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Overview
 Rationale  Briefly situate social reading in the context of 

human experience; explain why this area of research merits 
investigation in L2 contexts

 Technologies Illustrate some of the features of digital 
annotation tools

 Research Provide overviews/highlights of research 
related to L2 digital social reading

 Practice Talk about the pedagogical aspects of L2 digital 
social reading
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Social reading
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Molière reading Tartuffe at the literary salon of Anne “Ninon” de Lenclos in the 1660s.

[Used with permission from Columbia University Press]



Social reading
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Café Gijón (Madrid, Spain): Spanish tertulias. [Photo credit: Roberto Garcia]



Social reading
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[Photo credit: Lino Wirag]                                                                                                   [Photo credit: Kirjavirta]      



Social reading
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[Photo credit: J. Thoms]               



Digital spaces used to collectively/socially discuss 
text
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Why L2 (Social) Reading?

 (Continued) separation of teaching and learning goals in lower-
and upper-level foreign language (FL) courses in college-level FL 
departments in the United States (Donato & Brooks, 2004; Pratt 
et al., 2007).

 This bifurcation of language instruction oftentimes results in 
learners not critically engaging with ‘content’ (e.g., literary-cultural 
texts) in lower-level courses and mitigates the importance of 
continued study of ‘language’ in upper-level courses (e.g., 
Byrnes, Maxim, & Norris, 2010; Thoms, 2011, 2014).

 A pedagogy of multiliteracies: “…offers a way to narrow the long-
standing pedagogical gap that has traditionally divided what we 
do at the early levels of language teaching and what we do at the 
advanced levels. That is, it offers a way to reconcile the 
teaching of ‘communication’ with the teaching of ‘textual 
analysis’ (Kern, 2003, p. 43, emphasis added) See Paesani, 
Allen, & Dupuy, 2016 for more. 10



Why L2 Digital (Social) Reading?

 Typical American high school senior has more 
experience reading digital text than printed text (Hayles, 
2012).

 Technology has re-conceptualized traditional notions of 
literacy in that it has changed the ways in which texts 
are produced, accessed, and interpreted.

 Digital literacies (e.g., computer literacy, information 
literacy, media literacy) are becoming important 
components of L2 learning and teaching (see Thorne & 
Reinhardt, 2008 for more).
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Digital annotation tools and L2 Digital Social 
Reading

 L2 Digital Social Reading is “…the act of sharing one’s 
thoughts about a text with the help of tools such as 
social media networks and collaborative annotation” 
(Blyth, 2014, p. 205).

 Digital annotation tools facilitate the development of 
new, digitally based reading strategies by allowing 
learners to highlight digital texts with multiple colors, 
add text-, video-, and picture-based annotations, as 
well as providing functions such as tag/comment 
clouds, heat maps of annotations, and integrated 
dictionary search fields.
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Features of digital annotation tools
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Researching L2 Digital Social reading

 Most of the research to date has been carried out with 
learners commenting/annotating in their L1. In L2 
contexts, almost all of the work involves EFL/ESL 
learning environments (e.g., Chang & Hsu, 2011; Nor,  
Azman, & Hamat, 2013; Tseng, Yeh, & Yang, 2015).

 Blyth (2014) describes case studies of L2 digital social 
reading, including experimentation with digital social 
reading in two undergraduate French courses.

 evidence of interpretive strategies, such as collectively 
evaluating the meaning of French vocabulary

 students reflected on cultural differences (i.e., those 
described in the readings vs. students’ own cultural 
background)
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Thoms and Poole (Forthcoming, LL&T)

 15 students in a college-level L2 Spanish poetry course; 
course met once each week for 2.5 hours.

 Read 18 poems over the course of 4 weeks using 
Hylighter.

 Required to annotate/comment on each assigned poem 
at least once and comment on another student’s 
annotation/comment each week (i.e., their ‘mini-
analysis’ graded homework); annotations were 
staggered throughout week.

 Qualitative and quantitative analyses of (a) students’ 
annotations across all poems, (b) their answers to a 
survey distributed at the conclusion of the study, and (c) 
interview responses from instructor and four focal 
students
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Interface of Hylighter

18



Ecological perspectives on L2 learning

 From an ecological point of view, the learner “is 
immersed in an environment full of potential meanings. 
These meanings become available gradually as the 
learner acts and interacts within and with this 
environment” (van Lier, 2000, p. 246).

 From a theoretical perspective, it has been suggested 
that “the recent metaphor of ecology attempts to 
capture the interconnectedness of psychological, 
social, and environmental process of SLA” (Lam & 
Kramsch, 2003, p. 144, italics in original).

 That is, a number of learner- and context-based factors 
work together in concert to give rise to affordances 
(van Lier, 2000, 2004) in the learning environment.
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Definition of Affordance in study

Linguistic affordance: any discursive move(s) that 
provide(s) explicit linguistic information to the learner, 
such as information regarding grammatical structures 
or lexical meaning.

Literary affordance: any discursive move(s) that 
express(es) insights related to textual analysis, such as 
a learner’s interpretation of the meaning of a text, 
another learner’s expansion of that interpretation, or 
comments related to rhetorical devices used by the 
writer/poet.

Social affordance: any discursive move(s) that provide(s) 
encouragement, expresses one’s opinion about 
another’s comment (e.g., signaling agreement or 
disagreement), or provide(s) a comment that is not 
directly related to the text under analysis. 20



Results
RQ1. What is the nature of the linguistic, literary, and social
affordances for learners when engaging in collaborative reading
of Spanish poetry in a virtual environment? 

Total number of comments/annotations

65.3% were literary; 53.6% were social; 7.5% were linguistic

Weekly rates of comments/annotations
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WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 TOTAL

INITIAL COMMENTS 66 84 65 68 283

REPLIES 66 79 69 65 279
TOTAL POSTS 132 163 134 133 562



Results
Sample literary affordance
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Results
Sample social affordance
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Results
Sample linguistic affordance
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Results
RQ2. Challenges/constraints for learners when engaging in
collaborative reading in a virtual environment

 1) making one’s comment distinct from others’ to avoid being 
perceived by fellow students and the instructor as someone who 
was not prepared or was not able to adequately interpret the 
literary text.

 2) digital nature of collaborative reading sometimes resulted in 
some students’ comments/annotations impeding others’ 
understanding of the text
 “whenever I was on Hylighter I would see people’s comments as I was reading 

the poem which you know normally I wouldn’t see, so I feel like sometimes that 
did kind of influence my ideas about the poem, which is not necessarily a bad 
thing, but at the same time it kind of prevented me from forming my own ideas 
about it because I was like being influenced by what other people were saying.”

 3) the difficulty of reading a digital text versus a traditional, print-
based text. Some indicated their preference to annotate directly on 
a printed page; they would then rely on those notes/print-based 
annotations when it came time for in class discussion
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Results
RQ3. What are the primary benefits and challenges of incorporating
collaborative reading in a university-level Spanish poetry course via 

DAT
from an instructor perspective?

 1) social benefits: the tool “established a sense of community.”

 2) pedagogical benefits: helped him to better understand his 
students.

 “identify the fact that students X, Y, and Z actually read and actually had really 
great ideas even though they hadn’t been sharing them all semester.”

 3) performance benefits: digital space allowed for more time and 
thus a “contemplated reaction, rather than just a reaction” to the 
various texts.

Main drawback/challenge

 A) wanting students to refer to their notes/annotations during in-
class discussion; some students didn’t have laptops/other devices 26



Some final thoughts

 Unites language and literature instructional goals; 
starting in lower-level courses and extending 
throughout upper-level courses

 Encourages additional reading opportunities via 
metareading (i.e., reading others’ comments about 
reading)

 Allows learners to carry out a close(r) reading of 
literary texts while also leading to the creation of a 
more open/social learning community among learners 
and their instructors

 Can be easily incorporated in f2f, hybrid, and online FL 
courses
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