I am the one with the most knowledge of English (Journal, April 8, 2013) 

One of the first aspects to observe is my enthusiasm in describing the experience which points to 

the process of mutual engagement that is explicit in the interaction. What seems more interesting 

is that this was the first time I used the chat function, although I had reservations about the 

outcomes of chatting with a person that I did not know. By the end of my immersive experience, 

after more than 10 successful chat sessions with different users, I concluded that the reason why 

interactions run smoothly in a climate of positive language exchange is that most users are aware 

of tacit rules of mutual engagement that govern communities (Wenger, 1998). These tacit rules 

of engagement involve practices of appropriate online behavior and pedagogical practices such 

as making corrections: “I asked him to make corrections and he did it in ways that did not sound 

patronizing.” This quote suggests that learning is initiated in socially meaningful exchanges: “I 

was learning just by looking at his posts. We practiced French and English… I really felt this 

could be a good way to improve or at least practice my French.” Overall, as Abrams (2008) and 

other researchers in CMC (e.g. Pelletteri, 2000; Blake & Zyzik, 2003; O’Rourke, 2005) report: 

computer-mediated learner-to-learner interaction provides L2 learners with rich opportunities to 

manage interactions by choosing between topics, adapting, and recognizing different 

interactional patterns while negotiating meaning.  

Interestingly, after a lexical analysis of the journal using Antword Profiler (Anthony, 

2014), I found out that the lemma ‘interact’ in its different realizations (e.g. interacting, 
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interaction) scored the second highest frequency with 38 iterations12.   In fact, this is observed in 

the excerpt discussed above where the word ‘interaction’ appears three times, together with 

claims that language learning is happening to some extent “I could see how this might help 

improve language.” The point to stress here is that this pervasive recurrence of the concept of 

interaction as a means to learn the language in my autoethnography emanates strongly from the 

subtle discourses of Busuu.  

But this conceptualization of learning is also observed in the types of interaction that take 

place in the forums and the peer-review activities on Busuu. There are mainly three spaces on the 

website that encourage users to peer review their written or oral productions. The most common 

activity is a short composition that learners are required to write in each learning unit (see Figure 

2). The analysis of a sample of 54 learning units shows that 74% of these writing activities draw 

on Intensive Writing, a type of form focused writing performance (Brown, 2010). The second 

activity that requires peer-review work is the Live Unit where learners respond to a picture cue 

by writing comments or descriptions. Finally, learners are encouraged to peer-review audio-

recordings of dialogues. The area of Audio Recording allows learners to participate in a dialogue 

by assuming a character role and repeating some language sentences provided by the interface. It 

is true that these activities evoke behaviorist principles; nonetheless, what is important to notice 

is that despite being designed under behaviorist and cognitive principles, they afford social 

interaction due to the semiotic design of social media. And this gives evidence for  one of the 

strongest arguments in favor of a socio-cognitive and an ecological approach in CALL/CMC and 

                                                 
12 Antword Profiler examines texts based on the 2570 most frequent words based on the lists provided by the 
General Service List and the Academic Word List. Lexical items are organized by word families and are grouped in 
three levels. The word family ‘interact’ belongs to the third group.  
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SLA, that language learning is both a cognitive and social endeavor, where social interaction is 

the bedrock of linguistic and mental functioning (Ellis, 2010; Atkinson, Churchill, Nishino, & 

Okada, 2007;  Atkinson, 2011b). Perhaps the activities introduced above will not enhance 

meaningful development of semiotic resources (e.g. linguistic knowledge) by themselves; 

nevertheless, their potential lies in generating a space for social interaction since as Ellis (2010) 

emphasizes “ ‘interaction’ constitutes the site where acquisition either arises or is initiated” (p. 

50).   

 

Figure 2. Writing Activity with Researcher’s Answer 

During the period of data collection, the researcher made 120 written and audio-recorded 

posts and received 165 peer-review responses. The data shows that 92.5 of the posts were 

reviewed between one to three times by members of the community. Furthermore, the analysis of 

the feedback given to the written activities suggests, as established by Shin, (2006), that CMC 

users construct their learning context and establish interactional patterns in distinct ways. 

Typically, users receive feedback to their written or oral compositions within minutes. The 
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comments or types of corrections vary among users. Some reviewers focus on grammar, lexicon, 

spelling, pronunciation, and mechanics (see Figure 3). Learners have also developed different 

ways of making corrections. Most learners use editing tools provided by the Busuu interface 

such as a rating system, bold fonts, font colors, and strikethrough, but occasionally, learners 

develop other correction strategies (see table 1). Sometimes, users engage in asynchronous 

interaction with reviewers, although these are not frequent in my experience. By contrast, the 

participation in reviewing activity can be taken as a good sign of engagement with the 

community and as a first step to initiate a ‘friendship’. An instance of this was my interaction 

with Ceri13, a user who was diligently reviewing my audio-recordings and written posts. After 

looking at his investment in helping members of the community, I decided to request him to 

initiate a chat interaction. The more than 40–minute chat with him proved to be not only 

interesting but also inspiring. As a language learner I benefitted from not only his teachings and 

corrections regarding language but also the sharing of cultural views and personal experiences.  

                                                 
13 Pseudonym  
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Figure 3. Areas of Correction in Written and Audio-recoding Posts 

The descriptions encountered in the journal written during this study as well as the 

analysis of semiotic activity on the Busuutalk and the Writing Area clearly exemplify that users 

of Busuu engage in mutual language learning practices. In a quantitative analysis of the 

autoethnographic descriptions, I found 18 instances of reflections about mutual engagement, 

which led me to establish a category named ‘sense of reciprocity’. Chat interaction and 

correction of writing posts also indicate that users feel they are immersed in a joint enterprise of 

learning a language in a community. Users show that they share a repertoire of participatory 

patterns (language resources, routines, styles) that are, in part, generated by the semiotic design 

of Busuu and further developed through users’ interaction. Busuu only makes available editing 

tools and lets users decide the ways in which reviewing will be done. One type of correction that 

caught my attention was “Encouragement.” Typical comments of encouragement include: 

“Bravo!”, “Très bien!” (Very good), “felicitation a vous joli travaille” (sic) (Congratulation for 

Grammar
40%

Vocabulary
24%

Spelling
26%

Pronunciation
5%

Mechanics
5%

Areas of correction
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your nice work). Below is an illustration of the feedback provided to the researcher’s’ post 

introduced in Figure 2.   

 

Figure 4. Correction of Post by Member of Busuu 

This female user utilizes the multimodal tools (color, bold font, strikethrough) that the 

interface affords to correct the different mistakes of the written post. Using these editing tools is 

time consuming, and thus her work is an indication of her willingness and commitment to help. 

This is enhanced by her following comment where the user says: “In fact, bravo for your text, I 

forgot to tell you this after my correction! Good luck with French and good luck using Busuu” 

(message on the bottom). The comments of encouragement materialize a constructivist view of 

learning because users are guided by a sense of membership to scaffold another member of the 

community not only through encouragement, but also explicit indication of how their writing 

could improve. In the 373 corrections of members of the community, this scaffolding happens 

through direct correction, comments on content, and explanations (Table 1).  
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Table 1  

Correction Strategies in Written and Audio Recording Posts 

Type of Correction Strategy  Number of Corrections 
Encouragement   82 
Color letters 68 
Rating 63 
Bold text  54 
Direct correction  36 
Comments/explanations 29 
Strikethrough 11 
Italicization 8 
Highlighted text 7 
Underlined text 4 
Other 11 

 

Besides the chat tool and the writing and audio-recording activities, the Busuugroups 

(forum) also provide a space for participatory learning. On this space users can create groups to 

“share opinions about different topics with other members of the community.” In each group 

“you can learn a specific language which is defined by the group leader and which you can find 

in the description of the group” (Busuu.com). In general, groups are formed by users who share a 

common language interest, or any other interest. For instance, a user with the pseudonym Mara 

belongs to several groups in several categories proposed by Busuu. These groups comprise 

grammar, relationships, daily life, food and drink, free time, and home and environment. It is 

noteworthy that Mara belongs to groups that focus not only on aspects of language but that use 

language as a means of communication. For instance she is affiliated with a group on religion 

called ‘Jesus Loves (English writing clinic)’ and a group about business ‘Looking for a Job.’ The 

introduction of ‘Jesus Loves’ expresses the following: “Welcome! The goals of our group are: 1. 
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Share the love of Christ; 2. Help you improve your English writing skills.” 

(http://www.busuu.com/group/11702), while “Looking for a Job” states, “The goal of this group 

is to share information about job websites in different countries and to provide information about 

interviews in different languages” (http://www.busuu.com/g/10859). The latter group with 

40,083 members, 54 topics, and 5289 posts serves as a space for intercultural exchange where 

users engage in varied conversations that include preparing for an interview or learning about 

intercultural behaviors when travelling. The Groups section of Busuu represents an important 

example of how SNSLLs spawn spaces where language learners can use the target language in 

meaningful ways. The openness of the members to engage in such discussions and the 

acceptance of the varied levels of language proficiency play an important role in building users’ 

motivation and sense of community.  

There are several conclusions about the language learning view that underlies Busuu and 

that is generally fostered through the semiotic design and the affordances of this learning 

ecology. After taking stock of three of the main social interfaces of Busuu, it seems reasonable to 

think that elements of the Sociocultural and Ecological Approach of CALL/CMC predominate 

on Busuu.  Drawing on concepts from constructivist theories of learning, the Sociocultural 

Approach places emphasis on the concept of mediation and social learning (Lantolf & Thorne, 

2006). Learning is achieved in more successful ways when human mediators or mediating tools 

(in this case Busuu and its affordances) offer learners appropriate means to negotiate meaning 

and build knowledge. In this regard, learning on Busuu is conceived of as a social activity and a 

social practice where language, interaction and participation in any cultural activity of the 

http://www.busuu.com/group/11702
http://www.busuu.com/g/10859
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community foster co-construction of knowledge and the organization and reorganization of 

social and individual identities (Norton, 1995).  

Some of the assets of Busuu discussed above echo what previous research has pointed out 

regarding the potential of participatory spaces. Most studies have not honed in on the concept of 

learning but have discussed the importance of the socio-collaborative affordances of SNSLLs  

(e.g. Brick, 2011a; Liaw, 2011; Gruba & Clark, 2013) and  the concept of community and its 

connection with motivation, participation, interactivity and ultimately language learning (Clark 

& Gruba, 2010; Lloyd, 2012; Gonzalez, 2013; Malerba, 2012; Loiseau & Zourou, 2012). These 

authors in different ways acknowledge the constructivist principles that undergird these 

communities. On the other hand, other scholars such as Potolia et al. (2011) argue that 

behaviorism is the prevailing theory of learning that governs Livemocha, Busuu, Babbel. In the 

latter case, the authors concentrate on the language presentation exercises and practice activities 

of the SNSLLs that generally prompt students to repeat or drill language forms.  In the next 

section, I will briefly look at the elements of the semiotic design of Busuu that could lead to 

viewing it as a behaviorist-oriented language learning community.  

Language Learning on Busuu: From Behaviorism to Integration of Learning Views  

Analysis of the discourses that ground the views on language learning on Busuu brings 

out contradictory results. In order to gain more insight into this issue, I examined the Blog that 

members of the Busuu team maintain. There are different short articles which give learning 

strategies, advertise the company’s products or announce positive news about Busuu. Some of 

the articles on learning sometimes refer to the importance of culture in language teaching or 

vocabulary. On June 11, 2013, Busuu published an article that could be considered a statement 
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about what language learning for the company is. The article is titled “Imitation is the Key to 

Learning Languages” and describes from a psychological perspective why language learning is 

faster if a speakers imitates the language patterns of the interlocutor, who should preferably be a 

native speaker. The author goes on to cite research from the 70s to strengthen the argument: “In 

the 1970s, American psychologist Andrew N. Meltzoff identified so-called ‘social learning’, 

where people or animals observe and then copy their companions. “Imitation accelerates learning 

and multiplies learning opportunities”, (sic) he noted. “It is faster than individual discovery and 

safer than learning by trial and error”” (http://blog.busuu.com/tag/busuucom/). 

Obviously Meltzoff’s work on neonates’ imitation is taken out of context here to support 

the idea that language is a behavior that is learned through imitation of an external stimulus, 

evoking Skinner’s (1957) postulates on the nature of human learning and language development. 

This behaviorist view translates to Busuu in two ways. First, it materializes in the structure of 

language activities and assessment practices through the concept of repetition as learning. 

Second, the behaviorist concept of reinforcement is manifested through the system of rewards on 

Busuu in a constructivist direction. 

The concept of learning by imitating a native speaker not only entails a behaviorist view 

of language, but also unveils one of the most contentious themes of cognitive SLA: the 

dichotomy of native speaker and non-native speaker (Firth & Wagner, 1997; Block, 2003a; Ellis, 

2010; Larsen-Freeman, 2010). This dichotomy is further substantiated on Busuu’s Help page that 

states: “Instead of studying alone at home with your uninspiring grammar book, you can learn 

directly from native speakers around the world” (http://www.busuu.com/help). While this 

statement perpetuates a view of learning that emphasizes that presence of the native speaker as a 

http://blog.busuu.com/tag/busuucom/
http://www.busuu.com/help
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role model for language learners, it is important to note that users of the website do not follow 

this principle to the letter. This happens because the semiotic design of Busuu offers different 

semiotic spaces (e.g. Busuugroups, Writing Area) that afford different types of interactions 

which can be performed by language learners from different levels and linguistic backgrounds.   

Language activities and assessment  

 

Figure 5. Three Slides from Grammar Activity of Unit “Le Verb Être” 

The language program of Busuu consists of 180 units of which 110 introduce vocabulary 

and expressions, while 36 focus on grammar. The way language is organized and presented in 

the syllabus of Busuu draws on cognitive and behaviorist views of learning originating in SLA 

and CALL/CMC.  Busuu assumes a linear organization of linguistic content in which language 

learning appears as the acquisition of rules distributed from simple to more complex structures. 

This hierarchical way of organizing language in terms of rules also echoes the cognitive view of 

SLA. Under this view, a learner’s linguistic competence is comprised of a set of rules that s/he 

must take in (Larsen-Freeman, 2010) and that ‘will grow to constitute a network of connections 

between nodes’ (Ellis, 2010, p. 28).  
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One of the main activities on Busuu is the introduction of linguistic contents. Linguistic 

contents are introduced in the Vocabulary and Grammar Areas. The pattern of presentation is 

always the same with the aim of creating a learning routine, which is enhanced by the 

multimodal semiotic design of the interface, which is divided into three panels (see figure 3). On 

the top of the image a word or sentence is introduced with audio (“Il est mince”). The middle 

panel depicts a picture which provides a context of association (A photo of a thin man). Finally, 

the lower panel exhibits the translation of the word, phrase or sentence introduced in panel 1 

(“He’s thin”). In most cases, the Vocabulary Area has an extra panel below panel 3 with a 

sentence and its translation to contextualize the word or phrase introduced. This panel also has a 

recorded audio of the sentence. Figure 3 shows the way grammar is introduced on Busuu. I have 

extracted the three images to indicate how the subject pronoun ‘il’ (he/it) is combined with the 

affrmative, negative and interrogative forms verb “Être” (to be). The pictures do not appear in 

this sequence on the website. Busuu  presents the verb by conjugating it with all subject 

pronouns (I, you, he…) in affirmative, negative and interrogative. In short, these exercises 

resemble the drill-and-kill approach, the core principle of the behaviorist-oriented methods such 

as the AudioLingual Method (Howatt, 1986; Richards & Rodgers, 2001).  

This way of arranging linguistic contents also corresponds to behaviorist principles of 

learning. But behaviorism becomes more evident when the semiotic configuration of the  

Vocabulary or Grammar Areas is examined.  In this case I will analyze the Grammar Area 

interface in Figure 4.   The semiotic design of each slide in figure 4 draws on Associationism —a 

precursor to behavioral psychology—  “and an early name for the process psychologists today 

call learning” (Schultz & Schultz, 2008, p. 50). Associationism hypothesized that the mind is 
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organized by means of associations and postulated two laws to explain the process of 

remembering: contiguity and repetition (Schultz & Schultz, 2008).  The law of continguity states 

that people tend to remember easily if events of things are close to each other in space. A look at 

Figure 4 shows that each one of the semiotic clusters is spatially arranged in a top to bottom 

reading path where different modes of communicaton closely interact to generate associations 

between sound, written language and visual image. The law of repetition states that associations 

are stronger if things or events are frequenly repeated. In Figure 4 repetition not only takes place 

by guiding the user through the conjugation of all personal pronouns in the three sentence types, 

it is also encouraged through the semiotic design of the interface that intends to reproduce the 

same meaning in four different forms: in panel 1: written language and sound; panel 2: image; 

and panel 3: written language: translation. Judging the pedagogical potential of the law of 

contiguity and repetition is not within the scope of this study; however, one of the categories of 

analysis of the autoethnography named “My learning pratices” comments on  how when 

struggling to recall the written form of words or expressions, the connection beween image and 

written was quite helpful: “The picture brought up the word to my mind instantaneously” (April 

9, 2013). 

Finally, assessment on Busuu consists of a set of activities such as drag and drop, 

dictations, ordering of jumbled words, phrases or sentences where the same imagery and 

accompanying vocabulary and grammar are recycled. The testing system favors rote 

memorization at the expense of the creative and contextualized use of language. The assessment 

activity in the reading comprehension section suffers from similar limitations. An analysis of the 

types of reading skills (figure 5), which are tested after each reading activity across the 4 
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language levels, shows that the greatest percentage of the questions asked focus on intensive 

reading (18%) (Brown, 2010), and on factual information extracted from the text (67%). These 

percentages contrast with the lower rate of questions (15%) that involve higher level thinking 

such as making inferences. Gruba and Clark (2013), who focus on technology mediated 

assessment of SNSLLs, discuss current language learning and assessment metaphors. The 

authors discuss the metaphor of language learning as ‘instruction’, which describes virtual 

communities with pedagogical configurations that emphasize accuracy and fluency and that 

focus on assessing products and structures of a language. Although it is true that the semiotic 

spaces described in this section of the paper point at a behaviorist view of learning correlating 

with Gruba and Clark’s metaphor, the readership cannot lose sight of the fact that Busuu is a 

complex system. The first section of this paper has discussed the nature of the ecology of 

learning that develops on SNSLLs. In these ecologies nested microsystems interweave the old 

with the new, the individual with the social, the structural with the functional and so forth.  

 

 

Figure 6. Types of Reading Skills in Dialogue Activity 

18%
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15%
Understanding
grammatical
relations

Understanding
explicit ideas

Understanding non-
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System of rewards and gamification of learning   

Bussuu has developed a battery of semiotic tools to stimulate users to complete the 

language program. Among the most significant tools is the system of rewards. Figure 6 shows 

some of the badges that users obtain when they collaborate in the community (e.g. correcting 

posts), complete learning units, or finish a course. Busuu berries are awarded every time users 

complete any activity on the website (finishing a learning activity, making corrections, taking 

tests), the ‘diamonds’ reflect the activity on Busuu, and a brown ‘thumbs-up’ badge is received 

for correcting more than 50 posts. The badges on the bottom of Figure 6 represent several 

actions. ‘A1’ and the ‘green bag’ mean that a course was completed, while the ‘feather’ 

communicates that the user has commented on more than 100 posts. The last two badges indicate 

that the user reached a proposed learning objective (‘bonny in black cap’) and that the user took 

a placement test (‘thermometer’).  

 

Figure 7. Example of Rewards Awarded to Members of Busuu 
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 Busuu’s system of rewards could be considered a materialization of a behaviorist theory. 

The Busuu berries are the case in point since they are awarded every time a user finishes an 

activity on the website. The common messages that pop up awarding berries include: 

“Congratulations! That was correct, congratulations you have received 1 busuu-berry!” 

“Congratulations! You have received 5 busuu-berries! You can buy gifts for your garden from 

the busuu Shop using your busuu-berries!” In “Behavioral Modification: Principles and 

Procedures,” Miltenberger (2008) refers to this type of input as continuous reinforcement, “a 

schedule of reinforcement in which every occurrence of the instrumental response (desired 

response) is followed by the reinforcer” (p. 86). Schedule reinforcements are typical in 

instructional design in computer mediated learning and in the area of CALL it was particularly 

salient during the tutorial CALL stage (Kern 2006; Blyth 2008).  The behaviorist principle 

postulates that in this type of reward learning environment a positive reinforcement often leads to 

increasing the strength of the behavior. The available literature on SNSLLs has not studied this 

affordance and its possible impact on language learners and language learning. One conclusion 

that stands out is a conceptual tension brought about by the system of rewards on Busuu. This 

tension implies that many times the behaviorist view of learning needs to articulate with the 

cognitive and socio-constructivist paradigms due to the design of some of the activities on 

Busuu. For example, although I have identified the system of rewards as underlined by 

behaviorist principles, it is necessary to notice that one of the ways to obtain those rewards is by 

engaging in collaborative activities. Some of these collaborative activities include written 

exercises, audio recording, and chat. What is more, the system of rewards takes a social turn 

when it comes to the language garden interface.  The language garden is a semiotic space that 



104 
 

 
 

represents the language learning process of users (see Figure 6).  It shows the languages that 

users know and those that they are learning (Figure 7, Panel 1). The Language Garden grows in 

as much as users complete units and obtain berries (Panel 2). Users can buy tokens for the 

Garden (animated animals) after collecting a certain number of berries.  What is interesting from 

the examination of the ethnographic narrative is my growing interest in the development of my 

Language Garden during the time I was immersed in the community. These are some excerpts 

from the journal:  

I feel good. The website does a good job because a pop up message shows every time you 

get berries or any other reward. I guess this is what raises my interest in it. I also made a 

challenge to another member to get 50 Busuu berries. This is another kind of game in 

which you challenge another member to finish three units in 24 hours. I have really 

obtained lots of berries today. This really works as a motivator; at least it does for me 

(04/19/2013). 

… my garden is growing and again I have to admit that the language garden has become 

a drive for me (4/23/2013). 

These comments suggest that the system of rewards and the Language Garden need to be 

examined from another broader perspective such as the notion of gamification. According to 

NMC Horizon Report: 2013 Higher Education, Gamification, is “the integration of game 

elements, mechanics, and frameworks into non-game scenarios” (p. 20). Busuu has designed 

subtle ways to promote competition. One of them is the berry-ranking system which encourages 

users’ to compare the number of Busuu-berries obtained to those of their friends 

(http://www.busuu.com/help). Another gaming activity is Busuu Challenge which consists in 

http://www.busuu.com/help
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competing with another member of the community to complete three units in less than 24 hours 

for a reward of 50 berries. The main purpose is to accumulate as many berries as possible to 

furnish the language garden. 

 

Figure 8. Language Garden 

What does gamification tell us about the language learning view of Busuu? The central 

idea behind gamification is to bring together elements from all views of learning: behaviorism, 

cognitivism and social constructivism. It is an adaptation of the principles of stimulus-response 

which comes from behaviorism. According to the notion of incentivization games motivate 

students through the concept of badges and other game mechanics (NMC Horizon Report: 2013 

Higher Education, Daly, 2012). Games also boost learners’ cognitive development by engaging 

players in complex systems of rules, exploration and experimentation (Gee, 2007, 2008; Lee & 

Hammer, 2011), although this is not the case in Busuu’s gamified language garden because 
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overall it does not have a complex system of rules. Finally, as Reinhardt (2013) argues, gaming 

enhances traditional learning activities by making them more enjoyable end effective. In fact, on 

Busuu the gaming dimension plays an important role in enlivening the repetitive and 

monotonous semiotic spaces such as the vocabulary and grammar areas where behaviorist 

learning techniques are dominant. Thus, gamification “builds goal-orientation, collaboration, and 

competition into otherwise boring or hard activities” (Reinhardt, 2013). Aspects such as 

engagement and learner agency that I have discussed above bring to the fore constructivist 

understandings of how learning takes place. In short, the metaphor of the language garden used 

to represent language learning on Busuu is highly enhanced by its gaming dimension. As I 

exemplified above, during the time I was immersed on the community, the gaming affordances 

were paramount in boosting my motivation to learn and remain in the community.  

From an ecological perspective, Busuu constitutes a nested ecological space in which 

nested micro environments such as the Grammar and Vocabulary Areas, The Busuuchat, the 

Busuugroups, the Writing Area and the Language Garden afford multiple trajectories to develop 

semiotic repertoires either through traditional learning patterns (e.g. Audio-recording language 

drills) or through mediated socialization processes (Kramsch, 2002; Duff & Hornberger, 2008).  

It was noted above that although Busuu suggests through its semiotic design certain navigational 

patterns, and ways of learning and interacting, users always develop personal navigational and 

learning trajectories. As discussed above some nested micro environments within Busuu limit to 

a greater or lesser extent the potential for creation on the website; nonetheless, Reinhardt (2012)  

maintains that one characteristic of ecological systems is that “learning is dynamic, contingent, 

non-linear and self-organizing” (p. 64). This dynamism is perhaps inherent in the nature of social 
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media and particularly interaction that depends on mediated communication, since “[th]e locus 

of control shifts away from a stable genre schema to the computer user as the maker and 

improviser of solutions” (Baldry & Thibault, 2006, p. 118). The interfaces of Web 2.0 

characterized by hyperlinked and multimodal semiotic designs afford multifarious navigational 

and interactional trajectories. Villanueva, Luzón and Ruiz (2008), evoking Deleuze and Guattari 

(1991), argue that hyperlinking in digital texts resembles rhizomatic structures, in that they open 

several possible paths, which don’t have a hierarchical relationship; it is in fact the action on the 

rhizomes that triggers a possible link among the different parts. In the case of Busuu the 

dynamism and adaptability afforded by hyperlinks within multimodal designs not only enhance 

agency and creativity, but also may activate learning processes since learners experiment with 

and develop their own learning paths.  

CONCLUSION 

One of the arguments underlying this study is that despite the growing use of social 

networking interfaces in the field of language education, little has been done to unravel how the 

semiotic design of these spaces afford learning. Educators and researchers have been more 

concerned with how to use social media tools rather than looking at their compositional 

elements. These compositional elements or semiotic designs provide valuable information about 

what can be learned and how people are expected to learn in these spaces. In connection to this, 

the current study has focused on examining how the affordances of Busuu, a social networking 

site for language learning, embody certain ways of learning and, therefore, inform about 

subjacent views of learning. It has been shown that by drawing on the notion of community, 

Busuu privileges a constructivist approach to learning, and thereby, emphasizes language 
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learning as an emergent process of situated social interaction. On the other hand, some spaces 

(e.g. Vocabulary Area) of Busuu provide learning experiences in which language learning is 

represented as the product of repetition and acquisition of linguistic rules. Busuu constitutes an 

ecological system of nested semiotic spaces where pedagogical elements and principles from 

different theories of language interweave in conflicting but at the same time complementary 

ways.  Elements of learning views echoing different stages of CALL/CMC: behavioristic, 

cognitive, socio-cultural and ecological (Blyth, 2008; Reinhardt, 2012), combine and 

demonstrate that “new theories [such as socio-cultural or ecological frames] do not generally 

succeed in replacing their predecessors, but continue to coexist with them uncomfortably” 

(Spolsky, 1990, p.609). I believe, though, that this coexistence of theories is healthy and allows 

for better understanding of phenomena, especially in digital environments where fluidity and 

dynamism arising from human interaction are at stake. In this sense, I agree with Ellis (2010), 

who argues that theoretical pluralism is inevitable when the phenomenon under study is so 

complex.   

 Scholars in the field of CALL/CMC (Thorne & Payne, 2005; Blake, 2011; Reinhardt, 

2012) have turned their attention to socio-cultural and ecological approaches of language 

learning in view of the interactive nature of socially oriented software. In part, this turn has been 

propelled by the affordances of online participatory environments and the conglomeration of 

netizens in communities.  The notion of communities of practice has been helpful for 

understanding that the dynamics of social interaction have a transformative effect on the implied 

learning trajectories on social software. While I have claimed that the semiotic design of 

SNSLLs has a determinant effect on the ways users are positioned to interact, learn, and position 
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themselves as members of a community, one can conclude in the case of Busuu that the degree to 

which the semiotic design regulates users’ learning trajectories depends upon the semiotic space 

within Busuu. One case in point is the Writing Area and the Voice Recording Area, both of 

which are designed to provide language practice or production through drilling activities. 

Although in principle these activities appear behaviorist they acquire a more constructivist slant 

when users post their writing compositions or audio-recordings and members of the community 

provide comments or feedback. By adapting the semiotic resources and designs that Busuu 

offers, members of the community transform the built-in logics of language learning of this 

SNSLL. This dialogic relationship of co-construction and mutual transformation between the 

digital interface and its users arises from the dynamic nature of meaning making that tests not 

only the semiotic resources of users but also the material resources through which meaning is 

negotiated.   

Some implications arise from looking at Busuu from a language learning purview; below are 

some conceptual, methodological and pedagogical issues that require further consideration:  

 Language competency: This study did not set out to examine to what extent members of the 

community develop communicative competence. From the evidence presented here and my 

own experience as a user of the community, it could be said that language learning does 

happen. Nevertheless, more research is required to determine what kinds of competencies 

users acquire (linguistic, pragmatic etc.) and how much proficiency they develop (basic, 

intermediate, advanced knowledge). So far, research is inconclusive about the potential of 

SNSLLs to promote language learning (e.g.  Brick, 2011a,b; Jee & Park, 2009; Liaw, 2011; 

Gruba & Clark, 2013; Potoli & Zourou, 2013). The scant empirical studies present 
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limitations due to the (small) size of the population sample (Chotel, 2012; Gonzalez, 2013), 

short duration of studies (Brick, 2011a;  Lloyd, 2012; Liu et al., 2013) and other issues 

associated with the difficulty of getting access to the target population and the research site, 

as has been expounded by Zourou (2013).   

 Chat tool: Some of the conclusions drawn from my experience as a participant in the 

community are bound to the limitations imposed by the particular ways in which my 

experience with the website unfolded. An illustration of this is my positive description of the 

chat interactions where I don’t discuss incidents of power dynamics, identity struggles, and 

meaning negotiation that surround social interaction. These factors of interaction did not 

become salient categories in my discussions because I did not have sustained communication 

with any user. In many cases I did not see the users online again or I could not connect with 

them for reasons such as technical difficulties. Research on Livemocha suggests that this 

phenomenon might be rooted in the high level of attrition on SNSLLs (Lin, 2013). 

Furthermore, the possibility of easily finding many potential partners might lead users to shy 

away from establishing learning contracts that imply regular encounters with other users 

(Chotel & Mangenot, 2011). These frequently one-time type of interactions may turn out to 

be “rather superficial "introductions" as opposed to benefiting from the types of interactions 

that would result from getting to know one or two partners in greater depth” (Lloyd, 2012). 

As a consequence this lack of stable partners and sustained communication has severe 

implications for the concept of community professed by the designers of Busuu.  

 The Writing Area and Voice Recording Area: although it is true that both genuine interaction 

and significant feedback are provided in these two spaces, it is not clear in what ways and to 
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what extent users benefit from them. The study of the impact of feedback on long term 

learning requires the application of mixed-research approaches that favor longitudinal studies 

and ethnographic work as suggested in the ecological model of language learning (van Lier, 

2003, 2004). 

 Improving semiotic designs: semiotic spaces such as the Grammar and Vocabulary Areas 

focus on repetition of decontextualized language forms. These sections as well as the 

assessment system of Busuu could incorporate activities that expose its members to authentic 

uses of language in situated social and cultural contexts. Given that some other semiotic 

spaces are already grounded in principles of constructivist learning, it seems plausible to look 

for principled pedagogical coherence across the different semiotic spaces that compose 

Busuu.  

 Multimodal learning: This work has discussed that multimodal semiotic designs play a 

twofold role in terms of  prefiguring learning trajectories and offering affordances for users 

to develop novel ways to interact with digital interfaces and, thereby, construct new learning 

paths. The field of multimodal studies holds great potential for understanding language 

learning in the “multimodal turn” (Kress 1997, 2003; Jewitt, 2008). Kress (2013) asserts that 

“[t]eaching and learning are instances of communication” (p.121). He affiliates with 

sociocultural views in that without interaction there is no ‘sign-, meaning and knowledge-

making’ but unlike these theories that are still mostly verbocentric and typographic, 

multimodality “provides the tools for the recognition of all modes [e.g. spatial distribution, 

image, typography, gesture] through which meaning has been made and learning taken 
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place” (Kress, 2013, p. 133). Ultimately, the contributions of multimodality will help us gain 

a broader picture of how learning happens.  

Broadly speaking, describing learning on participatory learning environments such as SNSLLs is 

a rather complex task. On the one hand, researchers are faced with the complexities of describing 

the interface itself and the ways it enhances certain types of learning. On the other hand, there is 

the complexity brought about by users of the website who take different learning paths based on 

their own needs, interests, and previous learning experiences. As it was said above, this 

dialectical relationship between the built-in semiotic designs of SNSLLs and their ongoing 

redesign based on learners’ use and interactions complexify the possibilities of describing how 

learning happens or what could be good learning practices on these digital environments. Added 

to this is the intricacies to access data on these environments (Zourou, 2013). With the 

burgeoning complexity of digital learning environments, the objective of measuring learning 

achievement accurately —which for many decades constituted the hallmark of educational 

psychology— has been called into question. The relationship between administered input and 

controlled output has broken because learners are allowed now to co-create and manipulate input 

in different and unexpected ways. Output production has multiplied and it is not always easy to 

measure it and, what is more, it has become harder to establish the direct relationships between 

input and output. This is, in fact, one of the main results of multimodal designs that work within 

an ecological system. The nested subsystems within an ecological learning system might 

generate input (or learning affordances) that was not contemplated by educators in creating 

certain pedagogical design. Thus, the different input and output potentials generated within an 

ecological system highly contribute to complexify the measuring learning outcomes on SNSLLs. 
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In turn, these conditions imposed by the internal dynamics of ecological systems require that we 

examine learning from less static, cause and effect, and homogeneous conceptions of learning.   
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CHAPTER 4: FRAMING USERS’ IDENTITY THROUGH SEMIOTIC DESIGNS ON 

SOCIAL NETWORKING SITES FOR LANGUAGE LEARNING 

Howard Rheingold (2010), who first introduced the concept of virtual community, 

recognized that the social glue that emanates from communities can bring change at the social, 

political, economic and educational level. Virtual communities have developed out of the social 

networking capabilities afforded by Web 2.0 technology. Web 2.0 allows user to become 

producers instead of just consumers of information by offering a myriad of affordances that 

combine multimodal interfaces, site-created content, user-created content, and social networking 

(O'Reilly, 2005; Warschauer & Grimes, 2007). Social media has redefined the way individuals 

engage in processes of learning and socialization, the way they interact, and the way they 

construct and perform their identities. Rosen (2010) has named this new demographic the 

iGeneration because the lives of these individuals is highly marked by social interaction 

mediated by devices such as iPods, iPhones, iPads, and other virtual environments such as iChat, 

blogs, Twitter, and Facebook. The development of social networking sites (SNS) such as 

Facebook (Boyd & Ellison, 2008) epitomizes the emphasis on ‘the social’ engendered by Web 

2.0 and embodied by the iGeneration. Drawing on the concept of virtual communities, some 

SNSs have been used for educational purposes, particularly language learning.  

A wealth of work exploring SNSs has been produced in the area of Computer Mediated 

Communication (CMC) (Lomicka & Lord, 2009). This research has targeted two types of SNSs. 

The first group includes general SNSs such as Facebook (e.g. Thelwall, 2009; Blattner & Fiori, 

2009; Mills, 2011; Reinhardt & Zander, 2011; Reinhardt & Chen, 2013), while the second group 

delves into SNSs that have been designed specifically to learn languages, mainly: Busuu, 
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Livemocha, and Palabea. This study will concentrate on this latter type of SNS better known as 

Social Networking Sites for Language Learning (SNSLL) (Liu et al., 2013; Gruba & Clark, 

2013; Harrison, 2013).  In discussing the epistemological and methodological challenges that 

SNSLLs impose on researchers, Zourou (2012, 2013) argues that little research has been devoted 

to these new participatory online environments. The locus of research so far comprises autonomy 

(Chotel & Mangeno, 2011), pedagogical models (Potolia, Loiseau & Zourou, 2011), usability 

(Stevenson & Liu, 2010; Brick, 2011a; Jee & Park, 2009; Street Smart Language Learning, 

2010; Liaw, 2011), motivation (Lin & Warschauer, 2011; Lin, 2012), assessment (Gruba & 

Clark, 2013¸ Potolia & Zourou, 2013), and pragmatic development (Gonzalez, 2013). Overall, 

these studies discuss in one way or another the potentialities and pitfalls of SNSLLs, but give 

little attention to issues of construction of identity and development of agency in the community, 

with the exception of Harrison and Thomas (2009), Pélissier and Qotb (2012), and Harrison 

(2013). 

 Drawing on this gap in the literature in CMC and SNSLLs, the main purpose of this 

paper is to examine how the semiotic design of Busuu, one well-known SNSLL, positions its 

users and thus indexes some identities that they are supposed to adopt and negotiate. The study 

combines an analysis of the compositional elements of the website (semiotic design) and the 

ethnographic narratives of the researcher who participated as a member of the Busuu community. 

In virtual communities the specific context of an interaction consists of the elements and 

affordances of the virtual space. The analysis of the context is relevant because, as pointed out by 

Norton & Toohey (2011), “[m]any identity and language learning researchers and 

theorists…stress the importance of considering how contexts shape positioning among particular 
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interlocutors” (p. 418). This study articulates conceptual and methodological elements from 

multimodal social semiotic theory (van Leeuwen, 2005; Baldry & Thibault, 2006; Jewitt, 2009; 

Kress, 2010) and theoretical views about positioning (van Langenhove & Harré, 1999)  and 

identity (Norton, 1997; 2000; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004; Norton & Toohey, 2011; Block, 

2007a,b) that emerge from the socio-cultural (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006) and ecological views of 

SLA (van Lier, 2004; Leather & van Dam, 2003). In doing so, the insights from this study 

contribute to elucidating the workings of the semiotic designs of SNSLLs and their impact on 

agency and identity construction of users.  

In what follows, the conceptual framework and antecedents of research on SNSLLs are 

discussed. This section turns its attention to the concepts of imagined communities and identity 

in relation to CALL/CMC. Next, a description of the research design is presented. The last part 

of the paper examines the findings interspersed with discussion.  

Imagined Communities, Investment, and Identity  

Most conceptualization about communities has derived from the initial work of Lave and 

Wenger (1991; also Wenger 1998) who studied communities of practice. These communities of 

practice and learning according to Wenger (1998) are characterized by mutual engagement, 

which requires the members’ participation in shared tasks; joint enterprise, explained as the 

sustained interaction of members; and shared repertoire of routines, processes, and concepts 

whereby members partake in activities. While Lave and Wenger’s (1991) framework has been 

insightful to understand language learning in different socio-cultural settings, authors such as 

Norton (2000; 2001) have expanded the concept of communities of practice and have looked at it 

from poststructuralist theories of language, subjectivity, and positioning. Norton builds on 
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Wenger’s (1998) concept of imagination and Anderson’s (1991) conceptualization of ‘imagined 

communities’. Wenger (1998) asserts that ‘imagination’ provides another way of belonging and 

engagement because through it “we can locate ourselves in the world and in history, and include 

in our identities other meanings, other possibilities, other perspectives. It is through imagination 

that we recognize our own experience as reflecting broader patterns, connections, and 

configurations” (p. 178). In turn, this description articulates with Anderson’s concept of 

imagined communities which refers to “groups of people not immediately tangible and 

accessible, with whom we connect through the power of the imagination” (Kanno & Norton, 

2003, p. 1). The concept of imagination is thus important because it allows individuals to 

envision themselves as members of intangible and many times de-territorialized communities.   

In L2 learning, imagined communities describe the multifarious groups and communities 

that learners envision themselves being able to join and participate in. This desire of belonging to 

an L2 community with all its social, cultural, and historical complexities demands the 

negotiation and shaping of an imagined identity and the learners’ ‘investment’ in the target 

language (Kanno & Norton, 2003; Pavlenko & Norton, 2007; Norton & McKinney, 2011).  

Investment “signals the socially and historically constructed relationship of learners to the target 

language, and their often ambivalent desire to learn and practice it” (Norton & McKinney, 2011, 

p. 74). That is to say, this concept captures the complex relationship between what learners 

envision themselves putting into and gaining from learning and using the target language. 

Further, Norton (1997) is informed by the concept of ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu & Passeron, 

1977) which she employs to investigate the relationship between symbolic power and identity. 

She argues that learners invest in a second language because they hope to acquire a range of 
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symbolic and material resources that will lead to an increase in their cultural capital. Thereby, 

“[a]n investment in the target language is also an investment in a learner's own social identity, 

which changes across time and space” (Norton, 1997, p. 411).  

The construct of identity as a site of struggle and negotiation of difference has a relatively 

short history in studies of SLA (Firth & Wagner, 2007; Block, 2007 a, b; 2013; Norton Pierce, 

1995). It was only after Norton Pierce’s (1995) criticism that “SLA researchers had not 

“developed a comprehensive theory of social identity” (p. 12) that research in this area gained 

ground. The current study follows Norton’s (2000) characterization of identity as referring “to 

how a person understands his or her relationship to the world, how that relationship is 

constructed across time and space, and how the person understands possibilities for the future” 

(2000, p. 5). By stressing that identity negotiation involves the individual’s transaction between 

his/her inner world and the outer world in spatio-temporal scales, the author pinpoints the 

subjective, multiple, non-unitary, and changing nature of identity. This study will also draw on 

Hall’s (1990) construct of cultural identity, considered as a process of becoming as well as being, 

a process where individuals position themselves within the narratives of the present, past and 

future. Thus identity is not an essence but a process of positioning. The construct of position is 

very useful to make sense of identity construction in social interaction, particularly in online 

communities. van Langenhove and Harré (1999) who propose ‘Positioning Theory’ explain that 

“[t]he act of positioning…refers to the assignment of fluid 'parts' or 'roles' to speakers in the 

discursive construction of personal stories that make a person’s actions intelligible and relatively 

determinate as social acts” (p. 17).  Furthermore, van Langenhove and Harré propose two types 

of positionings: interactive and reflective. The former involves one individual positioning the 
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other, while the latter refers to the process of positioning oneself. Although the authors 

conceptualize positioning as a product of conversational exchanges, I expand the meaning of 

positioning by applying it to the type of interaction that takes place on CMC both between users 

and users and the computer. Unlike other conceptualizations that conflate positioning with 

identity (Block 2007a), I look at positioning as an indexical sign of identity.  This means that 

establishing the identity of an individual is unattainable; therefore, how actors position 

themselves —through behavioral patterns or the adoption of certain roles— or how they are 

positioned by others only constitutes an indexical trace of the actors’ identity.  

CALL/CMC, Online Communities, and Identity 

The growing interest in the study of identity issues in SLA has impacted other areas of 

applied linguistics, including CALL/CMC. Several scholars within the  sociocultural and 

ecological views of CMC have discussed the role of identity in the study of language learning in 

virtual environments (O'Dowd, 2007; Khalsa, Maloney-Krichmar & Kreeft Peyton, 2007; 

Thorne, 2008, 2010; Blyth, 2008; Blake, 2008, 2011; Thorne, Black & Sykes, 2009; Garrett, 

2009); Reinhardt , 2012). The sociocultural approach consists of a set of approaches rooted in 

social views of L2 learning and development. Drawing mostly on the Vygostkian framework 

(1987), these socially-informed approaches include sociocultural theory, language socialization, 

and situated learning. Recently, CALL/CMC has been enriched by ecological views of language 

learning (Blyth 2008; Reinhardt, 2012). Lam & Kramsch (2003) claim that the “metaphor of 

ecology attempts to capture the interconnectedness of psychological, social, and environmental 

processes in SLA” (p. 144). Thus in the area of CMC, discourses of identity derive from the 

symbiotic connection between computer-mediated interaction and the conditions of meaning 
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making in terms of  the interlocutors’ position in space, their assumed identities, and cultural, 

social, and historical narratives. 

The study of virtual communities has led to compelling insights about learners’ 

development and transformation of identity. In a widely cited study, Lam (2000) reports the 

experience of Almond, a Chinese immigrant who after living for 5 years in the United States, felt 

alienated and unengaged from the English language community due to his perceived low 

language proficiency. Lam shows that by becoming member of an online pen pal community, 

Almond discursively constructed his identity and became more confident of his literacy practices 

in English. Lam demonstrates that CMC “is a vehicle for the metaphorical construction of 

community, the crafting of multiple personae and collective identities, and the assumption of 

social roles in the temporal frame of on-line exchanges” (p. 461). Since the time Lam’s study 

took place, the concept of virtual communities has changed, in part due to the rise of Social 

Networking Sites (SNSs). While initial online communities were primarily organized around 

interests, SNSs emphasize relationship building between people (Boyd and Ellison, 2008). In 

consequence, this new organizational framework of communities has brought about new and 

more complex ways of interaction, agency development, and identity construction.  

SNS, Communities, and Identity  

Boyd and Ellison (2008) define SNS as “web-based services that allow individuals to (1) 

construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other 

users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and 

those made by others within the system” (p. 211). Examples of SNS include Facebook, Ning, 

MySpace, Facebook, Cyworld, and Bebo. A wealth of current studies on identity focus on users’ 
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self-representation in SNSs, although this research orientation is fairly new because previous 

research explored mostly anonymous environments.   Zhao, Grasmuck & Martin (2008) point 

out that most early studies examined identity on virtual spaces that facilitated anonymity such as 

Multi-User Dungeons, Chat Rooms, and Bulletin Boards. An important outcome of this initial 

research showed that identity representation was not monolithic and, on the contrary, varied 

according to the types of online environments. With time this research approach evolved toward 

less anonymous environments such as internet dating systems and more recently SNSs.  

In the area of CALL/CMC teachers and researchers have identified the pedagogical 

potential of SNSs for the creation of communities of learning that afford language development. 

Facebook has received great attention and researchers have explored several aspects of the social 

networking site. The research comprises the use of Facebook to enhance communicational 

exchanges (Thelwall, 2009; Mills, 2011; Blattner & Fiori, 2009), the development transcultural 

and plurilingual identities (Reinhardt & Zander, 2011; Reinhardt & Chen, 2013) and the writing 

process (DePew & Miller-Cochran, 2010; DePew, 2011), inter alia. Reinhardt & Chen’s (2013) 

longitudinal study in the context of a study abroad experience in the USA is a good example of 

the application of sociocultural and ecological principles of CMC in studying SNSs.  Drawing on 

the concepts of imagined communities and language socialization, the authors shed light on the 

processes of socialization and identity development by examining the Facebook posts made by 

Sue, a Chinese student. The researchers conclude that “Sue used SNS to present a variety of 

identities, in traditional roles like student and teacher and as participant in several layered 

cultures and communities” (p.28). This result highlights the complex nature of SNSs in affording 
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multimodal and transnational interactive practices that permit users to socialize into novel 

communities, identities and affiliations.  

The success of SNSs in providing a set of affordances to promote L2 interaction has 

given way to another type of SNSs that centers exclusively on language learning: Social 

Networking Sites for Language Learning (SNSLLs). While general SNSs like Facebook are 

classified as social networks because they are mostly used to connect people who are already 

members of an offline social network, SNSLLs such as Busuu lay emphasis on networking 

which implies an interest in relationship initiation with members of an online community (Boyd 

& Ellison, 2008; Haythornthwaite, 2005; Ofcom, 2008; Subralnnanyam, Reich, Waechter & 

Espinoza, 2008). The literature on SNSLLs is still in short supply as described in the 

introduction section of this paper (Zourou, 2012; 2013). So far the research on identity on these 

communities has shown that the identity of users is in part established by the roles they are 

assigned as members of the community: tutor, teacher, and learner (Pélissier & Qotb, 2012). In 

another study carried out by Harrison and Thomas (2009) in the course of fifteen weeks,  six 

Japanese students were observed learning an L2 on Livemocha. The authors found that the 

enabling tools provided by Livemocha enhanced users’ agency because it allowed them to create 

a Personal Learning Environments while taking control of their own learning trajectory. Harrison 

(2013) conducted a study on Livemocha to establish the role of users’ profiles in language 

learning processes.  The author confirmed the findings from previous research on general SNSs 

about the documentary function of users’ profiles in the sense that they represent users’ identities 

(Boyd & Heer, 2006, Cachia, 2008; Astheimer, Neuman-Braun & Schmidt, 2011). Harrison 

provided evidence to prove that  “profiles are a key construct in determining digital social 
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behaviors, identity formation and management and the role of peers within language learning 

communities” (p.101).  

Although informative, these studies do not capture the complex and dynamic trajectories 

of electronically mediated L2 identities. Perhaps researchers will not be able to provide a 

complete picture of how identity plays out or is shaped on SNSLLs due to the changing and 

unstable nature of the concept. Yet, I believe that comprehensive analytic frameworks such as 

imagined communities combined with mixed methodological approaches offer better options of 

understanding the subjective experiences and positioning of users in participatory online 

environments.  

METHODS 

Zourou (2013) has discussed the epistemological and methodological limitations that 

researchers interested in investigating SNSLLs face. These limitations originate not only in the 

lack of authorized access to the sites and their users, but also in the still unstable state of 

development of methods that can account for meaning making in online multimodal 

environments. To tackle the limitation concerning with access, I was inspired by Clark & Gruba 

(2010) who combined the features of a case study with ethnographic research. Especially, when 

issues of identity are the focus, personal narratives can provide great insight as Norton (2000; 

2001; with Toohey, 2011) has shown through her research with immigrants in Canada (see also 

Lam, 2000; van Lier, 2003; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004). Furthermore, Norton agrees with 

Pavlenko (2001), who maintains that “L2 learning stories. . . are unique and rich sources of 

information about the relationship between language and identity in L2 learning and 

socialization” (p.167). To account for the second concern mentioned above in regards to what 
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methods to use to examine SNSLLs, I turned to multimodal social semiotics (Kresss & van 

Leeuwen, 2001; Jewit, 2009; van Leeuwen 2005; Kress, 2010). Multimodality examines the 

relationship among the multifarious modes of communication (e.g. speech, image, gesture, gaze, 

posture etc.) that intervene during meaning making processes. By using a multimodal approach I 

accounted for the need to study language and communication phenomena from a wider lens, 

going beyond the limitations of a monomodal view of communication (Kress & van Leeuwen, 

1996, Machin,  2007) that favors typographic and verbocentric modes of meaning making 

(Lankshear, Peters & Knobel 2002; Kress 2003; Jewitt 2005; Cloonan, 2010). In fact this 

approach has potential contributions to CALL/CMC that has mainly focused on the study of 

speech.  I used some analytic strategies from multimodality as will be explained in the data 

analysis section. The following sections discuss further the type of study adopted, the data 

collection techniques, and the different methodologies that grounded the data analysis.  

Type of Study  

In step with the above methodological considerations, a descriptive and explanatory case 

study was adopted (Yin, 1994; Tellis, 1997), along with auto-ethnographic narrative (Reed-

Danahay, 1997; Ellis, 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 2000).  A case study  “is a problem to be studied, 

which will reveal an in-depth understanding of a “case” or bounded system, which involves 

understanding an event, activity, process, or one or more individuals” (Creswell, 2002, p. 61). 

Busuu constitutes the case under study in this paper and the aim is to understand the workings of 

the SNSLLs and the processes of identity performance and construction enacted through their 

semiotic design and their affordances. This case study not only attempts to provide a descriptive 
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account of these processes, but also develop conceptual categories (as proposed in grounded 

theory —Strauss & Corbin, 1990) that help understand agency and subjectivity.  

One way to provide a thick description (Geertz, 1973) of issues of identity on the Busuu 

community is by using ethnographic research. I decided to write an autoethnography in order to 

make better sense of the ways users position themselves and are positioned through the semiotic 

design on Busuu. In doing so, I draw on my own learning experience and my uses of the 

affordances of the semiotic spaces of this learning environment. An autoethnography “features 

concrete action, emotion, embodiment, self-consciousness, and introspection portrayed in 

dialogue, scenes, characterization, and plot” (Ellis, 2004; p. xix), whereby the subjective 

experience of the researcher becomes an intrinsic part of research (Anderson, 2006). The 

methodological assets of this approach have been highlighted by Gruba and Clark (2013; see also 

Clark & Gruba, 2010), who conducted an autoethnographic study to inquire into the assessment 

practices of three SNSLLs (Livemocha, Busuu and Babbel). The authors report that interpreting 

their own experiences and data reflexively contributed to extending their understanding of 

language learning communities. Their findings also suggest, along with Anderson (2006), that 

the ethnographic approach served to provide theoretical illumination of the topic under scrutiny. 

Data Collection Procedures 

            The data of this study consists of documentary materials, Busuu 

(http://www.busuu.com/), and the researcher’s autoethnographic accounts. The documentary 

materials provided information obtained from publications about Busuu such as statistics, 

evaluations, and descriptions of the website. Additionally, I focused on the Busuu blog 

(http://blog.busuu.com/) that provides short articles, constant information about the new features 

http://www.busuu.com/
http://blog.busuu.com/
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of the website, and statistics about Busuu. Nevertheless, the primary source of data was the 

Busuu website. The website uses technological tools and affordances of Web 2.0 (O'Reilly, 

2005; Warschauer & Grimes, 2007), with different degrees of sophistication such as networking 

tools, user created-content, and site-created content. Busuu is a European company created in 

2008 that provides users with the opportunity to learn up to 12 languages: e.g., English, German, 

French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, and Russian. It allows learners to use most of its features 

for free; however, it charges a monthly fee to become a premium member and gain access to 

additional functionalities such as voice recording or grammar exercises. Busuu offers a self-

paced language program of 180 learning units enhanced by interactive multimedia content and a 

social networking environment.  The units are distributed onto 4 levels according to the Common 

European Framework (A1, A2, B1 and B2). There are three types of units: Vocabulary, 

Grammar and Live Units. The Vocabulary and Grammar Units are composed of ‘Areas’, mainly: 

Vocabulary, Dialogue, Writing, Busuutalk (chat tool), Voice Recording, Review, Printable 

Learning Material, and Podcast. The Grammar units are shorter because they don’t include 

Writing, Busuutalk, and Voice Recording. The Live Unit is not divided into Areas and consists 

of a written exercise.  The learning units are based on the concept of community, which is 

enhanced through tools for on-line communication such as audio and video chat, forums, and 

voice recording. 

             The autoethnographic accounts constitute another key data source in the study. In part, 

employing this data collection strategy arose from my own experience as a user of Busuu. Three 

years ago, I decided to learn French, for which I enrolled in a beginning French class at my 

university. As a way to reinforce the contents covered in class, I looked for extra practice online. 
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Out of the different language learning websites that I encountered, Busuu and Livemocha stood 

out and a brief perusal of each one yielded a favorable image of Busuu, which I continued to use 

intermittently from then on. As a language teacher and language learner, the initial experiences 

navigating the website raised multiple questions that inspired my decision to conduct research on 

these types of communities. Thus, relying on my familiarity with Busuu, I set up a period of 10 

weeks in which I undertook the role as a free user initially, and then as a premium member, 

intending to practice and reinforce my pre-intermediate French level. Out of 180 learning units, I 

completed 54 units during the time I participated as a member of the community. As a 

participant-experiencer (Walstrom, 2004), I kept a journal where I chronicled all my reactions, 

feelings, and reflections after each studying session. Additionally, I used a screen recording 

program so that I could have a second chance to examine my work and interactions on the 

website.   

Data Analyses  

              Quantitative and qualitative procedures were used to present a picture of how the 

concept of identity plays out through the website organization, profile page, activities, and 

structure of lessons on Busuu. Discourse analysis aided in analyzing the linguistic patterns of the 

documentary data such as the Busuu Blog and the journal. The use of Open Code, a software for 

analysis of qualitative data, was instrumental in order to categorize the information accrued from 

the ethnographic narrative. The software provides tools for the codification of data by subjects, 

broader themes and, later, emergent categories, as suggested in grounded theory (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990). Multimodal analysis was mainly utilized for examining the semiotic design of 

various sections of the website. Drawing on Baldry and Thibault (2006), I privileged semiotic 
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clusters (groups of multimodal elements) to map out the design of multimodal texts and then, 

following Bezemer and Jewitt (2010), I focused on ‘modes’ of communication (image, speech, 

spatial organization, color etc.) as units of analysis since they function as the “organizing 

principle of representation and communication” (p. 183). The last step consisted of establishing 

how intersemiotic relationships among modes conjoined to create specific meanings (Machin, 

2007). To carry out the multimodal analyses, I developed various matrix tables in order to 

categorize semiotic resources, semiotic modes, and frequencies of elements of the website. 

Finally, several software programs were employed to help qualify and quantify focal elements 

from the semiotic design of Busuu. Data converters (TXT Converter —http://www.online-

convert.com/,— Adobe Professional—http://www.adobe.com/, and color extractors —

http://labs.tineye.com/) were used to scrape verbal language, images, and color from multimodal 

texts. In addition, corpus tools such as Antconc and Antwordprofiler (Anthony, 2013) were 

instrumental in conducting lexical analysis of Busuu’s language contents. These analytic tools 

yielded results that allowed me to draw conclusions about the nature of language learning and its 

relationship to how users were positioned on Busuu. The next section presents the main findings 

of this study.  

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

This section presents the results of looking at the semiotic design of the website with the 

intention of determining how Busuu assumes an identity position and how it positions users 

through its semiotic design. Due to space constraints, I limit the analysis and discussion to the 

users’ profile page and establish connections with other semiotic spaces of the website.  The 

analysis will be complemented by narratives from my autoethnography.  

http://labs.tineye.com/
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Users Positioned as Members of a Community 

The main argument that underscores this section is that Busuu promotes an overarching 

narrative that positions users as members of an imagined online international community of 

language learners.  The fact that Busuu defines itself as “an online community for learning 

languages!” (http://www.busuu.com/help) does not necessarily mean that it is a community. The 

designers of the website in fact make an effort to recreate the environment of a community 

through the various semiotic spaces of the website. The interface that best achieves this purpose 

is the Profile page of the users of Busuu.  

One of the principal differences between SNSLLs and traditional language learning sites 

(e.g. Learn English Online (LEO), English Club) is that SNSLLs lay emphasis on the users and 

the relationship that they establish between them, while traditional language learning websites 

emphasize contents. In order to provide a point of comparison I took a screenshot of the LEO 

website (Figure 1) and contrast it to the user Profile on Busuu (Figure 2).  

http://www.busuu.com/help
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Figure 1. Screenshot of Homepage of Learning English Online 

Cluster 1 establishes an institutional identity. In order to do this, the designers place the 

logo of the company on the upper-left hand corner. The logo creates intersemiotic 

complementarity by combining two elements in a hyponymic relationship. In this case the image: 

the acacia tree, and the written text: Busuu (a Cameroonian language) are complementary but the 

image is more general (Martinec & Salway, 2005). Busuu sets up a positive institutional ethos by 

choosing as its logo one of the most common African trees and one endangered language 

(Busuu), which, by the way, the owners of the company have been trying to revitalize 

(http://www.busuu.com/savebusuu). The location of the logo on the page invites the reader to 

http://www.busuu.com/savebusuu
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follow the well-known western reading path where the given information (that which is known 

or assumed) is on the left while the new information (that which is new to the reader) is placed 

on the right (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996). The new information connects the user with 

information about memberships (free or premium) and other institutional tools that include: 

Search, Feedback, Help and Tour. The logos also imposes itself as a promise of something 

valuable or something that will bring benefits to its users. This type of covert meaning arises 

from its position in the ‘ideal’ sphere. Kress & van Leeuwen (1996) state that the spatial 

distribution of information in the west has tended to divide the vertical plane of texts into ‘ideal’ 

and ‘real’ spheres. The authors explain that the ‘ideal’ sphere usually contains the big ideas, 

something that is desired or evokes positive feelings, whereas the ‘real’ contains the more down-

to-earth or detailed information. In Figure 2, the logo symbolizes the ‘ideal’ which is the promise 

of learning languages with all positive connotations evoked by the logo; the ‘real’ sphere appears 

below the cluster 1 and is materialized by the specific details of how users can achieve the ‘ideal’ 

(e.g. through taking the courses, doing exercises, connecting with members of the community, 

and building their language garden).  
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Figure 2. Screenshot of User Profile on Busuu 

  Busuu also enhances its reflective positioning (self-representation; van Langenhove and 

Harré, 1999) through the use of color. Different commentators have noted the importance of the 
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choice of color in meaning making and identity positioning (van Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996, 

2001; van Leeuwen, 2005; Machin, 2007; Kress, 2010).  In order to analyze a sample of the 

color distribution of website, I used a color extraction software to examine a complete learning 

unit, including the profile page. The analysis consisted of 53 pages. For ease of presentation, I 

chose the top 10 colors as can be seen in Figure 3.The results showed a hue distribution of 144 

colors. It was found that blue appears in several color gradients throughout the website. ‘Solitude 

blue’ with 83% is the color with the highest presence on the semiotic spaces of the website, 

particularly, because it is used as the background color on all pages.  The ‘lochmara blue’ 

featured on the masthead provides the visual coherence to the entire website since it is more 

notorious that the rest of the colors. The chromatic combination of Busuu favors mostly blue 

along with white. It is well-known that the semiotic mode of color draws on cultural associations 

(Kress & van Leeuwen 1996; Baldry & Thibault, 2006; Machin, 2007). For example, Machin 

describes how blue historically has been associated with water, which in turn evokes the concept 

of purity; “blue has been associated with science, truth and knowledge. Blue has also been 

associated with royalty, as in royal blue” (p. 70). What can be concluded from this examination 

of the cluster 1 is that the logo, the information on the masthead, and the selection of color 

constitute a source of meanings that might position Busuu as authoritative and trustworthy. By 

drawing on the theme of nature like a tree, Africa, the Language Garden, and the connotations 

attached to blue color Busuu seems to evoke positive feelings on users. The distribution of colors 

throughout the site makes of Busuu a pleasant virtual space. A user will feel more compelled to 

remain in the community if the semiotic environment evokes positive interpersonal responses at 

the emotional and aesthetic level. For this reason, Baldry & Thibault (2006) remind us that “a 
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page communicates through its aesthetic appeal [and builds] a stance toward the user” (p. 173). 

Through this discursive construction, Busuu frames an institutional identity that represents the 

company as a socially responsible and caring organization that advocates for language learning 

and language maintenance.    

 

Figure 3. Color Hue Distribution of 53 Webpages from Busuu 

Broadly speaking, the masthead of the Profile page is an example of reflective 

positioning (van Langenhove & Harré, 1999) because Busuu used several multimodal elements 

and their social, cultural and historical connotations to position itself and project an institutional 

identity.  In the remaining semiotic clusters of the page, Busuu takes on interactive positioning 

(van Langenhove & Harré, 1999) because it positions users in different ways with the aim of 

recreating the characteristics of a community of learners. This positioning arises from the 

combined action of various semiotic clusters distributed across the Profile interface. We will 

discuss each of these identity positions below.  
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1. A user with social roles outside of the community  

The designers of Busuu set up a group of semiotic clusters (3, 4, 5) in which they prompt 

users to construct an individual self within the community. They do this by positioning users as 

regular people that already have certain social roles in different spheres of society. They make 

available cluster 3 in which users are expected to write information about their linguistic 

background, nationality, occupation and even relationship status. Cluster 4 is offered for users to 

write ‘about themselves’ at a more personal or intimate level. At the top of cluster 3 users are 

required to upload a picture of themselves, but they can aggregate more pictures on cluster 5, 

named ‘Photo Gallery’. These 3 clusters constitute an interesting semiotic space of negotiation of 

identities since by making this arrangement available and eliciting certain information from 

users, the designers of Busuu are positioning users as members of a community who share 

important dimensions of their social identities. This documentary information provides a sense of 

trustworthiness to the members of the community and reifies the idea of community. This 

emphasis on self-identification is grounded in the idea that in online communication “anonymity 

can wreak havoc in a community” (Grohol, 2006).   

Boyd and Ellison (2008) claim that the profile information carries out the important 

function of impression management, which is concerned with identity formation. The profile 

picture is one of the multimodal elements of a profile that carries the most semantic load. 

Astheimer, Neumann and Schmidt (2011), who have conducted research on SNSs’ profiles, 

declare that in profile pictures “photographic portraits communicate more precisely the image of 

a person than nicknames or graphic icons. The portrait image removes anonymity and 

pseudonymity and the picture functions as a (self) representation of the actor” (p.15) and as “a 
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visual testimony to a person’s biography and individuality” (p.26). But does the semiotic design 

of Busuu regulate the format of profile pictures? And what does this imply? The profile picture 

of User2 in semiotic cluster 8 (Figure 3) is an example of the default placeholder that appears 

when users first register to the community. This placeholder (also known as dummy; Astheimer 

et al., 2011) becomes the profile image of users who do not upload their own profile portrait. 

Dummies play two functional roles. First they educate users on the format of the picture they 

should upload for their profile: an identification/passport photo. Second, they display the user’s 

gender identity. The choice of a passport type of photo is motivated by the fact that “the face is 

the person’s identifying body part” (Astheimer et al., 2011, p. 36). Moreover, passport photos 

hold expressive power because they entail realism and authenticity and suggest personal 

proximity and interactive engagement at a symbolic level (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996). What is 

important to note here is that the design provided by Busuu inherently promotes self-

representation that in the end contributes to enhancing communal membership.  Against this 

backdrop the question that can be raised is, how can users contest this set-up and negotiate 

identity positioning or repositioning?  

There are different ways users can contest or negotiate the social and cultural identities 

(gender, nationality, language background, occupation, marital status) that Busuu is prompting 

them to embody. Users can hide their identity completely by creating ‘fakester’ profiles 

(Harrison & Thomas, 2009). In other words, users might provide incorrect information in their 

profile with the purpose of protecting their identity or making themselves more appealing to 

others. Other users might adopt pseudonymity practices, which is a kind of “anonymity that 

hides a person behind an online persona via a username” (Grohol, 2006). Pseudonymity allows 
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users to mix real and fictitious information. One typical way of resisting personal iconographic 

representations online is by neglecting to upload a picture and instead keep the dummy image 

afforded by the website designers. This seems to be the case of User2 above. Another way to 

negotiate self-representation is by posting images of other people (relatives, media stars), 

inanimate objects (sceneries, plants, hobbies), and animals in the form of pictures or cartoons. In 

cluster 8, User1 exemplifies this type of positioning where the user who is an adult has posted a 

picture of a child. Many users don’t adhere to the suggested passport picture format and upload 

other types of pictures depicting seductive body postures and orientations that might lead other 

users to think of the SNSLL as a dating site. Astheimer et al. (2011) have called these types of 

images ‘Flirt portraits’ and ‘Model Pose’. Both forms of identity performance represent 

stereotyped forms of body composition that are oriented toward physical attractiveness.  

The similarities of the design of SNSLLs to other SNS might invoke behaviors that do not 

conform to the social identity that is expected from members of a language learning community. 

I believe that to some degree Busuu uses this inherent connection between regulars SNSs and 

SNSLLs to its advantage. For example, Busuu might contribute to the idea of a dating site by 

including the section: ‘Relationship Status’ in cluster 1. In fact, during the time I participated in 

the community I was forced to report people who had uploaded indecent profile pictures: “while 

I was working on a learning unit I received a chat request. It was striking when I saw that the 

profile picture was a woman exhibiting her bare bottom; her user name was: alone_0001” 

(Journal, 05/09/2013). Other studies on other SNSLLs have also reported that users “expressed 

concern about the social aspect of the website and the “dating” element over learning elements of 

the site.” (Stevenson and Liu, 2010, p. 241). Other users, especially women, have openly 
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complained about ‘cyberflirting’ on these communities (Brick, 2011b; Harrison & Thomas, 

2009; Harrison, 2013). In relation to this, Harrison (2013; with Thomas, 2009) discover that 

students expressed ‘strong opinions’ about the way the identities of users are projected through 

the profiles; “they questioned the need for a category ‘relationship’ as this is something they did 

not associate with a language learning site” (p. 110). Students lamented that SNSLLs such as 

Livemocha did not provide setting tools to manage the level of exposure of their identity.   

2. A user as a learner and a teacher within the community  

While the first semiotic clusters of the Profile page focus on the user identity as an 

individual performing various social roles outside of the community, the clusters 2, 6, 7, and 11 

are intersemiotically connected to position the user as a learner and teacher within the 

community.  The tab of cluster 2 consists of several links that connect to the Courses the learner 

is taking, Exercises, and learning Resources. Cluster 6 contains the badges that the user has won 

for completing the learning units and for making corrections to the work of other members of the 

community. Cluster 7 shows the Language Garden, an imagined representation of the learning 

progress of the user. This cluster is divided into two panels, the first indicates the languages the 

user knows and how much the user has served as a teacher, determined by the number of apples 

piled up. The second panel displays the language(s) the user is learning, represented by trees that 

will grow as the learner completes learning units. Finally, cluster 11 is divided into two tabs: 

‘Exercises’ and ‘Corrections’. ‘Exercises’ present the written or audio recording posts that the 

learner has produced. ‘Corrections’ features the posts that the user has corrected from other 

members of the community. Taken together these clusters position users as learner and 

teacher/tutor. 
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User as a learner  

As language learners the members of the community are positioned in several ways.  

They are positioned as owners of a language garden, which they have to develop and protect 

from “nasty bugs [that] will attack your trees. If you don't study your vocabulary properly, your 

trees will be slowly eaten up…” (http://www.busuu.com/help). Additionally, Busuu draws on the 

notion of gamification that consists on “the integration of game elements, mechanics, and 

frameworks into non-game scenarios” (NMC Horizon Report: 2013 Higher Education, p. 20).  

This implies in turn that users are positioned as players that compete to grow their garden and 

obtain the most badges. An illustration of this is the berry-ranking system, which encourages 

users to compare the number of Busuu-berries obtained to those of their friends 

(http://www.busuu.com/help). This emphasis on the number of Berries is demonstrated by the 

constant appearance of pop-up windows granting Berries every time a learner finishes a learning 

activity.  Just on the profile page the information about the number of Berries possessed is 

displayed in cluster 1 and 6.  

Another way Busuu position users is through the type of content it chooses to present and 

the ways it organizes and presents it. Busuu adopts a linear organization of linguistic contents in 

which language learning appears as the acquisition of rules distributed from simple to more 

complex structures. By doing this, Busuu suggest a learning path that positions users as 

traditional learners within the framework of a behaviorist and cognitive view of learning. On 

other spaces of the website such as the chat or Busuugroups, users are positioned as 

collaborators, a role that aligns with the tenets of constructivist views of learning. By the same 

token, Busuu allows users to decide whether they want to follow the proposed learning trajectory 

http://www.busuu.com/help
http://www.busuu.com/help
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or design their own learning path. This characteristic of the semiotic design of the language 

program positions users as designers of their own meaning-making trajectories. This is clearly 

conveyed through the semiotic design of various spaces of the site and makes up part of some of 

the journal reflections that I wrote. In one these reflections I comment that on Busuu “it is up to 

you if you learn, thus, it might make a difference in terms of comparing formal education and 

this self-directed education. All responsibility lays on oneself” (4-16-2013). Based on this self-

direction that can be equated to autonomy, users are allowed to start their learning anywhere on 

the website, skip units or activities, repeat tests, organize lists of vocabularies, and download the 

learning material for offline reviewing. The freedom and dynamism to traverse the website in 

multifarious navigation and learning paths relates to one of the tenets of ecological systems 

where learning is “dynamic, contingent, non-linear and self-organizing” (Reinhardt, 2012, p. 64). 

This is in reality one of the affordances of social media that fosters users’ agency by giving 

control of navigational patterns while permitting users to position and reposition themselves 

through the navigational practices that they adopt.  

To summarize, in the case of Busuu various learning activities (e.g. vocabulary and 

grammar areas) are designed following principles of behaviorist psychology, while some other 

activities are informed by constructivist views of language learning (e.g. Busuutalk, Language 

Garden) (Potolia et al., 2011; Loiseau, Potolia  & Zourou, 2011; Chotel, 2012). Occasionally, 

learners decide not to do some of these activities and instead concentrate on others. In turn, this 

choice has an effect on the type of learning identity that a learner is constructing. An illustration 

of this is the case study conducted by Chotel (2013) with three Chinese learners of French on 

Busuu. The author intended to explore the interactional patterns of the participants, but was 
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surprised by the results which indicated that finding learning and interactional patterns was 

difficult due to the distinct learning paths that users construct. The findings suggest that each 

participant negotiated their interactive and reflective positioning in different ways, drawing on 

their personal motivations, learning interests, and the experiences using the website. As a 

consequence the students developed learning identities based on their affiliation to certain 

activities and ways to traverse (e.g. chat tool) the semiotic spaces of the website.   

User as a teacher  

There are various semiotic spaces on Busuu where learners are required to act as 

teachers, tutors, or language experts: the Writing Area, the Audio-Recording Area, The Live 

Unit, the Busuugroups Area, and the Busuutalk Area. The notion of teacher comes primarily 

from an institutional role assigned to users: “Make friends and teach other users! …you can 

teach your native language to other users by clicking on the language signs in the “I speak” area. 

There you will see a list of people who are learning the language you are able to teach” 

(http://www.busuu.com/help). Furthermore, Busuu provides users with instructions on how to 

perform the teaching job regarding the correction of written compositions (See figure 4). 

Busuu also provides general instructions about how to correct audio-recordings. Other 

than this, user-teachers do not have any other support to perform a teacher identity. Different 

implications need to be subjected to scrutiny here. First, a look at some of the semiotic spaces 

mentioned above would help to determine to what extent users ascribe to identity positions that 

suggest that the main source of language input should be native speakers. Moreover, it is 

important to examine whether users feel comfortable adopting the imagined identity of 

teacher/tutors or whether they prefer to claim alternative identities. Second, this characterization 

http://www.busuu.com/help
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of users calls upon a discussion regarding the implied dichotomy native speaker (NS) vs. non-

native speaker (NNS).  

 

 

Figure 4. Screenshot of Instruction on How to Correct Written Posts 

The first semiotic space that could illuminate this discussion is the Writing Area. In this 

Area users are prompted to write a composition in response to a picture clue or a question. Users 

are encouraged to post their compositions for other members of the community, particularly 

native speakers, to provide corrections. Users are also expected to correct the writings of other 

members of the community. Below is an example of a correction given to one of the posts of the 

researcher (Figure 5).   
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Figure 5. Corrections to Post Made by Researcher 

The two users perform the teacher identity following the pedagogical recommendations 

given by the designers of the website in terms of pointing at the corrections made and adding an 

encouraging comment. For example, the user on the top in Figure 5 he draws on the multimodal 

tools of the interface and uses the strikethrough tool to suggest deletion of information that is 

communicatively irrelevant because it is stated in the prompt of the exercise. She uses red to 

highlight the corrections she has made. Some minutes after she posted the correction, she made 

another post congratulating and inviting the writer to continue working on the French language: 

“In fact bravo for your text, I forgot to tell you this after my correction! Good luck with French 
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and good luck using Busuu” (message on the bottom).  It is not always clear how the reflective 

and interactive positionings are negotiated here since there are four identity variables. The user 

who corrects (corrector) positions herself as a teacher and acts likewise, thus the corrector 

positions the user who made the post as a student struggling with the French language. On the 

other end is the user who wrote the composition. This user might have assumed the position of a 

student, but sometimes might not be sure about the assumed teacher identity of the other user due 

to the quality of corrections. This ambivalence emerges from the several occasions where several 

correctors propose different corrections, confusing the user about what correction is the most 

appropriate. For example, the written post in figure 5 received two corrections and one short 

comment. The second correction on the bottom of Figure 5 presents another pedagogical 

strategy. First, the female user marks errors by using bold typeface in red.  Then, she presents the 

text pointing at the corrections through the use of green color. What can be noticed here is that 

the two corrections differ in the acceptance of the repeated information that I included in the post 

and that the first corrector finds more mistakes than corrector 2. The differences in the 

corrections made by different members of the community evoke Lewis’ (n.d.) criticism about the 

lack of professional feedback and the inconsistencies of the corrections made on SNSLLs.  

The ways users make corrections raises many questions about how identity markers such 

as cultural background, educational background, gender, age, and ethnic background play a role 

in the corrections. As far as gender is concerned the two corrections mentioned above were made 

by 2 women, ages 41 and 15, while a short comment was made by a 27-year old. In fact, the 

reactions to this post in a small scale represent a general trend in my analysis of the 165 

corrections that members of the community made to my 120 posts. The data shows that, women 
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contributed more corrections (52%) than men, who made 45% of the revisions. The category of 

nationality was also considered in order to look at the NS-NNS controversy (Firth & Wagner, 

2007; Widdowson, 1994; Cook, 1999; Mahboob, 2010). The three speakers mentioned above 

belong to different French speaking countries: French Guiana, Belgium, and Algeria. The 

questions that come to mind are: In the discursive construction that the website makes of native 

speakers, are people from Algeria considered native speakers?14  How does Busuu define a 

native speaker? Do non-native speakers of French have the right to make corrections on Busuu? 

Busuu puts forth several discourses that replicate contested views about the roles of language 

teachers and students. The traditional narrative has always drawn on a deficiency model of Non-

native English-speaking teachers (NNESTs) (Mahboob, 2010) who have been positioned as a 

“deficient communicator[s], limited by an underdeveloped communicative competence” (Firth & 

Wagner, 2007; p. 758). The authors continue by saying that “[t]he ascendancy of NS and the 

assumed subservience of NNS in SLA … also illustrates the prevailing monolingual orientation 

of SLA” (p. 765). 

The discourse about NS vs. NNS is adopted ambiguously on Busuu. Busuu uses the idea 

of learning from a native speaker as a commercial hook. In doing this, language is represented as 

a static entity that is spoken by monolingual users who are empowered and entitled to teach it 

because they are native speakers. Users and their linguistic background seem to be positioned as 

inferior in front of the native speaker who owns the language they are learning. Nevertheless, 

Busuu and, in general, all SNSLLs mitigate this type of asymmetric subjective positioning by 

matching two users who are learning the language that the other one is a native speaker of. This 

                                                 
14 Although French is widely spoken in Algeria, it is not defined as an official language in the country. 
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type of pedagogical arrangement purports to undermine the issues of power that surrounds 

interactions between NS and NNS. In theory, the asymmetrical relationship balances issues of 

power but does not address, for instance, many other interactional issues that might arise from 

the lack of expertise of the interlocutors in performing the professional and social identity of a 

tutor or teacher. Overall, the ambivalent adoption of a NS role model framework on Busuu is 

fraught with several fallacies, mainly that there is ‘one’ native language, that a representative of 

that community speaks that native language, and that s/he can teach it. Pavlenko and Norton 

(2007) have questioned whether there is a standard language and a legitimate speaker that 

represents it.  

From my experience, all of my interactions with other users on Busuu worked well, 

mostly because I drew on my identity as a teacher and my intercultural awareness. I found 

though that misunderstanding and miscommunication can happen and that they don’t necessarily 

derive from the teacher-student role or NS-NNS role. They emerge from the different positions 

that interplay during meaning making.  For example, one of my interactions with a male member 

of the community went awry after he stated: “hei, you have nice body…larges showders” (sic) 

(Journal, 4/28/2013).  It was not clear whether this user was engaging in cyberflirting, if these 

types of comments belong to the patterns of interactions between males in his culture, or whether 

it originated in his still developing language proficiency (for example, poor use of hedging 

markers: “it seems you are in good shape, do you work out?”) In any case, the situation called for 

the negotiation of gender identities between this speaker and me. Although this interactional 

exchange ended up successfully, this is not the case for all communicative events that take place 

during intercultural computer mediated communications, as has been reported in previous studies 
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(Kramsch & Thorne, 2002; Ware, 2005; Ware & Kramsch, 2005). For example, in a 

telecollaborative study between American and French students, Kramsch and Thorne (2002) 

concluded that not all transnational computer communication results in positive identity 

negotiation. As has been stated by Firth & Wagner (2007) and others (e.g. Norton, 1997; 

Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004) users embody several identities: adult, husband, female/male, 

brother, stranger, friend etc. that are mediated by specific varieties of language use that in turn 

are determined by broader identity categories involving: nationality, race, gender, social class.    

To explore further whether members of the community adhere to the practices implied in 

the NS-NNS dichotomy, I looked into the nationality of the users who corrected my posts (see 

Figure 6).   

 

Figure 6. Nationality of Users Who Corrected Posts 

Figure 6 indicates indeed that francophone speakers make the most corrections with 

speakers from France on top. Interestingly, speakers from other nationalities such as Chile and 
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Germany also make corrections. These users reframed and challenged the subjective positioning 

that limited them to only correct posts that were in their native language. They are using the 

knowledge they have of other languages to help members of the community. What these learners 

are doing is claiming alternative identities as actors that belong to an imagined community of 

language learners distributed throughout the world. This imagined community with all the 

imagined identities that users assume has a meeting point on Busuu. They are reclaiming the 

right to use the language(s) they are learning for real purposes. They are positioning themselves 

not as nonnative speakers but as speakers of a lingua franca, transcending colonial alienation and 

linguistic imperialism (Phillipson, 1992). In fact I have observed how through the years Busuu 

has gradually transitioned to a more democratic perspective as regards the ownership of the 

languages offered by the website.  This progress has in part derived from the negotiation that 

users make between the interactive positioning imposed through the semiotic design of the 

website and their reflective positioning that materializes through the meaning making trajectories 

that they create. One good example that the ownership of dominant global languages is shifting 

is encountered in the Busuugroups. In this area of the website, members of the community create 

forums about several topics comprising grammar, relationships, daily life, food and drink, free 

time, and home and environment. In this space, users ask questions which are answered by other 

members both native and non-native speakers. The nationality of those who answer the questions 

does not seem to matter in this space as long as the learner contributes to the discussion. In other 

spaces such the chat, many users do not limit their interactions to NS and instead become friends 

with other learners of the languages they are interested in.  

3. User as individual with social ties within the community  
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 By way of summary, The Profile page (Figure2) of Busuu consists of various semiotic 

spaces that focus on different dimensions. It was shown that one section of the page centers on 

establishing an institutional identity.  A second section of the site, composed by several semiotic 

clusters, focuses on the identity of the user as an individual who comes to the community with a 

personal biography. The third section, also made up of several clusters, focuses on the identity of 

the user as a learner in the community. The next section of the Profile page features the semiotic 

clusters 8, 10 and 12.  Through these three clusters users are positioned as social beings who 

should establish social ties with other members of the community. Cluster 8 shows some of the 

Friends I have made during the time I have belonged to the community.  Cluster 10 presents the 

Busuugroups that I belong to or have created. Finally, cluster 12 performs another social function 

connecting to other SNSs outside of the community. A common thread in these three clusters is 

their orientation toward social networking.  

 These three clusters provide typical functions of SNSs. On Busuu these tools enhance the 

notion of community. Users are encouraged to make friends within the community, which can 

happen when they use some of the interactive tools of the website such as the chat tool or when 

they post assignments to be corrected by the members of the community. Subscribing to groups 

constitutes another manner of making friends. The modus operandi of the friending system of 

Busuu is variable. During my experience on the website I found that the most common way of 

making friends is through chatting: “I … found that it is assumed that if you talk with one 

person, you or the other chat interlocutor will immediately send the invitation without need to 

ask” (Journal, 04/ 9/2013).  Some other times, “you spot one person and then you send a request 

of friendship. Later you make the call” (Journal, 04/20/13). Another manifestation of the ritual of 
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friending is facilitated by the system of rewards of Busuu: “I saw two people sent me gifts today. 

UserFriend and Newuser15, the last one from Brazil, but I have never communicated with him. 

This is the second time he sends me Busuu berries. I friended him after he sent me an invitation” 

(Journal, 5/01/2013). It is noticeable that the semiotic design of Busuu affords the function of 

sending gifts to other users. In this last quote it can be seen how this act of sending berries is 

used to maintain a relationship (UserFriend was already a friend of mine) and also to initiate 

relationships as Newuser did. Finally, friendship is also initiated based on the ‘investment’ 

(Norton, 2000) of users. Some users are friended because they are active participants in activities 

of the community. In fact the level of investment in the community could be a criterion for users 

to friend other people. The level of investment in the community is indexed by the information 

provided in the Profile page. The number of Busuu Berries, the growth of the Garden, the 

Badges obtained, the number and types of Friends and the subscription to Busuugroups 

constitute the identity markers of members within the community. Harrison (2013; with Thomas, 

2009) reports that his students often checked the profiles of members who had sent them friend 

requests in order to determine the type of involvement of those users within the community. 

Harrison cites one of his students who comments: “My main benchmark for dealing with friend 

requests is to reject people with over 30 friends as I consider them to be using the site for 

socializing and not language learning” (p. 110-11). Although this student’s perception could be 

unfounded, since networking is at the heart of SNSLLs, what is noticeable here is the significant 

role of the Profile in terms of impression management and identity projection.  

                                                 
15 Names have been changed. 
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 In consequence, the concept of ‘Friend’ or ‘Friendship’ needs to be used with caution on 

SNSLLs because in my experience they do not resemble the type of Friends to which a person is 

connected on a typical SNS like Facebook. One of the characteristics of SNSs is that they are 

mostly used to maintain a network of acquaintances that has been established offline, while 

SNSLLs like Busuu or Livemocha emphasize networking, that is, the connection with new 

people (Haythornthwaite, 2005; Boyd & Ellison, 2008). Harrison and Thomas (2009), who  

explored the social and identity formation of six users of Livemocha, showed that the negotiation 

of roles is at stake in these communities and that social bonding and intimacy through CMC 

require time to mature. In fact, maintaining real contact with ‘friends’ on Busuu can be a 

challenging task, as I express in this autoethnographic narrative:  

“I have had so far two people who I had interactions that are promising. The familial way 

in which we interacted and got along, make you think that a friendship could develop. 

What is troublesome is that these people are not always available and I have not been 

able to really get in touch with them again, so my friendship will be one more contact in 

their homepage. I have only been able to get in touch with UserFriend, he is actually one 

of the persons I consider I could develop friendship with. We tried to communicate for 

the second time but the internet service was malfunctioning at his place. After this 

occasion, I have not seen him online again. Yet, I continue trying to reconnect with those 

people I have had the chance to interact before.” (05/06/2013) 

On various occasions I express frustration in my journal about the inability to develop sustained 

friendships in the community. This has led me to conclude that perhaps my concept of friendship 

collides with the concept of friendship that is constructed in these communities. This is then 



152 
 

 
 

another area in need of further exploration. So far previous research has suggested this 

phenomenon might be rooted in the high level of attrition on SNSLLs (Lin, 2012). Chotel and 

Mangenot (2011) deduce that the easiness of finding many potential partners might lead users to 

shy away from establishing learning contracts that imply regular encounters with other members 

of the community. Lloyd (2012) warns that these frequently one-time type of interactions may 

turn out to be “rather superficial "introductions" as opposed to benefiting from the type of 

interactions that would result from getting to know one or two partners in greater depth”  

Another explanation that can help elucidate the ways friendship plays out on SNSLLs is 

by using the lens of imagined communities. Anderson (1991) conceives of nation-states as 

imagined communities "because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most 

of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the 

image of their communion" (p. 6). Anderson’s insight converges with the concept of community 

in SNSLLs. It is unnecessary and actually impossible to get to know all members of the Busuu 

community; nonetheless, members of the community know that whenever they post a written 

exercise someone is going to correct it. They also know that even if the members they have 

friended are not available, they can always begin an interaction with any other members of the 

community. One of the assets of being a global community is that there will always be people 

connected to chat or correct others’ work. As several scholars have expounded, the physical or 

face-to-face presence is no longer a signal of engagement with communities, humans are capable 

of perceiving social connections through imagination and in that way develop imagined identities 

(Norton 2000, 2001; Kanno & Norton, 2003; Pavlenko & Norton, 2007; Norton & McKinney, 

2011). Coming back to the concept of friendship on Busuu, it could be concluded that in the 
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context of an imagined community of global language learners, the properties of the concept of 

friend and friendship have changed to accommodate to the mutable and unstable view of identity 

under a post-structural conceptualization.   

4. User as a potential customer   

It is undeniable that SNSLLs have economic interests despite the fact that they 

foreground an identity position that seems to be concerned with social services and the general 

welfare of their users. On the Profile page the semiotic clusters 9, 13, 14, and 15 consist of 

product advertisements. Cluster 9 is a display ad which promotes a product from another 

company outside Busuu. Meanwhile clusters 13, 14 and 15 advertise services (Grammar Guide, 

Travel Course) that Busuu offers if users pay for a premium membership. It is clear that Busuu 

positions users as customers, but in order to put this commercial interest in the background, the 

company has adopted a “freemium” business model. Froberg (2014) explains that “[t]he word 

“freemium” is a combination of the words “free” and “premium.” It describes a business model 

in which you give a core product away for free to a large group of users and sell premium 

products to a smaller fraction of this user base” (What’s fermium? section, para.1). Users with a 

free membership have limited access to multiple functionalities and contents of the language 

program (e.g. grammar units, voice recording, and podcasts). 

Busuu has designed a set of semiotic devices that constantly frames users as customers. 

The principal semiotic device is the yellow crown (Figure 2, clusters 1, and 5) that is placed on 

every activity and space of the website that requires premium registration. In a metonymical way 

the crown evokes meanings associated with kingdoms and kings. This semiotic choice seems to 

be at odds with the naturalistic theme of the website expressed through the use of the Language 
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Garden, fruits and animals, although at a broader level a crown in semiotic terms fits well within 

the business realm. The double type of membership proposed by Busuu and generally all 

SNSLLs fashions two different kinds of identities on the basis of the users’ economic capability.  

The impact of being a premium or a free member on language learning and identity construction 

has not been addressed on studies of SNSLLs. Based on what Wenger (1998) states, namely, that 

“learning transforms who we are and what we can do, [and therefore] it is an experience of 

identity” (p. 215), it can be predicted that the imposition of two learning trajectories on the basis 

of access to resources within Busuu underscores significant consequences for the construction of 

the users’ identity. Further research needs to establish how users position themselves in relation 

to these identity options, they can either ascribing to any of them or they can contest these 

identity positions and claiming alternative identities.  

CONCLUSION 

This article set out to establish the different ways in which users of Busuu are positioned 

through the semiotic design of this virtual environment. Unlike previous research on SNSs (e.g. 

Reinhardt & Zander, 2011; Reinhardt & Chen, 2013) and SNSLLs (Harrison & Thomas, 2009; 

Pélissier & Qotb, 2012; Harrison, 2013) that studies the ways users express their identities, this 

study focused on the interface that forges users’ identity positions, because as has been stated by 

various scholars,  the social context conditions and structures meaning making and thereby 

agency development and identity construction (van Lier, 2004; Block, 2007a,b; 2013; Bezemer 

& Kress, 2008; Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; Kress, 2010, 2013; Norton & Toohey, 2011; Jewitt, 

2013). One of the main findings is that the semiotic design of Busuu imitates features of typical 

Social Network Sites in order to recreate the environment of a community. By doing this, Busuu 
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enhances various identity positions that, within the micro world of the website, foster the idea of 

community.  Users are positioned as individuals with personal narratives that describe the 

different social roles they embody in the broader world outside of the community. Users are also 

positioned as learners who are members of an imagined community of like-minded language 

learners. This construction of a learner identity is mediated by the users’ role of teacher/tutor on 

the community. Given the inherent social nature of a community, the website affords semiotic 

spaces (friending system) where users are required to construct a network of friends or subscribe 

to interest groups. These networking tools introduces one more aspect of the identity that the 

website forges, namely, that users need to build a network of friends that enhances the notion of 

community on Busuu. Finally, due to the commercial nature of this SNSLL, users are positioned 

as customers. However, as was discussed above, this subjective positioning raises many 

questions regarding the impact of identity construction since limiting access to learning resources 

translates into limiting identity development. By and large, it was found that identity negotiation 

and contestation happens at all levels on Busuu. There is a constant struggle between users’ 

assumed identities and the imposed identities forged through the semiotic design of the website. 

Furthermore, identity negotiation takes place during the interaction between members of the 

community in various spaces of the website; nevertheless, this was not widely addressed in this 

study and remains as a subject for further research.   

A second major conclusion that contributes to the comprehension of the dynamics of 

identity construction on the website is that the Busuu community is better understood as an 

imagined community. Researchers on SNSLLs have expressed concern about the disjunctive and 

discontinuous types of interactions between members of the community (Lin, 2012; Chotel & 
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Mangenot, 2011; Lloyd, 2012). This study helps us understand that imagined communities do 

not need to reify their membership through practices of engagement that require immediate, 

tangible and sustained contact; just as members of a nation do not need to know each other to 

express their imagined alliance (Anderson, 1991). Members of SNSLLs are joined by a mutual 

interest of belonging to a global imagined community of language learners. By establishing 

trasnational connections, users of Busuu adopt imagined identities that empower them to take 

ownership of French and participate in meaning making practices where French is conceived of 

as a lingua franca.   

Norton (2000, 2001), who draws on Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), comments that the 

interest in learning one or various languages by the members of an imagined community 

originates in the learners’ desire to acquire symbolic and material resources (e.g. a better job 

position), which in turn will increase their cultural capital (e.g. knowledge and worldviews). 

Conversations with several members of the community during this study confirm that Busuu 

users are driven by multiple symbolic and material interests which in turn determine their 

investment in the community (Norton Pierce, 1995; Norton, 2000). There is strong evidence of 

the users’ investment in the activities of the Busuu community. The analysis of the written posts 

and audio recordings demonstrated that users invest not only in their own learning by completing 

the learning units on the website, but also in the consolidation of the community by helping other 

members. Members of Busuu seem to draw on multiple identity positions to affiliate with 

imagined communities at different spatio-temporal scales; while some might see themselves as 

members of a broader community of  speakers of French as a lingua franca, some others  might 

envision themselves as members of an imagined community of bilingual, multilingual, Spanish, 
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English, or French speakers. The possibilities of creating imagined communities and imagined 

identities become endless in postmodern times when identity is heterogeneous, contingent, 

hybrid, fragmented, and in unceasing struggle. The process of identity constitution and agency 

development acquire more complexity when it is negotiated in multimodal semiotic spaces of 

computer mediated communication.  Due to the growing number of SNSLLs, CALL/CMC is 

called upon to examine these new transnational social spaces and the ways meaning making, 

language learning, agency and identity are negotiated. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The main argument underlying this dissertation is that despite the growing use of social 

networking interfaces in the field language education, little has been done to unravel how the 

semiotic design of these spaces dictates pedagogical trends, and in turn, embodies concepts of 

language and learning, and forges users’ identities. One of the reasons for this gap has been the 

lack of a conceptual framework and a clear methodology that permit to explore the multimodal 

complexity of virtual textual habitats. Adding to this deficiency is the fact that a theory that 

accounts for current multimodal communication practices requires that researchers disanchor 

from their disciplinary boundaries and venture into transdisciplinary connections. Researchers in 

linguistics, applied linguistics and other areas of knowledge that deal with communication are 

called to look at other areas such semiotics, visual design and the arts in order to get a better hold 

of the processes of meaning making and meaning distribution. In short, this implies moving from 

a verbocentric and typographic view of language and communication to a multimodal one 

(Kress, 2003, 2010).  I believe that multimodal social semiotics has made major strides in the 

path of providing a set of constructs and methods that help us understand more the complexity 

and the semiotic resources that afford communication at present.  

The field of CALL/CMC has been moving along the theoretical and epistemological 

turmoil that SLA has undergone during the last decades due to its ‘social turn’ (Firth & Wagner, 

1997; Block, 2003). As a consequence CALL/CMC has turned its attention toward socio-cultural 

and ecological models of examining language learning mediated by digital devices. Likewise, it 

has enlarged its repertoire of theoretical approaches, including semiotics, functional linguistics, 

and ethnographic research (Kern, 2006). As a result, research on computer mediated 
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communication has developed into a more inclusive area where issues of socialization, 

interculturality, and identity construction have enriched more traditional research focused on 

narrower language learning aspects (Blyth, 2008; Blake, 2011; Reinhardt, 2012). With the uptake 

of new research interests, new research methods have gradually taken stage. Semiotic 

approaches, particularly, have been promoted by the ecological approach to CALL/CMC which 

acknowledges the multimodal nature of communication. It is within this framework that the 

current study has purported to make a contribution by combining tenets of the sociocultural and 

ecological model with multimodal social semiotic principles. In the qualitative paradigm, it has 

long been acknowledged that research phenomena determine the ways in which they should be 

looked at. Current textual habitats such as Social Networking Sites for Language Learning 

(SNSLLs) not only demand that we examine them from a multimodal social semiotic 

perspective, but also that we consider them as complex ecological systems. This is what this 

study has attempted to do.  

The dissertation has set out to answer three overarching questions which have been 

answered in three independent articles. While I did not connect the results of each article 

throughout the dissertation, here I will bring together the main conclusions and their 

implications, since to a great extent they are interconnected. The research posed three questions 

regarding the semiotic design of Busuu, the SNSLL that was taken as a case study for this work.  

The first and second questions focused on the representation of language and learning that is 

embodied through the different semiotic spaces of the website. The last question focused on a 

more complex issue, the ways Busuu positioned its users and thereby enabled them to construct 
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or negotiate their identities. I will briefly summarize the main results and then discuss 

implications arising from this experience.  

The best way to conceptualize Busuu is by drawing on one of the visionaries of modern 

language studies, Bakhtin. The Russian scholar clearly anticipated the concept of language 

ecology when he suggested that spaces of interaction are characterized by the “coexistence of 

socio-ideological contradictions between the present and the past, between different socio-

ideological groups in the present, between tendencies, schools, circles, and so forth, all given a 

bodily form" (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 291). What this means in terms of ecology is that semiotic 

interaction is composed of a system of nested views in which multiple timescales, spatiotemporal 

and discursive resonances work in synergy. This description serves to conceptualize the multiple 

socio-ideological discourses about language and learning that coexist within Busuu. It was found 

that in some semiotic spaces of Busuu a structural view of language predominates, while in some 

other spaces an interactional and ecological view of language undergird language activities and 

users’ interaction. Similarly, the semiotic design of Busuu materializes views of learning that 

echo behaviorist, cognitivist, and constructivist theories. The vision of creating a community of 

learners impacts greatly the dynamics of this virtual space because users are in constant 

negotiation between the implied or imposed views that underlie Busuu and the possibilities that 

the affordances of the website offers them to produce changes in the nature of activities and 

interactions. In this way,  an activity such as a written composition which is shaped in a way that 

invokes structural views of language and behavioral views of learning can take an interactional 

and constructivist turn when it becomes the source of interaction of the members of the 

community. This dialogic relationship of co-construction and mutual transformation between the 
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digital interface and its users arises from the dynamic nature of meaning making and the way 

communication takes place in current virtual habitats. It is interesting to notice how Busuu 

constitutes an ecological system of nested semiotic spaces where pedagogical elements and 

principles from different theories of language and learning interweave in conflicting but at the 

same time complementary ways. They reverberate different time scales of the history of CMC 

and, broadly speaking, second language acquisition.   

Whether this theoretical pluralism is positive or negative is not the central matter. This is 

actually inevitable when the phenomenon under study is so complex (Ellis, 2010).  In my own 

view, this coexistence of theories is healthy and allows for better understanding of phenomena, 

especially in digital environments where fluidity and dynamism originating in human interaction 

are at stake. Theoretical pluralism also forces negotiation which could constitute a source of 

theoretical and methodological progress. Just as Busuu takes into the negotiation arena several 

views of language and learning, it provides spaces for the negotiation of identity and the 

development of agency.  

As a virtual space, Busuu adopts the identity of a community of interest and therefore 

designs an interface that positions its users as members of a community. Users are portrayed as 

members of a community of language learners with roles that implicate performing teaching and 

learning actions. That is to say, users adopt the roles of teachers/tutors and students, among 

others.  A look at ways users interact among themselves and how they interact with the semiotic 

designs of Busuu indicates that identity negotiation and contestation happens at all levels on 

Busuu. There is a constant struggle between users’ assumed identities and the imposed identities 

enhanced through the semiotic design of the website. Despite the fact that the concept of 
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community on Busuu is heavily informed by the dichotomy native vs. non-native speaker, 

learners seem to adopt identities that accord more with the concept of an imagined community. 

As members of a transnational imagined community users take ownership of English and 

participate in meaning making practices where they conceive of English as a lingua franca and as 

a vehicle for the acquisition of cultural capital. This multitude of elements that complexify 

identity negotiation and construction on Busuu are akin to an ecological system.  In this view, 

users are composed of nested systems of identities (e.g. student, teacher/tutor, father, 

American/French, friend, cyberflirter) wherein some identities are more prominent than others. 

Users draw on these different identity positions based on the characteristics of semiotic 

interaction either with the multimodal compositional elements of the website or with members of 

the community.    

This study has shown that SNSLLs conflate different systems into one ecological system. 

At one level, SNSLLs are complex systems in their own right because, as has been described 

above, they enact a repertoire of theoretical voices from different spatio-temporal scales: the past 

and the present, the real and the virtual; and they allow for multiple user trajectories and in that 

sense every user customizes and co-creates the contents of the website.  At another level, the 

system becomes more complex with the different narratives, identities and interactions of users 

of the website. All of the complexity of SNSLLs entails epistemological, theoretical and 

pedagogical implications that we turn to now.  
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CHAPTER 6: IMPLICATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

At the Epistemological Level  

Zourou (2013) expressed her concern about the researchability of SNSLLs on the basis of data 

accessibility and data ownership. The author discusses the tensions and limitations of doing 

research in SNSLLs and the lack of clarity about how to access data, population, and permission 

to use data. Some of the communities such as Babbel and Livemocha assert that the data 

produced in the communities belongs to both the user and the community; Busuu, for example, 

establishes that it belongs to the community (Zourou, 2013). Based on this, who should 

researchers contact to obtain permission for research purposes? Notice for example that in the 

current research study, although I obtained illuminating data from interaction with users, I could 

not use these transcriptions because of copy-right limitations, since I was allowed only to use 

screenshots from the website. Even if I were allowed to use the transcriptions, it seems I would 

have to ask the people I interacted with about using those recordings for research purposes. 

Additionally, it is not clear how interactions on these sites would be affected if members of the 

community were aware that they are being contacted by someone whose purpose is research 

rather than genuine participation in the community as a member. There are many questions that 

remain unanswered regarding conducting research in these participatory virtual environments.  

Due to the approach undertaken in this study that focused on the semiotic design of 

Busuu, it was not necessary to involve other participants. Looking at the semiotic design of 

SNSLLs is informative and provides great insight at the methodological and pedagogical level; 

however, it is necessary to study the ways learners use the different semiotic resources of the 

website and the outcomes of its use. For this, it would be important to involve a significant 
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sample of users. Until now, only few a studies have been able to involve a significant number of 

participants in this type of research (Lin, 2012; Harrison, 2013). 

As was shown throughout this dissertation, multimodal social semiotics can make great 

contributions to understanding new semiotic spaces that require novel methodological 

approaches. I believe that the field of CALL/CMC would benefit from the data collection 

techniques and data analyses that multimodal research brings to language and communication 

studies. The analyses presented in this dissertation show the potential of multimodal research in 

providing greater analytic depth. The advantages that multimodal research offers are 

counteracted by the fact that researchers need to invest substantial time to understanding the 

workings of all the semiotic modes of communication that take part in online communication and 

digital texts. This is a task that requires going out of the disciplinary boundaries to learn the 

meaning making principles of other semiotic systems.  

At the Theoretical and Pedagogical Level  

One of the main findings of this study is that Busuu integrates theories of language and 

theories of learning that in many occasions are contradictory and in other cases are 

complementary. Most of these contradictions appear in the way Busuu introduces language 

content and some of its learning activities. My view is that learners would profit better from a 

language program that presents a better alignment between the components of the curriculum: 

theories of language and learning, design (materials, roles of users, activities etc.), and 

procedures, as suggested by Richards and Rodgers (2001).  As was shown above Busuu favors a 

structural and a lexical syllabus. In agreement with these types of syllabi, several activities in the 

learning units such as the vocabulary and grammar presentations emphasize memorization and 
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drilling exercises. In my opinion a different type of syllabus that is more in accordance with a 

communicative view of language would provide better opportunities for language learners. In 

particular, a functional type of syllabus would cohere with many of the constructivist and 

interactional activities that users find on Busuu.  Likewise, the testing exercises provided on the 

Review Area of the Learning Units require revision. Although some of these exercises are useful 

to practice some skills of the language, they would be more meaningful if they were embedded 

in broader communicative contexts beyond phrases or sentences. It seems to me that the 

vocabulary as well as the grammar presentations should be embedded in a socio-cultural context 

where functions of the language are emphasized rather than only provide lists of words or 

grammar conjugations.  

The cultural dimension on Busuu is an aspect that raises concern. Previous studies have 

criticized the language syllabus of all courses on SNSLLs, including Busuu, because they are a 

translation of the traditional syllabus content of an English language syllabus (e.g. Chotel & 

Mangeno, 2011; Loiseau et al., 2011).  What is more, Busuu uses the same iconography for all 

language courses irrespective of the culture of the target language and the particular cultural 

background of the users. Most pictures employed on language lessons feature people and cultural 

practices of western countries, privileging prominently Anglocentric and Eurocentric 

worldviews. It is unclear to what extent this homogenization of the lexico-grammatical features 

of language and the lack of cultural sensitivity can impact the kind of language proficiency users 

of this SNSLL might attain.  It remains as a topic for further research to what extent this 

selection of materials provokes misguided construction of the second language culture and the 

identity of its speakers. At the same time this issue has implications for curriculum and material 
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designers in terms of selecting visual materials that represent the target culture and its people 

more accurately and designing learning activities that are coherent with underlying views of 

language and learning and that cater to the ways certain languages are taught and learned by 

different populations of second language learners.  

Based on the above concerns, I would suggest that in order to account for the cultural 

dimension, designers of Busuu recognize that languages are related to the cultures where they are 

spoken.  Busuu as well as other SNSLLs need to think of languages as individual entities, with 

particular ways to organize their language contents and with particular ways to be taught and 

learned. It is untenable to claim that learning English is the same as learning Arabic or Chinese 

and that the same teaching approach would work for each of these languages. Busuu should 

tailor each language program to the linguistic and social and cultural characteristics of the 

language they offer. This involves thinking of the design of learning materials, activities, and 

types of contents that accurately represent the target culture. In order to do this, it is advisable for 

SNSLLs to consult experts on the teaching and learning of the languages they offer.  

This study did not set out to examine to what extent members of the community develop 

communicative competence; however, previous research reports inconclusive results about the 

potential of SNSLLs to promote language learning (e.g.  Brick, 2011a, b; Jee & Park, 2009; 

Liaw, 2011; Gruba & Clark, 2013; Potoli & Zourou, 2013). In part, this is due to the limitations 

that previous studies have faced, such as the small size of the population sample (Chotel, 2012; 

Gonzalez, 2013), the length of studies (Brick, 2011a;  Lloyd, 2012; Liu et al., 2013), and other 

issues associated with the difficulty of getting access to data, as I discussed above.  From the 

evidence presented here and my own experience as a user in the community, it could be said that 
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language learning does happen. The work that I did on vocabulary, grammar, and writing as well 

as the interactions with other members of the community helped me reinforce what I had learned 

in my face-to-face class. Equally, my vocabulary and the knowledge of pragmatic aspects of the 

language increased. The pragmatic and cultural dimensions are aspects that developed 

significantly during the chat interactions. Yet, it is difficult for me to assess quantitatively how 

much I learned. Research has shown that the language improvement that users of SNSLL report  

based on their own perception conflicts with tests results administered to  them (Lin, 2012).   For 

this reason, more research is required to determine what kinds of competencies users acquire 

(linguistic, pragmatic etc.) and how much proficiency they develop (basic, intermediate, 

advanced knowledge).  

By the same token, one gap that needs to be examined in the literature on SNSLLs is the 

differences that accrue from registering as a free or as a premium user. From my experience as a 

free user on Busuu, I could tell that free users have access limitations that would hinder the 

development of language proficiency. Free users are not allowed to access grammar units and 

thus their language learning is limited to the lists of words in vocabulary units. This limitation is 

especially true for beginner learners but not an impediment for pre-intermediate language 

learners who come to the website to look for language practice. I encountered many users who, 

like me, had previous knowledge about the language they registered to learn. Thus, they 

completed the activities they were allowed to access and concentrated more on the socio-

collaborative activities of the website such as the chat tool or the writing exercises.  More 

research needs to be done to determine how this limitation of access to free users impacts their 

motivation to stay on the website and their learning gains. It has been reported that the level of 
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attrition on SNSLLs is high (Lin, 2012) and I venture to hypothesize that many users drop out of 

Busuu once their free week of premium access to all Busuu tools and contents expires. Not 

having the money to pay for a premium registration and being limited to only language 

vocabulary, many users might opt to leave the site.  

Another gap that needs to be examined in the literature on SNSLLs is to what degree 

these environments can be articulated with formal language classes and different institutions and 

educational levels (Pélissier & Ootb, 2012; Liu et al., 2013).  The scant experiences in this area 

document that, for instance, issues of privacy become a drawback (Harrison & Thomas, 2009; 

Harrison, 2013) that might deter students and teachers from taking these sites as a serious source 

for socialization and language development. As a user and analysts of the website, my view is 

that Busuu can be integrated to face-to-face language courses with some pedagogical adaptation. 

The experience as a researcher of Busuu has generated different ideas that I am trying to 

implement in a study in which I am involved with colleagues from a University in Colombia. 

The study intends to combine the face-to-face course sessions with virtual sessions in which 

students log in to Busuu, complete language learning units, and connect with members of the 

community. Although the study is in its beginning stage, our initial conclusion is that the 

activities proposed by Busuu are not enough to keep students motivated. Due to this, I have 

proposed a set of activities that intend to engage students in creative activities within Busuu. As 

an illustration, one of these activities involves creating a survey based on any of the language 

contents that is being studied in class. Once this survey is designed students are asked to 

interview a group of members of the class and another group of members of Busuu.  Students are 

then asked to create a discussion group on Busuugroups where they will post and discuss the 
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results and their reaction to the survey’s conclusions. Activities like this are motivating to 

students and provide a context where the work on an offline environment connects with virtual 

work naturally. Yet, there are many aspects to consider such as the fact that all students are free 

users and thus content alignment is always problematic because of the lack of access to language 

contents and tools. While the work on how users profit or not from using Busuu continues 

growing, I think it is also necessary to move to a research stage that helps explain how to 

integrate Busuu to formal educational contexts. The project we just started in Colombia is an 

important step in this research agenda.  

Finally, it is relevant to ask about the role of multimodal environments in language 

learning. Throughout this dissertation I have claimed that multimodal semiotic designs play a 

twofold role in terms of prefiguring learning trajectories and offering affordances for users to 

develop novel ways to interact with digital interfaces and, thereby, construct new learning paths. 

The question that follows is, do multimodal environments enhance learning? How do they do it?  

The general area of cognitive psychology has provided evidence that in multimedia spaces 

people learn more from words and pictures than from words alone (Meyer, 2001). Paivio (1986, 

2007) has established that humans use two different channels for processing visual and auditory 

information. These two authors have documented that multimodal combination of elements can 

enhance or hinder learning, depending on the ways the modes are combined. Although the 

authors use the term multimodality to refer to multimediality —combination of different media, 

— their insights bear relevance to multimodal research because ultimately modes of 

communication draw on any medium (sound, image etc.) to materialize representation and 

meaning.  
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In the specific area of CALL/CMC there is already research that hints at the potential of 

multimodality in fostering language learning. Most of this research comes from the 

implementation of Lyceum, a synchronous audio-graphic (multimodal) environment at the Open 

University. Broadly speaking, this research supports the idea that multimodal communication 

plays a positive role in CMC-based language teaching and learning (see Hampel  & Baber, 2003; 

Hampel & Hauck, 2006; Chanier & Vetter, 2006; Lamy & Flewitt, 2011; Lamy, 2012a, b; 

Regine & Ursula, 2012). Yet, this line of research focuses mostly on aspects of interactional 

exchanges, leaving aside other concerns that affect language and learning (e.g.  issues of identity, 

race, gender, intercultural) and that are central to sociocultural and ecological views. On the 

other hand, unlike research on synchronous audiographic environments, SNSLLs display more 

complex multimodal interfaces and afford multifarious types of interactions. Further research is 

required to better explain how the multimodal design of SNSLLs impact language learning and 

the patterns of use of learners that might foster or thwart language development.  

The field of foreign/second language teaching continues being an academic and 

pedagogical endeavor, but in recent decades it has also become a lucrative business industry.  

Heightened by social media, several new language learning approaches promise what 

generations of students have tried to achieve for years in language classrooms: the possibility of 

mastering a second language. As a language teacher and a language learner myself, I am aware 

that social media might offer novel affordances to improve language learning, but I am clear that 

social media is not the panacea to all challenges teachers and language learners face. As a 

language speaker of English I am the result of hundreds of hours in face-to-face learning 

environments and I recognize the potential of this type of learning. But my experience learning 
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language on Busuu also helped me understand that SNSLL could be good companions of 

language learners who want to complement their off-line language classes. This is what has 

motivated me to begin the project in Colombia with the aim of bringing the best of the two 

worlds: face-to-face and online learning. My hope through this study has been to provide insight 

that might help the designers of Busuu in offering language courses that are informed by 

pedagogical and theoretical principles. At the heart this project is my firm belief that good 

education comes out of pedagogical, theoretical, and ideological alignment.  This is not really 

easy to achieve since as human beings we are always struggling with or own inconsistencies and 

contradictions. But this is a healthy struggle and just as we do it for our own lives, we must do it 

for the artifacts we design in our daily life and in our professions. SNSLLs as one of the artifacts 

we create is not immune to this struggle and this is why this study intends to make a contribution 

by examining Busuu and by providing recommendations for its improvement.  My hope is that in 

the future SNSLLs appear as a complement to formal language education and not as an opposing 

system that promises more than it is possible to attain in informal learning contexts.  
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APPENDIX A: TAXONOMY OF LANGUAGE LEARNING ACTIVITIES ON BUSUU 

Code 
numbe
r 

Section on 
Busuu 

Name of Activity Description Area of 
language focus  

1 Vocabulary 
Area 

Word picture 
recognition 

Presentation of 
pronunciation and written 
and pictorial 
representation of 
vocabulary item or 
phrase. 

Vocabulary/Pron
unciation 

2 Word  meaning  in 
context   

Vocabulary item or 
phrase presented in the 
context of a sentence 
with pronunciation. 

Vocabulary/Pron
unciation 

3 Review and 
Vocabulary 
Areas 

Sound-image matching  Pronunciation of a 
word/phrase given as a 
prompt to match one of 3 
or 6 images presented.   

Vocabulary/liste
ning 

4 Word-image matching  Pronunciation and 
written representation of 
a word/phrase given as a 
prompt to match one of 3 
or 6 images presented.   

Vocabulary 

5 Word translation 
matching  

Presentation of a 
word/phrase in user’s L1 
to match with one of 3 or 
6 options offered in the 
target language.   

Vocabulary  

6 L2  to L1 matching  Drag and drop words, 
phrases, or sentences in 
the target language to the 
corresponding translation 
in the user’s native 
language.  

Vocabulary  

7 Jumbled phrase 
organization 

Drag and drop letters of 
syllables to complete 
words or phrases.  
Pictures and translation 
given as prompts.  

Spelling/vocabul
ary 

8  Word/phrase/sentence 
dictation 

Type in text based on 
dictation and picture 
prompt.  

Spelling/vocabul
ary 
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9 Jumbled sentence 
organization 

Picture given as a prompt 
to drag and drop 
scrambled words in a 
content box.  

Grammar  

10 Sentence organization 
based on translation 

Two sentences in L1 
given as a prompt.  Drag 
and drop scrambled 
words in  target language 
to complete sentences. 

Grammar 

11 Dialogue 
Area 

Phonological and 
orthographic 
association  

Read while listening 
along to a dialogue. 

Listening/ 
reading  

12 Reading 
comprehension aided 
by translation 

Compare target language 
text with translation in 
L1. 

Reading 

13 Reading 
comprehension check  

Answer multiple choice 
questions. 

Reading  

14 Writing Area Writing in vocabulary 
task 

Write a short text by 
answering a question or 
describing an image. 

Writing 

15 Live Unit Writing about 
photograph 

Write a short text by 
reacting to an image from 
National Geographic. 

Writing 

16 Writing about video 
clip  

Write a short text by 
reacting to a video clip. 

Writing/listening  

17 Writing about 
newspaper article 

Write a short text by 
reacting to a newspaper 
article. 

Writing/reading 

18 My Groups Writing post in 
Busuugroups  

Post question or 
comment or write 
response to post made by 
other members. 

Writing/grammar 

19 News Feed Correction of other 
users' writings 

Correction of other users’ 
posts. 

Grammar/vocabu
lary/ 
writing 

20 Busuutalk 
Area 

Text chat  Chat with other users 
through text function. 

Speaking/writing 

21 Video/audio chat Chat with other users 
through video and/or 
audio function. 

Speaking/listenin
g  

22 Voice 
Recording 
Area 

Voice recording of 
dialogue 

Play a role in a dialogue 
by reading aloud and 
recording voice.  

Pronunciation 
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23 My 
Exercises 

Review of corrections Review of corrections 
made to one’s written 
posts. 

Grammar/vocabu
lary 

24 My 
Vocabulary 

Vocabulary review and 
correction 

Revision of mistakes 
made in Review tasks. 

Vocabulary 

25 Vocabulary list review Review of vocabulary 
saved from Vocabulary 
tasks. 

Vocabulary 

26 Level Test Placement test  Identify language and 
course level of new 
users.  

Listening/readin
g/ 
writing 

27 Custom 
Review 

Learning unit review Choose learning material 
and skill to practice. 

 

28 Busuu 
Challenge 

Users' competition for 
berries 

Challenge between users 
to complete 3 units and 
win Busuu berries. 

 

29 Alphabet Phonetic practice  Listen to letters of 
alphabet 

Listening 

30 Games Memory game Practice vocabulary by 
matching words with 
their pictorial 
representation. 

Vocabulary  

31 Vocabulary 
Area in 
Grammar 
Unit 

Grammar-picture 
association  

Grammar structure 
presented in the context 
of a sentence with 
pronunciation and 
translation. 

Grammar/Pronun
ciation 

32 Grammar 
Guides 

Grammar lesson review Explanation of grammar 
points presented in units.  

Grammar 

33 Podcast Area Listening review in 
podcast  

Download of all listening 
material of each unit.  

Listening 

34 Printable 
Learning 
Materials 
Area 

Lesson review in PDF Download of printable 
content of each unit.  

Grammar/vocabu
lary/reading  
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APPENDIX B: COPYRIGHT PERMISSION TO USE SCREENSHOTS FROM BUSUU 
 
Dear people from Busuu,  
I am a language teacher and a PhD student at the University of Arizona. I  
am doing some research on the latest generation of Language Learning  
Websites. I am writing to ask permission to use screen shots from the  
website for my work. Part of my research involves finding out about what  
are the learning outcomes of the website users. Thus I wonder if you have  
done any research about this this or in general if you know of  
any research work about the website.  
I would greatly appreciate your help.  
Best,  
José Aldemar Álvarez Valencia  
PhD student in Second Language Acquisition and Teaching (SLAT)  
Graduate Associate in Teaching: Department of English  
University of Arizona 
 
On Mon, Dec 19, 2011 at 2:47 AM, Filip Gaspar <filip@busuu.com> wrote: 

 
Dear Jose, 
 
yes of course are you allowed to use screenshots from our website. 
Your research field sounds very interesting to us and we would like to be informed about some results 
that you will achieve. 
Unfortunately we don't any further researches made about this. 
If you have any questions just ask me. 
 
Best regards 
 

__________________________________________ 
Filip Gaspar 
Business development  
busuu.com – the language learning community! 
 
web: www.busuu.com 
email: filip@busuu.com 
address: Calle Columela 2, 1D, 28001 Madrid, Spain 
 
 
On Tue, Dec 20, 2011 at 2:13 AM, Filip Gaspar <filip@busuu.com> wrote: 

 
Dear Jose, 
 
we appreciate your researches and we are looking forward to your results, but unfortunately we can't 
allow you to use pictures and names of users. 
It means that you can easyly use screenshot but we qould like to ask you to darken the profil pictures and 
user names. 
 
thank a lot 

 

mailto:filip@busuu.com
http://busuu.com/
http://www.busuu.com/
mailto:bernhard@busuu.com
mailto:filip@busuu.com
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