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Abstract

Private online language tutoring is growing in popularity. An important pre-
requisite for development of effective pedagogies in this context is a good under-
standing of how different modalities can be combined. This study provides a detailed 
account of how several experienced private online teachers use text chat in their 
Skype-based English lessons, and the pedagogical role and interactional effect of 
these interactions. The study investigates the relationship between characteristics of a 
text message and students’ observable reaction to this message. The study employs a 
sequential Qualitative-Quantitative design and finds that text chat serves pedagogi-
cal and organizational roles in the analyzed context and that several characteristics 
of a text message were correlated with students’ reaction to messages. Specifically, 
students were more likely to incorporate a text message if: (a) it introduced new 
vocabulary, and (b) if it was produced bimodally (speaking and typing). The study 
also finds that teacher typing may have a negative effect on students’ fluency and 
teachers’ attention to student language production. The study calls for further 
research to investigate how written and spoken channels can be effectively combined 
in one-to-one English lessons via video/audio conferencing lessons.
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Introduction
There are increasing calls in the literature to study multimodal online learning 
environments (Guichon & McLornan, 2008; Stockwell, 2007, 2010). Of par-
ticular interest are investigations of how specific modalities influence the over-
all teaching and learning experience in synchronous online lessons as well as 
the investigations of the interplay between modalities (see Kress, 2000; Norris, 
2004; Salmon, 2004 for discussions of multimodality). Such studies are an 
important pre-requisite for the development of effective pedagogies for online 
teaching contexts. However, even though there are investigations that have 
explored modalities individually (Jepson, 2005; Siler & VanLehn, 2009; Sykes, 
2005; Wang, 2004), there is still a lack of research that examines the impact of 
this combined use of tools (speaking and writing) on interaction and the anal-
yses of multimodal communication (Hampel & Stickler, 2012).
 Another gap in the current literature is an insufficient number of studies 
on emerging online language teaching contexts. For example, one of the fast-
est growing sectors in online language teaching is private Language Education 
via Video/Audio Conferencing (LEVAC) (Kozar, 2012b, 2013; Ventura & Jang, 
2010). There are at least tens of thousands of teachers and learners worldwide 
involved in private online language tutoring services (Kozar, 2012b, 2014) and 
this number can be expected to grow. And yet there are few if any published 
studies on the pedagogies of this context. This dearth of studies is lamentable, 
since delivering lessons via video/audio conferencing tools may soon be a part 
of many teachers’ lives and become, using Develotte’s (2009) terms “déjà-là” 
(already there). Thus, there is a pressing need to study this language-teaching 
context in order to inform current and future practitioners, teacher-trainers, 
and other relevant stakeholders.
 Currently most private online tutors offer lessons via tools like Skype, 
Google Hangout, etc. (Kozar, 2012b). While these tools provide three main 
modes of communication, specifically (a) text mode, (b) audio mode, and (c) 
video mode,1 the majority of private English lessons are conducted via the 
latter two modes, audio or video mode. In these modes audio and video are 
the primary channels of communication, and the use of text chat is optional.  
This means that a lesson can potentially take place only via audio/video chan-
nels without the use of text chat, and if teachers do employ text chat, there 
must be some reasons that motivate them to do so. Some of these potential 
reasons are discussed in the following section.

Text chat in multimodal language-teaching environments
Prior studies on related contexts (institutional group online language lessons) 
report at least four different uses of text chat during audio/video lessons, spe-
cifically pedagogical, remedial, strategic, and competing.
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 Pedagogical uses of text chat tend to be associated with the graphic presen-
tation of new linguistic items, scaffolding students’ language production or the 
negotiation of meaning, particularly when interlocutors do not share the same 
first language (Jin, 2006). Other pedagogical uses include collecting answers 
from multiple students simultaneously or providing instructions (Cunning-
ham, Fagersten, & Holmsten, 2010; Hampel & Stickler, 2012). In addition to 
this pedagogical use of the written chat, the literature also cites instances of 
the remedial use of text chat, which refers to using text chat to compensate 
for communication difficulties, such as the failure of the audio channel or the 
significant time lag due to bandwidth. Remedial uses have been reported by 
Cunningham, Fagersten, and Holmsten (2010) as well as Hampel and Stickler 
(2012), who referred to such use as “compensatory.” The third reported use of 
written chat is the strategic use. It refers to using the text chat as a means to gain 
access to the production of the discourse. A prominent example of this use 
was described by Sauro (2004), who shows how a less dominant participant 
utilized text chat to “gain a foothold” in the conversation.  The final use of text 
chat, described in the literature, is the competing use. It has been reported by 
Hampel and Stickler (2012) and refers to drawing on the text chat to have par-
allel conversations during an online lesson. This use is characteristic of classes 
with multiple participants and can be likened with taking an interlocutor aside 
for a conversation. Such parallel conversations are sometimes viewed as disrup-
tive, which explains why some teachers choose to strategically disable text chat 
functionality during their online language classes (Meskill & Anthony, 2014).
 Most relevant for teacher-training and teacher-development purposes is 
the pedagogical use of text chat. Prior studies on written-only mode of mul-
timodal tools (see, for example, Pellettieri, 2000; Toyoda & Harrison, 2002; 
Tudini, 2003) suggest that messages in text chat can increase instances of notic-
ing (see Lai & Zhao, 2006), and in doing so aid language acquisition (Schmidt, 
1993). Similarly, other studies reported that communicating via text chat in 
the target language can draw learners’ attention to form and scaffold students’ 
language production (Lee, 2008; Salaberry, 2000; Shekary & Tahririan, 2006), 
which is also beneficial for language acquisition. Even though it is unclear 
to what extent the findings of written-only studies are transferable to multi-
modal environments, it can be hypothesized that drawing attention and notic-
ing effects of text chat might even be stronger in audio and video lessons 
compared to text-only condition, since a fewer number of messages are pre-
sumably produced during audio/video lessons and, thus, these messages hold 
the potential to make linguistic items more salient (Carroll, 2012), especially 
if they are produced orally and in writing.
 Studies on multimodal instructional design suggest that in self-access 
instructional courses students prefer applications with dual modality—text 
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and audio (Tabbers, Martens, & Merriënboer, 2004). Specifically, when inves-
tigating comprehension of foreign texts, Diao, Chandler, and Sweller (2007) 
report that an audio plus text condition led to a higher comprehension rate 
compared to an audio-only condition. Thus, it can be hypothesized that the 
use of dual modalities (audio and text) may potentially increase the perceived 
salience of input, which has been recognized as critical by several SLA theories 
(see, for example, Gass, 2008; VanPatten, 2007).
 Yet, it needs to be noted that the mere presence of written and acoustic 
channels may not automatically lead to increases in teaching effectiveness. 
Prior studies show that the physical location of the written information 
plays an important role in students’ processing of input. Specifically, when 
text and a picture were placed on the same page close to each other, it 
resulted in a better uptake than verbal and visual information placed sep-
arately. This effect was explained by the additional effort required to per-
form a visual search in order to locate information (Van Merriënboer & 
Sweller, 2005), which suggests that the interface of the multimodal tool and 
the ease of finding a text message is likely to play a role in whether a mes-
sage is noticed by the student.
 Another hypothesis about message uptake in a multimodal context is that 
message characteristics, such as, for example, the purpose of the message, 
the locus of its initiation (requested by a student or provided by the teacher), 
the length or timing of the message, etc. influence whether and how students 
react to a message. For example, students may react differently to longer and 
shorter messages, or to messages produced at the start or the end of the class, 
etc. If there is any relationship between written message characteristics and 
learners’ reaction, then teachers, teacher-trainers, and other stakeholders 
ought to know about it.
 Another factor that needs to be taken into account when analyzing the 
effect of written messages in multimodal environments is the degree of syn-
chrony of the text message, as it affects both the message composer and mes-
sage receiver. Building on the work of Kenning (2010), online environments 
can be described as affording different degrees of synchrony (and therefore 
immediate access for the receiver) between text and audio/video channels. 
Figure 1 represents a possible range of different degrees of accessibility of writ-
ten messages in multimodal online classrooms.
 The right end of the continuum is represented by tools that allow letter by 
letter visibility, such as Ytalk, described by Pellettieri (2000), or a popular col-
laborative tool Titanpad, described by Kozar (2012a), while at the left end of 
the continuum are environments like email, where the receiver does not have 
access to the message until this message has been sent, and the interlocutors 
do not have to be online at the same time.
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 Prior research suggests that displaying the message after sending, or in 
other words having some delay between composing and displaying, might 
create a safer environment for the sender, since they can edit and check the 
message before making it visible to other users (Kenning, 2010; Kern, 1995). 
On the other hand, the delayed display of a text message may lead to the mes-
sage being unnoticed by the receiver, particularly in the multimodal environ-
ment with several channels of communication competing for participants’ 
attention (Lai & Zhao, 2006) and where visual search is required to locate 
information (Van Merriënboer & Sweller, 2005).
 The final consideration in the study of text messages in multimodal envi-
ronments is that simultaneous typing and talking may potentially affect 
student–teacher oral interactions. A study of student–student interaction 
when using computers (Levy & Gardner, 2012) found that complex tasks, 
such as typing or making a selection on a computer, almost invariably 
resulted in hitches and loss of attention in talk. This finding was interpreted 
as the result of the demands of multitasking.
 Based on prior studies, it is hypothesized that text chat in multimodal con-
texts may be used for pedagogical, remedial, and strategic purposes. It is also 
hypothesized that, similar to studies on the use of computers during face-to-
face interactions (Booth, Robinson, & Kohannejad, 2004; Ventres et al., 2006), 
the use of written chat might make conversations between teachers and stu-
dents less fluent. Finally, drawing on studies on multimodal instructional 
design, it is hypothesized that feedback presented bimodally may be “uptaken” 
by learners more often compared to written-only feedback. The abovemen-
tioned hypotheses are investigated in this article by examining bimodal ex-
changes in five private language lessons conducted via Skype.
 Specifically, this study seeks to answer the following research questions:

1. How is written chat used during one-to-one language lessons, con-
ducted via video/audioconferencing?

2. Does typing influence turn-taking and the flow of conversation in 
analyzed lessons?

3. Is there any relationship between message characteristics (length, pur-
pose, initiation) and students’ observable reaction to the message?

Figure 1: Different degrees of synchrony of text messages in online environments.
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Method
The data set for this study consists of audio recordings, transcripts, and chat logs 
of five private English lessons between five different teacher–learner dyads. The 
lessons ranged from 27 to 36 minutes in length, with most lessons being about 
30 minutes long. At the time of recording, all five dyads had been conduct-
ing regular English lessons via Skype for an average of nine months. The les-
sons were arranged privately, and students did not receive any qualifications 
upon completion of their lessons. All the students were adult Russian learners 
of English ranging from 22 to 39 years old. Three of the five teachers were Rus-
sian, one was American, and one was Canadian (see Table 1 for details). Four 
lessons were conversational English lessons wherein students talked about gen-
eral everyday topics, for example their weekends (for a detailed discussion of 
the genre of online conversational lessons, see Kozar, 2015). The fifth lesson 
was a speaking lesson from the International English Language Testing System 
(IELTS) wherein the teacher asked the student typical IELTS questions. The 
selection of dyads and data collection was conducted as follows. Students were 
surveyed about their satisfaction with their lessons. Students who expressed 
that they were “fully satisfied” and ranked their experience as 10 out of 10 were 
invited to participate in this study. Once students had consented, the teachers 
of individual students were approached with an invitation to participate in this 
study. Those teachers who consented were asked to share one recording of their 
lessons from an existing archive. After receiving students’ consent to share a 
specific lesson, the recordings were shared with the researcher.

Table 1: Participants

Dyad
number

Dyad history Proficiency level
(CEFR)

Lesson number Participants Age

Dyad 1 21 months A2 207th lesson Teacher 1: 
Russian female

24

Student 1: 
Russian female

29

Dyad 2 7 months A2 40th lesson Teacher 3: 
Russian female

32

Student 3: 
Russian female

28

Dyad 3 4 months B1 24th lesson Teacher 7: 
American female

47

Student 7:  
Russian male

29

Dyad 4 13 months A2 86th lesson Teacher 6: 
Canadian male

63

Student 6: 
Russian female

32

Dyad 5 6 months B1 42nd lesson Teacher 8: 
Russian female

29

Student 8: 
Russian female

22
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 In designing this study, special effort was taken to ensure the quality and the 
internal validity of the data. One requirement for data collection was to obtain 
the data from long-term dyads in order to investigate established practices, and 
avoid the “novelty effect” commonly found in language and technology stud-
ies whereby the mere introduction of a new condition (in this case, lessons via 
Skype) affects changes. This novelty effect may be reduced considerably as par-
ticipants become used to the new technology (Buckingham, 2013; Kern, Ware, 
& Warschauer, 2008). Another valuable characteristic of the dataset is that all 
five recordings were sourced from an existing archive, as recording lessons was 
a regular practice among teachers and students who participated in this study. 
This minimized the observers’ effect commonly found in studies of classroom 
interaction (Samph, 1976). These three factors, long-term nature of the dyads, 
minimizing the observer’s effect, and the reported high satisfaction rate of stu-
dents, make this dataset a valuable one for investigation.

Analysis
In accordance with the goals of the study, which were to investigate a potential 
relationship between message characteristics and students’ observable reac-
tion to the message and to provide a rich description of lessons, the data were 
evaluated using qualitative and quantitative methods. Specifically, the study 
employed sequential Qualitative-Quantitative methodology (see Table 2 for 
details), which made it possible to expand the analysis and consider the phe-
nomenon under investigation from different perspectives (Riazi & Candlin, 
2014).

Table 2: Analytical Procedures

Stages of 
analysis

Object of study Method

1 Explore teachers’ use of text chat (i.e. 
message functions)

Inductive coding of the whole dataset

2 Explore message characteristics Inductive and scheme-based coding 
of the whole dataset (see Table 2 for 
coding scheme) 

3 Explore students’ observable reaction to 
messages 

Inductive coding of the whole dataset

Detailed Conversation Analysis (CA) 
transcription of all sequences with 
typing and several sequences without 
typing (for comparison purposes)

4 Explore potential relationships between 
message characteristics and students’ 
reaction

Statistical Analysis
(Chi-square + regression analysis) of the 
whole dataset 
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 As can be seen from Table 2, the study adopted a four-stage analytical 
procedure with each stage drawing on the methods relevant for the partic-
ular stage. Table 3 below presents the transcription conventions used for the 
detailed qualitative analysis.
 All exchanges with text messages were transcribed in detail using the 
conventions of Conversation Analysis (Jefferson, 1984; Sacks, Jefferson, & 
Schegloff, 1995). Since the original transcription conventions of Conversa-
tion Analysis (CA) did not include coding for computer-mediated commu-
nication, some additional coding conventions were added to this analysis. 
Specifically, a separate column was added to include the written messages; 
the overlap of typing sound and talking was marked in bold italics. Sound 
of a mouse clicking was marked as ((click)) and message alert tones were 
marked as ((message)). The instances of using L1 were noted and transcribed 
in a separate column. All pauses over 0.5 seconds were noted (see Table 3 for 
detail). 

Table 3: Transcription Conventions

Symbol Meaning Example

 / / Overlap   /because (.)/
  / Is it?/

<    > Slower speech so are you ＜enjoying , being (3.0)＞, in uk/raine/

>     < Faster speech ＞we took the train＜
? Upward intonation do you EAT on the train?(.) AND sleep

. Downward intonation How are you.

 (1.2) Timed pause enjoying, being (3.0)

WORD Pronounced with force, forte do you EAT on the train?(.) AND sleep

word Stress (primary accent) Varied

word Overlap with typing sound because um

((click)) The sound of mouse clicking mmm ((click)) because I like ((click)) everything

((message)) The alert tone of a message How are you? Can you hear me okay? ((click))
So (( message sound)) um yeah. How are you? 

 The following section provides details on the coding schemes used in the 
analysis.

Functions of text messages
Coding for message functions was performed inductively in NVivo 9 with the 
coding categories emerging from the data (Gibbs, 2008; Richards & Morse, 
2007). After the coding and re-coding procedures, the final categories for 
“message function” included: text messages for agenda setting, text messages for 
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in-sequence linguistic focus, and text messages for record-keeping and future ref-
erence. These categories are explained and exemplified below.

Text messages for agenda setting. Messages were coded as agenda-setting when 
their purpose was to set an agenda for the subsequent interactional segment, 
for example when a message included stimuli questions for the student to 
reply to (see Excerpt 1 below). Agenda-setting messages were located at the 
start of individual exchanges, prior to students’ replies.

Excerpt 1: Using instructional chat to set the agenda

Speaker Spoken channel Written channel 

Teacher Yeah, Okay, right. Some questions 
we have today um are about 
stereotyping, okay? So if you want 
to just have a look at the questions 
for a minute

What are some stereotypes?
How is your country stereotyped?
Do you stereotype people?
Does stereotyping help you in some 
way?
Why do you think people stereotype?
How can stereotypes be damaging?

(38.2)

Student Uh...stereotypes can be about 
people um,
it can be about uh
countries.....

Messages for in-sequence linguistic focus. Messages were coded as in-sequence 
linguistic focus if they were used to introduce new linguistic items or to pro-
vide feedback on students’ linguistic output within the same interactional 
sequence. A more detailed coding scheme within this category included: pro-
viding new vocabulary items, recasts, and explicit error correction.
 Utterances that introduced new vocabulary items tended to be initiated by 
teachers or requested by students in their L1. Recasts were “utterances that 
rephrase an utterance by changing one or more sentence components (sub-
ject, verb or object) while still referring to its central meanings” (Long, 1996, 
p. 434). Explicit corrections were utterances that closely resemble the original 
utterance and attend only to the erroneous part of the utterance.
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 The coding did not differentiate between subtypes of recasts (for details, see 
Lyster, 1998; Sheen, 2006) as recasts were not the focus of this article. Excerpt 
2 provides an example of in-sequence linguistic focus.

Excerpt 2: Instructional chat messages for linguistic focus

Speaker Spoken channel Written channel

Student So (2.0) um (2.0) as you know (1.5) we used train.

Teacher ＞we took the train＜

Student yeah we＞ took the train＜ to to (3.0) to get (2.0) here We took the train

Teacher Yeah

Messages for record-keeping and future reference. Messages were coded as 
record-keeping and future reference when they were sent after the linguistic 
item typed in the text chat had already been negotiated and the conversa-
tion had moved on to a new exchange. Excerpt 3 provides an example of this 
category:

Excerpt 3: Instructional chat messages for future reference

Speaker Oral channel L1 use Written channel

Student /Erm / a:nd (1.2) mmm: some 
people, erm (2.8) 2 как будет (1.4) 
ну кормить ? (2.2)

L1: What is the English for 
‘feed’?

Teacher Feed

Student Feed

Teacher A в прошедшем fed L1: And in the past

Student And some people fed ducks 

(1.6)

Teacher Ah, are there ducks in your park? feed – кормить

Message characteristics
Apart from the inductive coding described above, text messages were also 
coded for a range of specific characteristics, such as the length of messages, 
the timing of the message within the lesson, the mode of the message (only 
written or complemented by the spoken channel), and the locus of initiation 
(produced on students’ request or produced by the teacher without students’ 
request). Messages were coded as bimodal if a part or all of a full written mes-
sage was also produced orally by the teacher within the same interactional 
sequence.
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Table 4: Scheme-driven Coding of Text Messages

Message characteristics            Coding scheme

Length •	 Less than 5 words;
•	 6–10 words;
•	 11–15 words;
•	 16–20 words
•	 More than 20 words

Occurrence of message 
during the lesson

•	 0–5 mins
•	 6–10 mins
•	 11–15 mins
•	 16–20  mins
•	 21–25 mins
•	 26–30 mins
•	 30 mins + 

Mode •	 Written only
•	 Bimodal

Locus of initiation •	 Teacher initiated
•	 Student-initiated 

Students’ observable reaction to the text messages
Analysis of students’ discursive uptake of the message, or, in other words, 
the extent to which students incorporated text messages in their subsequent 
language production, was done via coding messages as one of the following: 
no uptake, acknowledgment, partial or full uptake. Messages were coded as 
acknowledgments if they included phrases like “uhum,” “ok” (see Excerpt 
4).

Excerpt 4: Acknowledging the text message

Speaker Oral channel Written channel

Teacher Okay. yeah, no one could leave.

Student Mm-hmm. (2.1)

Teacher No one could leave the train okay .everyone 
*unclear* (7.1)

no one could leave the train

Student Mm-hmm

 Messages were coded as partial or full uptake if the student incorporated 
the written message partially or fully in their speech at any point in the lesson, 
or, in other words, the coding was done for both the immediate and delayed 
uptake (see Excerpt 5 for the immediate update).
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Excerpt 5: Uptake

Speaker Oral channel Written channel

Teacher So, how LONG were each of these stops. (2.1)

Student Actually, it it it depended on a stop

Teacher it dep

Student because um (2.7) yeah. they var’eyed Varied

Teacher Varied

Relationship between message characteristics and students’ observable 
reaction
The relationship between students’ uptake and message characteristics (mes-
sage purpose, mode of the message, initiation of the message, length of the 
message, and timing of the message) was examined with a series of chi-square 
analyses, and multinomial logistical regressions initiations were coded follow-
ing the conventions of Classroom Discourse Analysis (Cazden, 2001; Sinclair 
& Coulthard, 1975). See Functions of Text Messages and Message Characteris-
tics above for coding of these categories. The analysis was performed only on 
the categories with sufficient numbers for the robust statistical analysis: a min-
imum of five cases for each class for chi-square and a minimum of ten cases 
for each independent variable for multinomial logistical regression (Schwab, 
2002). 
 In sum, the four-stage analysis included the investigation of how text mes-
sages were used during the analyzed lessons, whether the messages resulted in 
uptake by students, the relationship between uptake and message characteris-
tics, and the effect of typing on students’ language production.

Findings
The use of text chat
There were 106 written messages in the analyzed corpus, and all of the mes-
sages were produced by the teachers. There were no instances of students 
employing text chat. This finding is in contrast with some of the existing liter-
ature that reports students’ extensive engagement with written chat (Hampel 
& Stickler, 2012; Sauro, 2004). This might be because of differences in one-to-
one and group lessons.
 It is noteworthy that four out of five teachers in this sample produced on 
average 14 messages during the 30-minute lessons, while the fifth teacher pro-
duced 51 messages over 30 minutes. This shows that most teachers in this 
sample used text chat with a comparable frequency and one teacher used 
text chat significantly more frequently. The scope of this study does not allow 
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explaining individual differences between teachers. The fact that one teacher 
used chat more frequently could be due to pedagogical preferences, the rela-
tionship in this dyad, teachers’ tolerance of errors, etc. Despite some individ-
ual differences between teachers, the chat was used for similar functions by all 
teachers.

Length of messages 
Figure 2 provides the summary of results for this category.

Figure 2: Length of instructional chat messages.

 As can be seen in Figure 2, most messages produced by teachers (65.1%) 
tended to be under five words and can, therefore, be described as “short.” In 
addition, 23.6% of messages ranged from six to ten words and 11.3% of mes-
sages exceeded ten words. From this, we can see that the written mode in these 
lessons was used primarily for individual words and expressions rather than 
full sentences. This may be due to the chat acting as a supplement to the oral 
channel.

Distribution of messages over time
A higher number of written messages were produced in the first 10 minutes of 
the lesson (see Figure 3 for details).

Figure 3: Message frequency over time.
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 This is an interesting finding as it shows that these teachers were more 
likely to use text chat at the start of the lesson. This could be because teach-
ers used chat to set the agenda for the lesson and to potentially establish their 
social role, which will be discussed later in this article.

Mode of the message
As can be seen from Table 5, the majority of text messages (77.4%) were bi-
modal (oral plus written), while 22.6% of messages were produced only in 
writing.

Table 5: Mode of Messages

Modality of the message Frequences Percentage

Bimodal (written + spoken) 82 77.4%

Written only 24 22.6%

 The majority of written messages were produced after the teacher had pro-
nounced a linguistic item orally, which invites the conclusion that in this study 
written messages were most frequently used to supplement oral messages.

Locus of initiation
The summary of locus of initiation of teachers’ messages is presented in Table 
6.

Table 6: Locus of Initiation

Locus of initiation Frequencies Percentage

Initiated by the teacher 96 90.6%

On student’s request 10 9.4 %

 As can be seen in Table 6, there was a clear pattern in the locus of initia-
tions of most messages. Specifically, 90.6% of teachers’ chat messages were ini-
tiated by teachers and 9.5% were produced in response to students’ requests. 
This shows that, in the lessons analyzed here, typing is part of teachers’ peda-
gogical repertoire, and something that teachers do without requiring prompt-
ing, or probably even training.

Message function
A noteworthy finding of this study is that over 90% of all messages produced 
by teachers functioned to focus students’ attention on specific linguistic forms 
within a sequence (see Table 7). This shows that the written mode is seen by 
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the teachers in this study as particularly suitable for focusing students’ atten-
tion on linguistic items while students are producing the language.

Table 7: Functions of Instructional Chat Messages with Counts

Message function Frequencies Percentage

Agenda-setting 4 messages 13.7%

In-sequence linguistic focus 97 messages 91.5%

Written record (for future reference) 6 messages 14.8%

 A substantial difference in frequencies between the three categories (4/97/6) 
precludes a robust statistical analysis of all three categories. Therefore, the sta-
tistical analysis (Chi Square and Regression Analysis) of students’ reaction by 
message characteristics presented later in the article was performed only for 
the category linguistic focus, which had 97 messages.

Linguistic focus
Table 8 provides the frequencies for the sub-types of messages used to focus 
students’ attention on a particular linguistic form, specifically on the number 
of recasts, new vocabulary items, and explicit error correction messages.

Table 8: Text Messages Used to Focus Students’ Attention on Linguistic Forms

Message type Frequencies Percentage

Recasts 50 out of 97 51.5%

Providing new vocabulary items 31 out of 97 32%

Explicit error correction 16 out of 97 16.5 %

 The data show that half of the text messages were recasts of the linguistic 
items previously generated by the student. Messages introducing new vocab-
ulary and providing explicit error correction accounted for 32% and 16.5% 
respectively. This is different from what one might expect given the affordance 
of the written chat to provide feedback without explicit interruptions. It is also 
interesting that, from a range of potential uses, written chat is employed pri-
marily for recasts—what has traditionally been viewed as an “implicit” error 
correction technique (Lyster, 1998). The question that arises is whether the 
use of multiple modalities (written and oral) for recasts changes the implicit 
nature of recasts and makes them more explicit.

Students’ observable reaction
Teachers’ text messages seem to have had a mixed effect on students’ language 
production. On the one hand, some messages may have scaffolded students’ 
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language production as they were subsequently incorporated into students’ 
language. On the other hand, teachers’ typing may have caused some dysflu-
ency, specifically monosyllabic repetitions.

Discursive uptake
Only 22% of teachers’ text messages were incorporated by students in their 
speech. Most of teachers’ text messages were either acknowledged by a short 
uhum or received no observable reaction from the students (see Table 9).  

Table 9: Students’ Reaction to Text Chat Messages

Reaction Frequency Percentage

No observable reaction 42 out of 106 40%

Acknowledgment (e.g. Uhum) 40 out of 106 38%

Partial or full uptake of the message 24 out of 106 22%

 The statistical analysis performed on the in-sequence linguistic focus cat-
egory (97 messages, see Table 10 and Table 11) showed that there were two 
statistically significant relationships between students’ reaction to the mes-
sage (ignored, acknowledged, or resulted in uptake) and message character-
istics.

Table 10: Pearson Chi-Square Results

Students’ reaction Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) Pearson chi-square

By the mode of message 0.000 χ2(1) =43.0995

By message purpose 0.000 χ2(1) = 36.493

By initiation of message 0.105 χ2(1) =4.512

 As can be seen from Table 9, the mode of message (whether the message 
was only written or bimodal, that is written and oral) was significantly related 
to the students’ reaction. Specifically, students were more likely to ignore 
written-only messages.
 Table 11 further elaborates on the second statistically significant finding 
from the multinominal logistic regression analysis. The key finding is that the 
odds of the message being ignored relative to resulting in uptake were con-
siderably higher (Exp (B): 121.217) for recasts compared to new vocabulary 
messages. This could be because recasts might have been interpreted by the 
students as teachers’ discursive moves (i.e. responding to the content of stu-
dents’ contributions) rather than corrective moves.
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Table 11: Results of Regression Analysis

Independent variable Relative odds of the message 
being ignored by the student, 
Exp(B)

Relative odds of the message 
being acknowledged by the 
student

Length of the message 1.016 p = 0.890 1.132 p = 0.250

Occurrence of message 
during the lesson 

0.992 p = 0.784 1.032 p = 0.220

Recasts 121.217 p = 0.000 31.980 p = 0.003

Explicit correction 6.662 p = 0.033 3.918 p = 0.110

Note: The reference category for students’ reaction: students incorporated the written message in 
their speech. The reference category for message purpose: introducing new vocabulary.

 It needs to be noted that there was no relationship between the length of 
the message or the occurrence of the message over the lesson time and the 
students’ uptake. Nor was there a significant relationship between the locus of 
initiation (on students’ request or teacher-initiated) and students’ observable 
reaction to the message.

Effect of teacher typing on students’ language production 
The following hypothesis related to research question 2 was presented: the 
use of text chat during audio/video conversation may influence the flow of 
interaction between students and teachers.
 The analysis of the detailed transcriptions with and without teacher 
typing suggested that teacher typing may have had a negative effect on stu-
dents’ fluency. Specifically, dysfluency of a certain type (monosyllabic repeti-
tion) appeared regularly in those stretches of discourse where teacher typing 
was audible, whereas such dysfluency did not appear to be a regular feature of 
student discourse at other times. Therefore, the findings support the hypoth-
esis drawn from literature review. The details of these findings are presented 
below.

Monosyllabic repetitions
Students seemed to have produced a high number of monosyllabic repetitions 
during teacher typing, whereas this trend was less common in the absence of 
teacher typing. As can be observed in Excerpt 6, the student repeats the par-
ticle to twice in line 5, twice in line 10, and repeats the conjoining element 
and three times in line 14. All of the repetitions take place when the teacher 
is typing.
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Excerpt 6: Teacher Typing and Student’s Repetition of Short Words

Speaker Spoken channel Written channel

Teacher so are you ＜enjoying , being (3.0)＞, in uk[raine]

Student         [So]
um (2.0) as you know (1.5) we used train. 

Teacher ＞we took the train＜
Student yeah we＞ took the train＜ to to (3.0) to get (2.0)

here
we took the train

Teacher Yeah

Student And uh (2) erm it took us (1.6) about twenty two hours 
((click)) but (1.5) um you know it is much safer((click)) than 
to to use airplanes.

Teacher yes. yes it is? oh, so *unclear*  ＜do you EAT on the 
train?(.) AND sleep, ((click)) and all this.

the train left the 
station

Student yeah. so. train (1.5) uh started his way at eight pm, 14 so. 
(1.5) um and and and we had bought uh some 15 food.

started on its way

Teacher uh-huh.

 The comparative analysis of the same student’s talk in the absence of typing 
showed that this student produced fewer repetitions when the teacher was not 
typing. Moreover, the nature of the repeated words with and without typing 
differed in the analyzed sections. Most repeated words produced by the stu-
dent when their teacher was typing were monosyllabic (e.g. to/and/no), which 
created a stutter-like effect, while most of the repeated words in the sequences 
without typing were multiple words (see Excerpt 7). This trend was observable 
among other students as well.

Excerpt 7: Repetitions without Typing

Speaker Spoken channel

Teacher Uhum (2.2((click))) and how was the weather. was it good weather for walking? 
(1.2)

Student Hh (2.1) yeah so (.) actually, the weather is (1.3) much better than in St. Petersburg 
 /because (.)/

Teacher / Is it?/

Student  for example, currently (2.2) uh the sun (1.4) the weather is sunny and

Teacher Yeah

Student And this morning (1.7) uh (1.4) I walked (.) just (1.7) with my (1.5) with my shirt

 The abovementioned difference in repetitions with and without typing may 
be due to the student’s stalling for time when the teacher is typing, or it may 
reflect the divided attention between speaking and reading (or searching for 
information in the text chat even if the message has not been sent yet).
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Teachers’ shift in attention
While most of the analysis was dedicated to students’ reactions to the typed 
messages, the dataset also provided some interesting examples of the effects 
of typing on teachers. As revealed by the detailed transcription, some teach-
ers found it challenging to combine typing and listening to the student. In 
Excerpt 8, for example, the teacher misses the student’s request as they had 
been engaged in typing. Specifically, the student is telling the teacher about 
her visit to a local park. The teacher corrects the student’s phrase went to 
bicycle for riding bicycles and types this phrase in both Russian and English. 
While the teacher is typing, the student proceeds telling her story and sig-
nals a vocabulary gap, which goes unnoticed by the teacher (Lines 10–13—
note the 2 second silence after the student’s question in lines 11–12, which has 
to be repeated in line 14). Perhaps unsurprisingly, this suggests that teacher 
typing affects teachers’ attention to students’ language production, and raises 
the question of the pedagogical cost of using the written channel simultane-
ously with student speech, as opposed to the pedagogical benefit.

Excerpt 8: Teachers’ shift in attention

Speaker Oral channel L1 use Written channel

1 Student Some people:, erm (.) went to bicycle (2.3) 
erm

2 Teacher were RIDING bicycles uhum

3 Student /riding?/

4 Teacher /кататься/ на велосипеде будет < ride>

5 Student Uhum

6 Teacher the bicycle uhum   

7 Student ride (.) bicycles, 

8  (0.7)

9 Teacher  /uhum /

10 Student /mmm:/ some people walked (0.7) (H) erm 

11 (1.0) s:ome: people: (H) erm. (1.7) have a 
tone? (2.0) загорали.

L1: sunbathe ride a bicycle - кататься 
на велосипеде

12 Teacher What?

13 Student <have a tone>? (heh) to

14 Teacher ah: were (.) sunbathing. 

 In sum, the results of this study indicate that: (a) most teachers in this 
sample were moderate users of text chat while one teacher made extensive 
use of this functionality; (b) text chat seems to serve pedagogical and organi-
zational roles in the analyzed context; (c) several characteristics of the written 
message may be correlated with students’ reaction to the message; (d) students 
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may display markers of dysfluency when their teacher is typing; and (e) teacher 
attention to student language production may be negatively affected by the use 
of text chat.

Discussion
The findings of this study show that, even though teachers in this sample 
varied in the extent they used text chat, the way they used text chat and 
the way students reacted to the text chat messages were consistent across all 
teacher-student dyads.

The use of text chat
It is interesting that unlike previous studies, which reported other uses for text 
chat (Cunningham et al., 2010; Sauro, 2004), written messages in this study 
were used primarily for pedagogical purposes, such as providing feedback, 
introducing new vocabulary, setting agenda, and creating a written record for 
future review. There were no instances of remedial uses of the written chat, 
wherein participants draw on text chat to compensate for inadequacies of the 
audio channel (Cunningham et al., 2010; Hampel & Stickler, 2012). This might 
have been due to the fact that there were no significant problems with the 
audio during the lessons. Nor did this dataset included instances of compet-
ing uses of text chat similar to those reported by Sauro (2004) wherein the 
less dominant participant in one-to-one Skype conversations between learn-
ers was “gaining a foothold” in the conversation via the written chat. It might 
be that due to the long-term nature of the analyzed dyads the implicit rules of 
using text chat had already been negotiated and had become fixed. Another 
possibility is that, due to different power relations between the two contexts 
(student–student in Sauro’s study versus teacher–student in this study), this 
strategy was not necessary for teachers, and not a “licensed choice” (Candlin, 
2001, p. xvi) available to learners in the current study.
 The finding that 91.5% of all text messages were used for focusing students’ 
attention on the linguistic form suggests a strong pedagogical orientation in 
the use of text chat in the analyzed context, which raises questions about the 
pedagogical effectiveness of these messages. If the assumption is that error 
corrections, new vocabulary items, and recasts are produced to scaffold stu-
dents’ language production and assist language acquisition, then students’ 
immediate reaction to the written message and long-term retention of the 
linguistic items are relevant in judging the effectiveness of text messages for 
the pedagogical purpose. The nature of this study does not allow considering 
long-term retention of linguistic items, and future longitudinal research is rec-
ommended to investigate the retention rate of text messages in LEVAC con-
texts. However, this study does provide data on whether the text message was 
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subsequently incorporated into students’ speech in the same lesson, which has 
been viewed as “one measure of learner noticing and thus [has] potential for 
language acquisition” (Sheen, 2006, p. 368). Thus, this measure will be used 
to discuss the pedagogical effectiveness of teachers’ text messages in the fol-
lowing sub-section. It needs to be noted that, despite being a useful indicator, 
observable uptake is not an ideal measure of noticing, as uptake is an optional 
move (Ellis, 2001; Loewen, 2004), and learners may potentially notice and 
benefit from the written message even if they do not incorporate it into their 
immediate speech. This consideration should be kept in mind when interpret-
ing the findings of this and other studies on learner uptake.

Effect of typing on turn-taking and student fluency
Another aspect that needs discussing is the possibility of teachers’ typing neg-
atively influencing students’ fluency and having a distracting effect for the 
teachers themselves. Consistent with the findings of Levy and Gardner (2012), 
typing in this study seemed to negatively affect turn-taking and the flow of the 
conversation. Specifically, some students displayed increased monosyllabic 
repetitions when they heard the sound of the teacher typing. This decrease in 
fluency upon hearing the teacher typing may have several explanations. First, 
it may have been a discursive response to the situation, since the teachers had 
a higher social status and typing was “something that teachers did” in this con-
text. If teacher typing is perceived as a part of teachers’ display of power in this 
context and if the students have previously experienced teachers’ loss of atten-
tion as the result of teachers being engaged in typing, then hearing teacher 
typing may have made students uncertain about how to proceed. Another 
explanation for the reduced fluency is that the learners could be accommodat-
ing their speech to the sound of the typing. This explanation would be consis-
tent with prior research that shows that speakers tend to pause, stretch words, 
and restart in response to the sound of table bangs, coughing, or the sound 
of equipment, etc. (Goodwin, 2003; Hosoda & Aline, 2012). In addition to 
accommodating speech to noise, the students’ dysfluency markers may have 
been a result of typing being interpreted as a “display of disengagement” on 
the teachers’ part (Goodwin, 1981). Similar to gaze, nodding, and gestures 
investigated in classical Conversation Analysis work (see Goodwin, 1981, for 
example), the sound of typing may have signaled to the student that the teach-
er’s locus of attention had shifted and that they were no longer fully engaged 
in listening to the student. This realization (conscious or unconscious) could 
have led to increased monosyllabic repetitions. 
 If the findings of this study are confirmed in other contexts and if second 
language speakers consistently display signs of dysfluency when their interloc-
utors are typing, it could have implications for a wide range of social situations 
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that L2 speakers are involved in, such as job interviews, which are increasingly 
being conducted via video/audio conferencing.

Message characteristics and students’ uptake
Another question that motivated this investigation was whether the combined 
use of text and oral modalities results in more frequent uptake by students 
than written-only input. This hypothesis was drawn from work on multimodal 
instructional design (Diao, Chandler, & Sweller, 2007; Tabbers, Martens, 
& Merriënboer, 2004). The hypothesis about bimodal input being incorpo-
rated more frequently was supported only for new vocabulary and explicit 
error correction messages and was not supported for recasts, which were not 
incorporated by students in their language regardless of being written-only or 
bimodal (written and oral). When interpreting these results, it can be hypoth-
esized that vocabulary and error messages may be cognitively salient for the 
students due to their clear pedagogical intent and that an additional modality 
of a text message amplifies this saliency and results in the higher likelihood of 
a message being incorporated into students’ speech. The purpose of a recast, 
on the other hand, can be ambiguous for the student, as recasts could be inter-
preted as teachers’ reaction to the content, rather than the form of a message 
(see Ellis & Sheen, 2006; McDonough & Mackey, 2006; Panova & Lyster, 2002 
for more discussions of recasts). 
 Another surprising finding of the study is that there was no statistically sig-
nificant difference in message uptake for messages produced as a reaction to 
students’ requests and messages produced without students’ requests. This 
is counterintuitive as one would expect that students might be more likely to 
incorporate messages if they have explicitly signaled a gap. The reason for the 
insignificant difference in uptake might be that teachers’ messages appeared 
too easy or too complex to the student. It could also be that seeing the 
requested linguistic form seemed sufficient to the student who then wished 
to simply proceed with the conversation rather than focus on the linguistic 
form. Another reason might be students’ perception that the update was not 
required for the conversation and the corrective recast may have been made 
for “information only.” There could be other reasons for this finding, which 
should be investigated by future research.

Identity-constructing use of written chat
Since all 106 text messages were produced by teachers, it can be concluded that 
text chat is likely to be construed as the teachers’ space among the participants 
of this study and that apart from the pedagogical role, discussed above, text 
chat may also mark social and professional boundaries in the analyzed con-
text. Given that neither students nor teachers had been given any guidelines 
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or training by the online school on how to use written chat, the considerable 
similarity in the use of text chat in all five dyads suggests the presence of simi-
lar social forces that led to the same social practice. The most logical explana-
tion for teachers’ exclusive use of text chat seems to be a shared understanding 
among teachers and students about implicit rules or how a language teacher 
and a language learner ought to behave. For example, it might be that in the 
analyzed context the implicit rules of using text chat resemble common rules 
of using a whiteboard or a blackboard in the face-to-face context in that most 
students’ unsolicited use is counter to expectations and that it is teachers who 
tend to use the whiteboard and the blackboard.  It may also be that the conver-
sational nature of the lessons did not require students to use written text chat 
and that other types of tasks or lesson genres with the same teacher-student 
dyads might show different results. 
 It is also interesting that more written messages were produced in the first 
ten minutes of the lesson, compared to other stages of the lesson. Could this be 
indicative of teachers using text chat as a means to establish their professional 
identity? This interpretation would be consistent with prior research that sug-
gests that people tend to exert more effort in constructing and projecting “an 
ideal self,” including a “professional self ” during the early stages of personal 
and professional interactions (Goffman, 1959; Metts, Grohskopf, Greene, & 
Burleson, 2003).
 Finally, the findings of this study highlight the need to inform current and 
future online language teachers about the potential effects that their typing 
may have on students’ language production and on teachers’ attention. An 
interesting question that needs to be answered is whether the loss in teachers’ 
attention is a justified cost of typing. In order to answer this question, future 
research needs to study the effect that teacher typing has on students’ language 
production during online lessons as well as on long-term retention. It is also 
important that practitioners engage in reflective practice about their pedagogy 
in order to facilitate the development of effective teaching methods.

Conclusion
Returning to the question of whether the use of text chat during video/audio 
conferencing has a scaffolding or hindering effect, it would appear that it has 
the potential to do both. On the one hand, this study found many instances 
wherein teachers’ use of text chat was beneficial for students’ language pro-
duction, such as providing students with new vocabulary items both orally 
and in writing. On the other hand, the study also found several instances of a 
potentially negative, interfering effect on student–teacher interaction caused 
by the use of text chat. It is clear that using text chat effectively is a “semio-
pedagogical skill” that needs to be developed by online teachers (Develotte, 
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Guichon, & Vincent, 2010) and that more attention needs to be paid to a 
thoughtful use of this tool. 
 Due to its small scale, the findings of this study are not generalizable to 
other contexts, and future larger-scale research in different online language 
classrooms is recommended to shed more light on different uses of text chat 
and the effect that typing and message characteristics have on turn-taking and 
students’ uptake. Another type of research that could be conducted is inter-
views with teachers and students that would reveal participants’ perceptions of 
the use of text chat during online language lessons. Such research will improve 
our understanding of the dynamics and pedagogies of multimodal online lan-
guage lessons.
 In a context where an increasing number of teachers and learners world-
wide are using video/audio conferencing for language lessons, without having 
strong empirical data or theoretical underpinnings, this study conducted in 
one-to-one LEVAC teaching contexts has identified several important trends, 
which should be closely investigated by future studies.

Note
 1.  Text mode is comprised of text chat only. Audio mode is comprised of VoIP (Voice over 
Internet Protocol) and (optionally) text chat. Video mode is comprised of Audio Mode plus one-
way or two-way video.
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