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Context of this research

● Research partners are community based and share a broad 
commitment to building literacy and language pathways to social 
and economic justice for underserved and vulnerable populations

● Build partnerships with community based organizations nationally 
to help individuals acquire digital literacy skills

● Provide educational materials through Learner Web, a digital 
learning platform designed for adult learners



Problem:  And a Call to Action 

There are a significant 
number of adults within our 
society who are unable to 
take advantage of online 
resources and participation
(Pew and American Life 
Project, 2013).



Why Does Digital Literacy Matter?
● Digital literacy skills are fundamental in a world that 

is increasingly dependent on digitally mediated 
activities

● Without these vital skills, members of marginalized 
populations are at further risk for economic, social, 
and cultural exclusion

● Society at large is diminished if these voices are lost



Theoretical Framework

• Language Socialization model of SLA (Duff & Talmy, 2011)

• Language and knowledge are learned in and through 
interactions

• Sociolinguistic routines become part of language learners’ 
communicative repertoires

• Focuses on group or community more than the individual



What We Know from the Literature
• Digital inequality 

o Access and relevance impact digital equity (Pew Internet Studies, 
2014) 

o Economics, age, and background experience dictate who is and isn’t 
online (DiMaggio & Hargittai, 2011) 

• Digital Literacy and Language Learning
o Technology can play an important role in language learning
o Digital literacies should be “integrated throughout foreign/second 

language education, where multiple communities, identities, 
languages, and cultures converge” (Guikema & Williams, 2013, p. 3)

• Language socialization and online affinity groups
o Language learning and identity (Lam, 2009)
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Research Questions
• Given learning digital literacy content 

offered in two languages, how do 
Spanish and bilingual learners and tutors 
interact with digital literacy learning 
materials?

• What factors influence their language 
choices?   



Data Corpus
Interviews
• 28 Learners (4 in Spanish, 3 Spanish/English Bilingual)

• 29 Tutors (6 Spanish/English Bilingual)

• 5 Case Studies (1 in Spanish, 1 Spanish/English Bilingual)

• 14 Key Stakeholders (3 Spanish/English Bilingual) 

Lab Observations: the learning conditions, examine strategies tutors 
use to meet different learners unique needs



Grounded Theory Analysis



Emergent Themes 
• Learner Path

• Interconnectivity with the 
Community

• Role of Language 





Emergent Themes
Role of Language



Findings Overview: Role of Language

Language Made a Difference

• Tutor bias/preference 
• Need for computer specific English 

vocabulary development
• Dialect 
• L1/L2 proficiency
• Learner flexibility
• Learner desire to develop English skills



Findings Overview: Tutor/Learner Tensions

• Tutor desire to provide positive learning 
experiences / Learner desire for self-
determination

• Tutors and learners used the system 
based on their beliefs, perceptions, 
needs, and desires.

• The needs and desires of the learners 
may have at times been counter to the 
beliefs and perceptions of the tutors.



Findings: Tutor Bias/Preference

I  tell  them,  if  you’re  wanting  to  do  it  
in  Spanish,  stick  with  the  Spanish  
because  there  are  just  certain  
things,  they  kind  of  seem  
unexplainable  in  English...  --Tutor

There  are  always  those  who  want  to  
learn  a  second  language  and  computer  
skills  at  the  same  time,  but  I  don’t  think  
that’s  a  good  idea.…it’s  not  made  to  
teach  them  a  different  language.  I  
wouldn’t  recommend  them  to  try  to  
learn  a  second  language  and  
computer  skills  at  the  same  time.
-- Tutor

If  there  is  something  that  they  want  to  learn  how  
to  do  and  I  know  that  there’s  a  resource  on  the  
English  site…I’ll  toggle  back  to  the  English  site  
and  I’ll  put  them  on  the  resource  in  English  if  I  
feel  like  they’re  comfortable  but  the  quizzes  
and  stuff  will  all  be  in  their  native  language.  -
- Tutor



Findings: Computer Specific Vocabulary 
Development 

A  lot  of  what  the  internet  is…in  English,  so  
I  try  to  throw  that  in.  
In  English  that  they  have  to  look  for  
certain  words,  certain  words,  certain  
phrases,  to  be  able  to  navigate  the  
internet  because  not  everything’s  always  
going  to  be  in  Spanish.  
--Tutor

Some  of  the  words  
[technology  specific  words]  
are  the  same  in  English  and  
Spanish,  
some  of  the  words  you  know  
they  have  a  translation  so  are  
people  learning  that  lingo  in  
both  languages.
--Tutor



Findings: Dialect
Because seeing the Spanish and Puerto Rican. I don’t think the 
Spanish translation is the Puerto Rican language because we 
speak a dialect. We doesn’t speak right, let’s say that, it’s 
changed. 
So when it’s in another language I get lost to some words 
because they don’t mean the same to me, like they mean to 
other people. In English it’s easier for me to understand what they 
say. 
--Learner



Findings: L1/L2 Proficiency/Register
My Spanish, is it has um, when you don’t use it 
that much, it become also like a second 
language. …
I learn in English I read in English but I write in 
Spanish and I speak Spanglish. …So when I 
saw that program in Spanish and the kind of 
Spanish they were using the areas skillful and 
uh academic. I said uh I don’t understand it.
-- Learner



Findings: L1/L2 Proficency
Sometimes their oral part will be a level 4 but 
their written part will be a level 3 so we’ll place 
them in the level 3, 
so if they can understand conversational 
English, then I would put them maybe in an 
English speaking video, 
…or I thought that video was better than the 
Spanish video. -- Tutor



Findings: Learner Flexibility
• Choice: Learners 

preferred bilingual 
tutors

• Autonomy: Learners 
asserted control 
over their learning

In one lesson I will put it in English and then I will 
change the lesson to Spanish….It is different, 
difficult, but it is important….It works for me 
because, like on Thursday, I finished and the 
tutor said to me, "Oh, Ms. M. you have this in 
English.” And I said to her, "Yes I put it in English."
She said, "Oh you did,” She said, “You put it?"
I said, “Yes I did.” She said “Oh okay.”
So then from there I go to the Spanish and 
everything that I have heard in English I see it 
again in Spanish and I know that I have 
understood it.



Findings: Learner Desire
She  asked  me,  she  say  “You  want  
it  in  Spanish?”  I  say  no,  leave  it  
in  English.  Because  that’s  what  
help  me  to  improve  my  English.  

She  [a  learner]  started  out  doing  it  in  
Spanish  and  did  quite  a  few  of  the  plans.  
And  then  later  wanted  to  go  back  and  start  
all  over  and  do  them  in  English.  She’s  
like,  no  I  really  need  to  know  these  
words  and  this  vocabulary  in  English.  I  
really  need  to  know  how  to  do  this  in  
English.  

She  came  in  and  she  told  me  that  her  primary  language  was  Spanish….But  when  she  
looked  at  someone  else’s  computer  and  saw  her  doing  the  lessons  in  English,  she  
said  to  me  that  she  wanted  to  do  them  in  English  too….



Conclusions: Language as a Resource

• Tutor bias/preference 
• Need for computer specific 

English vocabulary development
• Dialect 
• L1/L2 proficiency
• Learner flexibility
• Learner desire to develop English 

skills



Conclusions: Language as a Resource
• Language variation is not the problem
• Limited resources are the problem

Some  can’t  speak  it,  read  it,  or  write  it,  but  they  
understand  it.  And  there  are  some  that  can  speak  
it,  but  they  can’t  write  it.  There  are  some  that  can  
read  it,  they  can’t  write.  
It’s  just  differences,  and  you  just,  you  gotta  find  
what  makes  them  comfortable.  
--Tutor



Implications: Layered Support
• Multimodal
• Text to Speech
• Simplified English



Implications for Research
• Generalizability to other language groups

o Those with few language resources online
• Availability
• Accessibility

• Consideration of language variation in online learning
o Dialect and register
o Culture

• Examination of how learners and tutors navigate the tensions 
between learner need to be self-determined and tutor 
intentions.



Implications for the Field
• Customizing learning approaches 

o Learning material
o Tutoring

Ø Recognize nuances in L1/L2 skills. 
Ø Coach tutors in working with language variety.

o Lab environment

• Digital equity as a goal
o Resist deficit model
o Move the learner from where they are to where they 

need to be using language as a resource
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