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1. Introduction
The advent of digital communications technology has thrust human society 
into the midst of vast and rapid change. Even as we continue to grapple 
with the affordances and impacts that hyperconnectivity produces, it is 
redefining our relationship to technology, ourselves and even language itself 
(Barton & Lee, 2013). The effects of these changes are visible in language 
learning classrooms, both in the proliferation of digital artefacts in physical 
teaching spaces and in technology-enabled teaching and delivery methods. 
As language learning and teaching grapple with the impact of technology, 
including an increased ability for students to pursue language learning away 
from the traditional bounds of the classroom, it is vital that we examine the 
materials and practices used in language education with an eye to rethinking 
what can be achieved through institutionalised education.

Against this backdrop, and perhaps in spite of it, textbooks have continued 
to remain central to the enterprise of institutionalised language teaching 
(Gray, 2016). A body of work has developed that uses critical perspectives 
to investigate and demonstrate how language learning textbooks reproduce 
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ideological representations of communication within a given language 
community, the nature and composition of that community, and its 
cultural and political realities. Authors have pointed out, for example, how 
language learning textbooks construct ideological notions of gender and 
sexuality (Goldstein, 2015; Lee, 2014; Mustapha, 2015; Yoshida, 2023), 
race and ethnicity (Grose, 2012; Yamada, 2010), cultural and linguistic 
homogeneity (Heinrich, 2005; Su, 2016), as well as perpetuating and 
valorising neoliberalist ideology (Bori, 2018; Gray, 2010).

These analyses have been vital in demonstrating how specific perspectives 
are presented to textbook users in ways that, following the work of critical 
discourse theorists such as van Dijk (2008), can be seen as natural and self-
evident. This chapter argues that what is presented in language textbooks 
inevitably reproduces particular ideological perspectives due to the nature of 
pedagogical processes (Bernstein, 2000).

In this chapter I employ the notion of the ‘communicative event’ developed 
by Hymes (1974) as a means to understand how ideology is instantiated 
in contexts of language teaching, with particular reference to language 
textbooks, while also offering the means to disrupt those same ideologies. 
In doing this, I draw on the concept of idealisation found in the philosophy 
of science (Nowak, 1980) and on Bernstein’s (2000) ‘pedagogic device’ 
to conceptualise the way that certain ideological notions are instantiated 
through example interactions presented in language learning textbooks. 
Although identifying the ideological underpinnings of language learning 
materials is crucial to the critical applied linguistic project (e.g. Pennycook, 
2021; Risager, 2018), I seek in this chapter to show how these materials can 
be responded to by teachers through methods that circumvent some of their 
problematic aspects. My aim is not to suggest how materials development 
should be changed or improved; rather, it is to suggest ways that identified 
deficiencies or biases in the language learning materials can be subverted 
through alternative forms of pedagogy.

Digital communications technology offers a range of affordances that 
facilitate observation and participation in the communicative practices of 
a speech community without the need for proximity. It therefore provides 
opportunities to rethink the boundedness of the language classroom 
and its connection to speech communities (Kessler, 2018; Warschauer 
& Kern, 2000). With this in mind, I offer two examples that show how 
digital communications technology can be used to decentre idealisations of 
communication in students’ language learning practice and disrupt ideologies 
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of language and communication that are often implicitly absorbed by 
learning through said idealisations. Thus, I conceive of this chapter as 
contributing both to a conceptual and critical understanding of language 
learning materials and offering ideas for creating pedagogical disruptions in 
and beyond the language learning classroom. To this end, I draw examples 
from Japanese language teaching and learning practice in an Australian 
higher education institution; however, the general conceptual thrust of the 
chapter can be understood as applying more broadly.

2. From communicative reality to idealisation

Hymes’s (1964) notion of the communicative event, which he understood as 
central to developing a sophisticated and holistic understanding of language 
use, consists of particular patterns of interaction that the speech community 
itself recognises as governed by particular norms, such as a conversation, 
lecture or sermon. This notion informed the development of the now 
widespread practice of communicative language teaching, based on the idea 
that participation in communicative events is a productive means to enable 
linguistic development (Savignon, 1987; Thornbury, 2016).

For many individuals learning a new language, the opportunity to engage 
in real-life scenarios where these communicative events organically occur 
can be quite restricted (Widdowson, 1990). Without direct access to these 
interactions, the potential for developing understanding of socially and 
politically appropriate ways of participating in a given communicative 
event is constrained by the materials available, instructors’ directions 
and students’ own experiences. Examinations of language textbooks 
have frequently pointed to how portrayals of communication through 
dialogues can significantly influence students’ comprehension of how 
specific communicative events take place, including what is and is not 
considered normal and expected (e.g. Inawati, 2016; Jakupčević & Ćavar 
Portolan, 2021; McConachy, 2009). Having said that, the demands of 
institutionalised learning require that the complex, contextually situated 
and structured semiotic practices deployed in any given communicative 
event are transformed to fit pedagogical objectives.

The tensions that necessarily arise from these transformations, particularly 
the way that textbook-based dialogues fail to reflect communication as it 
occurs, have been frequently noted and examined (Jones & Ono, 2005; 
Matsumoto & Okamoto, 2003; McConachy & Hata, 2013; Wong, 2002), 
including debates about the role of ‘authentic’ materials (Breen, 1985; 
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Widdowson, 1990) and corpora-based findings (Carter, 1998) in language 
learning. Given this ongoing issue in language education, I suggest that 
better conceptualising the inevitable inability of language presented for 
pedagogic purposes to reflect organic communication would allow its 
constructiveness and the rationales it serves to be made more visible.

In this, I believe that the notion of ‘idealisation’ as it appears in the 
philosophy of science offers significant conceptual value when repurposed 
to describe communicative events as they are represented in language 
learning materials. Famously identified by Nowak (1980), idealisations 
are created in response to the complexity and dynamism of phenomena 
as they naturally appear. This complexity makes it notoriously difficult to 
generate models that can accurately and completely account for particular 
phenomena and make accurate predictions about how they will function. 
In order to overcome this, deliberate omissions or false assumptions about 
the way phenomena occur are made in order to generate models that are 
more easily understood and solved. Looking at the field of second language 
learning, for example, Ellis (2015) has pointed out how theories of order-of-
acquisition are idealisations, ignoring the variations found across different 
individuals’ developmental trajectories. He argues that while these theories 
are disputed and not universally applicable, they hold value that can serve 
in teacher education and enable theory testing across domains. Importantly 
for this chapter, idealisations exist conceptually as deliberately incomplete 
and sometimes false representations of actual phenomena that, through 
the removal of complexity, are instrumental in developing generalisable 
findings. Turning to the way communicative events are represented in 
textbooks, we can observe that they fulfil a similar function—presenting 
a deliberately incomplete or false representation of a complex reality for 
the purpose of generating understandings that can be generalised by those 
doing the learning.

Note, I am not suggesting that processes of language learning are directly 
comparable to the building of scientific theories, but, rather, that these 
similarities make the concept of idealisation useful. By labelling the types of 
communicative events found in language learning textbooks as idealisations 
of communication, their purpose as pedagogical resources and their inability 
to comprehensively represent actual interactive realities is made more 
apparent. That is to say that communicative events, as they are represented 
in textbook examples, are largely emptied of their situated complexity 
through their transformation for pedagogical purposes. Indeed, a primary 
aim of language learning pedagogy is to take a language as it is used within 
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a given speech community and recontextualise it to allow those learning to 
appropriate its forms and usages in structured ways (Widdowson, 2000). 
This requires a degree of simplification since the complexity and breadth of 
actual language use cannot be immediately apprehended by those unfamiliar 
with it. These idealisations, as they are presented in textbooks, serve to 
develop users’ linguistic repertoires, mediating their learning through 
structured introduction and practice of specific communicative practices, 
serving as important resources for language learning.

Although idealisations of communication serve a pedagogical purpose, they 
also present a number of issues. As the critical work referred to earlier has 
shown, language learning textbooks serve to reproduce particular ideological 
discourses and the idealised communicative events they contain reflect this. 
With scientific theories or models, the process of idealisation should be 
a well-understood aspect of their use by practitioners. This cannot be said 
of learning materials that, following Luke et al. (1983), derive authority not 
only from their textual forms, but also from the institutional contexts that 
position them as optimal targets for learning. While it is certainly true that 
students and, indeed, teachers can respond to what is presented critically, 
this ability is predicated on an understanding of contextually dependent 
communicative norms, as Widdowson (1990, p. 45) has pointed out:

the development of the authenticating ability calls for an effective 
internalization of form and capability of analysis which will allow for 
their use across a wide and unpredictable range of different contexts. 
In other words, the very learning process implies a focus on form as 
a necessary condition for the subsequent focus on meaning.

That is to say, attention to the patterning of language is a necessary precursor 
to developing an awareness of when, where and with whom particular 
patterns are deemed appropriate. Unless directed otherwise, students 
encountering idealisations of communication in learning materials have only 
these examples and their own previous experiences with language to draw 
upon when making judgements about appropriateness.

The processes taking place, and the links between the creation of idealisations 
of communication and ideology, can be understood as the workings of the 
pedagogic device as described by Bernstein (2000). According to Bernstein, 
knowledge comes from something he terms the field of production, which 
includes traditional practices of academic research and thought. This 
knowledge is then recontextualised for pedagogic practice in the field of 
recontextualisation, with this transformation being subject to a number 
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of  rules. The first of these are distributive rules, which regulate how 
knowledge is ordered and distributed and determine who has the power to 
transmit and receive that knowledge. The second are recontextualising rules, 
which determine what, specifically, will be appropriated and focused upon, 
and how various elements will relate to each other and other discourses. 
The third are evaluative rules, which determine how acquisition will be 
recognised. Finally, these pedagogised discourses are transmitted in the field 
of reproduction, wherein students are introduced to them and required to 
replicate them to demonstrate understanding.

Looking at how communicative events are presented in language learning 
materials, we can note the ways in which the development of idealisations 
of communication is subjected to various ideological considerations. 
As  explicated above, understandings of phenomena typically emerge 
from academic and scientific practice, and it is from here that selections 
of what will be taught in institutional settings are made. However, the 
development of language learning materials, including textbooks, draws 
its understanding of the way in which communicative events take place, 
not from empirical observations of those events, but directly from the 
intuitions of those producing the materials themselves (Biber et al., 1994; 
Boxer & Pickering, 1995). Even when corpora are used to avoid the pitfalls 
inherent in professional assumptions, processes of decontextualisation, 
underrepresentation and pedagogisation are still at work (G. Cook, 1998; 
Flowerdew, 2009).

When it comes to idealisations of communication in language learning 
textbooks, the field of production is therefore merged with the field of 
recontextualisation. The elements of communication and the relationships 
between them that will be emphasised in a textbook are based on the 
judgements of those producing the materials. Leung (2005, p. 127), for 
example, has observed that, in conceptions of communicative competence 
in language education, ‘the social now resides in the pedagogic projections of 
the expert knower, the expert teacher’, which generates disjunctions with the 
directly observable communicative practices of language users themselves.

The field of recontextualisation is, therefore, the principal site for knowledge 
about both what constitutes communication in a given speech community 
and what elements of that knowledge will be included in any idealisations 
that are produced for pedagogic purposes. The process of pedagogisation, 
which is already ‘a space in which ideology can play’ (Bernstein, 2000, 
p. 32), is made more problematic by the fact that the role of expert knower 
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has traditionally been conflated with that of the native speaker and its 
deep‑seated connections to race and ethnicity (Hashimoto, 2018; Tupas, 
2022). While critical work over the past several decades has gone some 
way to picking apart this relationship at an academic level (Canagarajah, 
2013; Rampton, 1990), these categories remain synonymous for many who 
work in, or engage with, language education. Harsanti and Manara (2021), 
for example, point out that while English teachers in Indonesia recognise 
the plurality of World Englishes, they continue to display a preference for 
textbooks that come from ‘native speaking’ authors in dominant Anglophone 
countries, primarily the United States. Idealisations of communication as they 
appear in learning materials are therefore also likely to privilege and reflect 
the ideological preferences of specific groups of expert knowers.

3. Idealisation in language learning 
materials
To illustrate how specific communicative events in language teaching 
textbooks represent idealisations of communication, I will analyse an example 
of dialogue from one of the most popular introductory Japanese language 
teaching textbooks and illustrate how the linguistic choices made by the 
authors reflect certain ideological and pedagogical positions that lead it to 
deviate from observations in the empirical literature.

In analysing this example, I draw on Halliday’s (2013) insight that the 
notion of choice is an organising principle of communication. That is to 
say, when participating in communicative events, users of language must 
opt for a particular means of realising meaning from among various possible 
alternatives where they exist. The probability of any given choice being 
made by a user in a given communicative event is governed by a number 
of factors, of which Hymes’s (1974) SPEAKING/PARLANT model 
represents a highly productive taxonomy (see McConachy [2009], for an 
example of how this can be applied to textbook dialogues). Importantly, 
though, Halliday (2013) observed that choices that deviated from those 
considered the default or norm in a given situation would be seen by other 
users as ‘marked’.

For the purposes of this chapter, this insight is productive since we can 
observe that language learning materials, specifically representations of 
particular communicative events, are produced through a series of semiotic 
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choices. Other scholars have previously demonstrated that research that 
draws from an observable communicative reality, including discourse 
studies (Jones & Ono, 2005) and corpus linguistics (Holmes, 1988), can 
highlight divergences between that communicative reality and textbook 
dialogues. By applying these types of comparisons, we can identify where 
choices have been made (explicitly or implicitly) about what language (and 
whose voice) has been included and how it has been presented. That is to 
say, the constructed nature of the particular idealisation of communication 
and the ideological processes at work become more readily apprehensible.

The example used in this analysis is taken from the second edition of Banno 
et al.’s (2011) Genki: An Integrated Course in Elementary Japanese, which is 
used widely in Japanese language classes throughout Australian universities. 
I have selected Dialogue II in Lesson 3 of the textbook (reproduced below). 
Its location in the textbook means it would be encountered by a majority 
of students using the text early in their learning and, therefore, it would 
be influential in shaping their understanding of Japanese communicative 
practices. The example presents a communicative event involving an 
American study abroad student and her host mother, on which there 
is already a body of applied and sociolinguistic work that can inform the 
analysis. Drawing on this academic scholarship, I demonstrate how semiotic 
choices made in the constitution of the dialogue represent idealised notions 
of communication and serve to produce a particular view of how this 
communicative event would take place. Additionally, I have provided a 
reproduction of the English translation included in the textbook. Although 
I recognise its important relationship to the text being analysed, I will not 
address it in the analysis below for reasons of space and complexity.

To contextualise the extract, Mary, introduced in previous chapters in the 
textbook as a Japanese major from the University of Arizona, has arrived in 
Japan to study at a local university. In the immediately preceding dialogue, 
a local university student, Takeshi, invites Mary to see a movie with him, 
which exhibits the same linguistic characteristics as the example below:

On Sunday morning, at Mary’s host family’s.

メアリー：おはようございます。 

お 母
かあ

さん：おはよう。 早
はや

いですね。 

メアリー：ええ。今 日
きょう

は 京 都
きょうと

に行きます。 京 都
きょうと

で映 画
えいが

を見

み

ます。 

お 母
かあ

さん：いいですね。何 時
なんじ

ごろ 帰
かえ

りますか。 
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メアリー：九時
くじ

ごろです。 

お 母
かあ

さん： 晩
ばん

ご 飯
はん

は？ 

メアリー：食
た

べません。 

お 母
かあ

さん：そうですか。じゃあ、いってらっしゃい。 
メアリー：いってきます。 

 Mary: Good morning.
Host mother: Good morning. You are early, aren’t you?
Mary: Yes, I’m going to Kyoto today. I will see a movie in Kyoto.
Host mother: Good. Around what time will you come back?
Mary: Around nine.
Host mother: How about dinner?
Mary: I will not eat.
Host mother: I see. Well, have a nice day.
Mary: Good-bye.

(Banno et al., 2011, pp. 84–85)

Following Hymes (1974), the participants and the setting shape the nature 
of the communicative events, influencing the linguistic choices made in 
its realisation. Although it can be inferred from the dialogue above and 
the accompanying image in the textbook itself (not reproduced here) that 
the interaction is taking place in a domestic setting, it is also important to 
observe the approximate geographical setting that can be deduced from the 
dialogue itself. In line 3, Mary states 京都で映画を見ます (kyōto de eiga wo 
mimasu / I will see a movie in Kyōto), which locates the dialogue as taking 
place somewhere in the Kansai region of Japan where Kyōto is located. 
This is an important detail since, as is widely recognised among Japanese 
speech communities and extensively discussed in the sociolinguistic and 
anthropological literature (e.g. Doerr, 2015; Keum, 2005; Sreetharan, 2004), 
varieties of Japanese widely used in this area are distinctly different from the 
Tōkyō-originating varieties construed as hyōjyungo or ‘standard’ Japanese.

Throughout the interaction, however, both Mary and the host mother use 
only forms that appear as part of Tōkyō-originating hyōjyungo. Examples of 
alternative linguistic choices that would highlight the existence of dialectical 
variations in the Kansai region include おはようさん (ohayōsan) instead 
of おはよう (ohayō), ええですね (ee desu ne) or ええやん (ee yan) instead 
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of いいですね (ii desu ne) and 食べへん (tabehen) instead of 食べませ
ん (tabemasen). The selections made by the authors are not particularly 
surprising, though, as they follow longstanding norms in Japanese foreign 
language education of presenting hyōjyungo as the only variety used 
(Matsumoto & Okamoto, 2003). The decision to present the dialogue in 
this way represents both a semiotic and pedagogic choice—a choice that 
is not visible to a student who is encountering this type of communicative 
event through the text, unaware that dialectical differences exist.

As the academic literature has pointed out, knowledge of these dialects 
among those studying abroad in Kansai is widespread (Takamura & 
Naito, 2016), and they are often encountered within homestay settings 
(Iino, 2006). Further, Iino (2006) points out that while there may be a 
tendency among families to switch to hyōjyungo when addressing students 
they host, the interactive reality is decidedly heterogenous. While it is 
certainly conceivable that a sojourner staying in the Kansai region of Japan 
would encounter nothing but hyōjyungo within the host family, the fact 
that other prominent linguistic possibilities for this setting do not appear, 
and are not even acknowledged, effectively erases them. Instead, linguistic 
choices have been made to present specific forms of Japanese as universal 
and standardised.

Further, language learning abroad research has shown how interactions 
are often negotiated around the linguistic repertoire of interactants, 
with translanguaging practices often an important feature of sojourners’ 
interactions (Diao & Trentman, 2021), including in homestay settings 
(Durbidge, 2024). Although the reasons for presenting interactions 
wholly in the target language require little pedagogical justification, the 
communicative reality in homestay situations is that interactants may 
often move between and across linguistic varieties according to their needs, 
abilities and desires. The homogenised dialogues found throughout language 
learning textbooks, including the example above, in this way, represent an 
idealisation of actual communication.

The second main issue I wish to examine is the fact that both Mary and 
the host mother predominantly use formalistic suffixes, namely ます 
(masu) and です (desu), throughout this communicative event, with at least 
one instance appearing in each conversational turn. In a comprehensive 
sociolinguistic analysis of the use of masu forms among Japanese speakers 
and their occurrence in interactions with those learning Japanese, H. M. 
Cook (2008) demonstrates the conditions under which they are used within 
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family interactions. Analysing the dinnertime interactions of nine Japanese 
families hosting American and British students, Cook shows that the use 
of masu within Japanese-speaking families is generally limited to specific 
utterances and communicative events: for example, set phrases, teaching 
about things they have authority on (for example, Japanese culture), 
indicating they are in charge of a particular activity, reporting speech or 
categorising playfulness. Significantly for our analysis, Cook finds that 
hosts positioned the exchange students as members of the host family 
and, therefore, adopted conventions of using more informal or intimate 
forms outside of the instances listed above. As for the exchange students 
themselves, while deviation from these norms was more prevalent among 
those with less experience with the language, it was nearly absent among 
advanced users.

However, for one family in Cook’s study, marked use of masu forms occurred 
more frequently. Cook demonstrates that these instances co-occurred 
with other marked features, such as the use of first- and second-person 
pronouns where they would not be expected. Moreover, Cook shows that 
these instances of marked usage often occurred as rephrasings of utterances 
initially presented in plain form. The exchange student Alice is noted to 
be a novice user of Japanese, and Cook identifies the use of marked masu 
forms as an accommodation strategy adopted by the host family in response 
to issues of comprehension. These findings cohere with other studies of 
interactions between host families and international students in Japan that 
show that the marked use of masu and desu forms is adopted as a form of 
accommodation and is often used to rephrase expressions initially expressed 
in plain form (Iino, 1996; McMeekin, 2006).

Other studies demonstrate that international students in Japan quickly 
adopt plain forms in most interactions soon after their arrival (Okunishi, 
2019; Taguchi, 2015). Viewed alongside these studies, we can observe that, 
overwhelmingly, the use of plain forms would be the default choice in the 
particular communicative event presented in Figure 4.1. However, in what 
is presented, there are only two instances in which less formalistic forms have 
been selected: the host mother’s use of おはよう (ohayō / good morning) in 
line 2 and the truncated question 晩ご飯は？ (ban gohan wa? / how about 
dinner?) in line 6. Clearly, through the processes of pedagogisation, choices 
have been made to use formalistic language to represent a communicative 
event where its use would normally be highly restricted. The convention of 
presenting formalistic structures in Japanese textbooks before introducing 
plain forms has been noted by Matsumoto and Okamoto (2003). Locating 
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its genesis in ideologies that essentialise notions of group-orientedness 
and hierarchy as aspects of Japanese interactional styles, they prioritise 
the acquisition of registers that adhere to interactional strategies that 
emphasise these notions. What we see, therefore, is formalistic interaction 
styles presented as the default mode of communication, even in the 
intimate confines of a homestay where they may be considered contextually 
inappropriate.

Finally, the idealised nature of this example is made more apparent by the 
way it, like almost all constructed dialogues, is free from the disfluencies 
and overlaps that characterise normal conversational interaction; nor does 
it exhibit the hesitations, negotiations, repairs and repetitions that would 
usually occur (Jones & Ono, 2005). This is a particularly important point, as 
those in the early stages of learning a language variety would arguably benefit 
the most from these types of conversational strategies. This presentation, 
therefore, carries an implication that these types of communicative events 
may occur between speakers free from disfluency and negotiation and serve 
as models for the reproduction of similarly pristine interactions.

My point here is not simply to re-emphasise that textbook dialogues diverge 
from naturally occurring interactions. Rather, the point I wish to make is 
that the presentation of these idealised communicative events in language 
learning textbooks serves underlying pedagogical and ideological rationales. 
Any communicative event necessarily involves actions of linguistic choice, 
and those presented in learning materials will always be an idealisation, 
given that the complexity of interaction is removed in service of pedagogical 
objectives. As Luke (2015, pp. 8–9) has pointed out, any attempt to 
structure the learning of language and communication must necessarily 
involve purposive and normative inclusions of specific texts and discourses, 
skills and competences, knowledges and ideologies from a virtually infinite 
archive of possible selections.

The issue, though, is that the rationales that have driven these selections 
may not be immediately apparent to students, or, for that matter, teachers 
who use these idealisations in the classroom. They may, therefore, come 
to stand as models of appropriate interaction in the absence of additional 
or alternative examples that can reveal the choices that have been made. 
The  ideas they convey about the communicative practices of a particular 
speech community—their homogeneity, formality, rigidity—stand in 
contrast to current understandings that emphasise their heterogenous, 
dynamic and negotiated nature. The complexity of language, its relationship 
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to other semiotic practices, and its entanglement with the social, cultural 
and political dimensions of communities are well documented (Block, 
2014; Douglas Fir Group, 2016; Kramsch, 2020; Norton & Toohey, 2011). 
Language learning is a process of socialised linguistic appropriation that is 
entwined with social, cultural and political socialisation and renegotiation 
(Steffensen & Kramsch, 2017). In this sense, I believe that the appropriate 
response to these idealisations, which do in themselves serve important 
pedagogical purposes, is to reveal to students their idealised nature through 
direct observation and engagement with the communicative practices of 
speech communities in all their complexity and messiness. Indeed, this has 
traditionally been the remit of many study abroad programs, yet the logistics 
and economic imposition of these programs can limit their accessibility and 
practicality.

As discussed earlier, the advent and rapid development of digital 
communications technology have induced widespread changes in the 
ways we interact and relate to each other. However, the disruption that 
these changes have introduced to the learning and teaching of language 
also offers affordances that can bring students into immediate contact 
with speech communities without the need for proximity, particularly 
through interactive technologies such as social media, videoconferencing 
and messaging services. These platforms provide opportunities for students 
to directly engage with the communicative practices of a given speech 
community as they appear beyond the recontextualisation processes that 
produce the idealisations found in textbooks.

4. Towards a praxis of decentring and 
disrupting idealisations in language 
learning pedagogy: Examples of practice
The idealised communicative events found in textbooks serve useful 
practical and pedagogical purposes; however, it is vital that students are 
also provided with encounters that can disrupt the ideological notions of 
language and community that become embedded within them. To this effect, 
I offer examples that have come from my own attempts to directly engage 
students with the communicative events in Japanese speech communities 
by leveraging the affordances of digital communications technology. This 
includes having students perform observations of hashtag use in Japanese 
language Instagram posts, noting their linguistic diversity and appropriate 
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common practices for the creation of their own social media posts. It also 
includes an ‘online language exchange’ program in which participation in 
interactions allows students to observe the co-constructed and heteroglossic 
nature of interaction, de-emphasising the importance of maintaining 
perfect grammatical accuracy in achieving meaning. These examples are 
not comprehensive prescriptions but simply examples from my own praxis 
of disruption.

4.1. Disrupting idealisations through exposure 
to digital discourse

The first example draws on the language learning possibilities available 
through digital discourse as it emerges in the online interactions of a given 
speech community (for further discussion, see Durbidge & McClelland, 
2023). Social media provides rich ground for students to observe 
communicative practices directly, both in the monologic practices of 
posting and in the interactions that emerge through commenting. While the 
language varieties used online can be idiosyncratic, digital communication 
has also made a range of vernacular practices more public and easily accessible 
(Barton & Lee, 2013; Spilioti, 2019). Moreover, online interaction is often 
multimodal, incorporating digital and visual literacies that students may 
already possess competence in, allowing them to readily engage with more 
advanced members of a given speech community (e.g. Jin, 2018).

Working from the premise that social media posts are a type of communicative 
event, students in an introductory Japanese language class were required 
to produce a post containing an image that described a past activity they 
had engaged in. In preparing for this activity, students needed to perform 
a limited investigation of Instagram posts produced in Japanese on the 
activity they wished to write on, specifically observing and documenting the 
hashtags used. These observations were then used to prompt instructor-led 
critical reflections on the linguistic composition and affordances of hashtags 
and how they function in Japanese language posts on Instagram. These 
observations and reflections included commentary on the way Japanese 
orthography does not use spaces within sentences, facilitating the inclusion 
of more complex utterances as hashtags; the use of other language varieties, 
particularly English, in posts that are primarily written for a Japanese-using 
audience; and the use of both formalistic and informal language. Given 
their limited syntactical complexity and students’ familiarity with them 
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from their own use of social media, hashtags are generally easy for those with 
limited understanding of Japanese communication to grasp and appropriate 
for their own use.

While the language that students observe and deploy through this activity 
may be restricted to specific online contexts, the objective of these activities 
is to develop a critical awareness of the heterogeneity of actual linguistic 
practice. Moreover, the language they encounter emerges more organically, 
with students investigating usage as it relates to their own needs and 
interests. The examples are then contrasted with the idealised pedagogic 
recontextualisations they encounter elsewhere in their learning to generate 
further insights about linguistic choices. Importantly, student engagement 
with these instantiations of organically occurring language happens through 
teacher-directed observations and reflections that highlight the divergences.

4.2. Disrupting idealisations through 
online interactions

The second example makes use of now widespread videoconferencing 
software to foster interactions between students of different speech 
communities. While the approaches and varieties of online language 
exchanges are highly varied (Colpaert, 2020), they share the idea of allowing 
users of different languages to engage in interaction with the objective of 
promoting language development in all participants. Referred to in the 
literature as ‘telecollaboration’ or ‘virtual exchange’, this approach to learning 
was embraced by tertiary institutions around the world that were pursuing 
alternatives to in-person international exchange during the COVID-19 
pandemic (O’Dowd, 2021). Research has focused on the immediate 
linguistic and cultural learning outcomes of these exchanges (Colpaert, 
2020); however, they are also highly valuable for the affordances they offer 
for participants to interact directly with speech community members. The 
spontaneity and practical demands of the interactions that occur bring 
them into direct contrast with idealisations of communication as ordered, 
homogeneous and requiring near-perfect adherence to grammatical norms.

In a project conducted on a voluntary online language exchange program 
between students learning Japanese at an Australian tertiary institution 
in Queensland and English at a Japanese tertiary institution in Osaka, 
participant responses indicated how engaging in interaction with each other 
led to realisations that disrupted their understandings of communication. 
The program, running since 2020, involves pairs of students from each 
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institution meeting weekly online to interact and support each other’s 
language learning in Japanese and English for at least 30 minutes a week 
for a minimum of four weeks. After completing the minimum four weeks, 
participants were asked to answer a survey on their experiences. From over 
100 participants in the program between 2021 and 2023, a total of 41 
responded to the survey.

The survey captured a range of data, including frequency and duration 
of meetings, the main activities focused on in sessions, motivations for 
participating and responses to a variety of statements regarding outcomes. 
While the research project did not specifically seek to investigate the effects of 
the language exchange on participants’ ideas of communication, a number of 
responses to the optional question ‘Did you gain anything else (that was not 
in your original aims) from the teletandem?’ indicated that interactions led 
participants from both Japan and Australia to re‑evaluate their assumptions 
about communicating in their target language. For example, one Australian 
participant stated:

I gained some confidence in speaking Japanese and a courage to try 
without fear of getting the sentence completely wrong.

(Participant 3)

Students from Japan also provided responses that indicated renewed 
perspectives on communicating in English:

私が話そうと思えば、つたない会話でも相手と話すことができる
ことを学びました。
I learned that if I think I can talk [with my partner], then even if 
what I say is clumsy, I’m still able to converse with them.

(Participant 7)

分からなくても頑張って英語を話して、伝えることができれば会
話を楽しめることがわかり、英語での会話が楽しいと思えるよう
になったこと。
I realized that even if I don’t understand something, if I try 
hard to speak English and can communicate, I can enjoy having 
conversations. I’ve started to think that having conversations in 
English is fun.

(Participant 8)
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These reflections suggest that participants developed an understanding of 
interaction that was more collaborative than they imagined before beginning 
the program. Indeed, Blake and Zyzik (2003) noted in their study of a 
telecollaborative program involving Spanish that partner exchanges were 
highly negotiated and featured a range of interactional strategies as pairs 
continually worked together to achieve meaning. Consequently, it appears that 
through interactions with a language partner online, students become aware 
that communication can be achieved, not through perfect comprehension of 
syntactically normative utterances, but through deviations from these norms.

Australian participants also indicated that participation in the program had 
raised their understanding of the heterogeneity of the Japanese language:

I learnt more about socially appropriate language.
(Participant 10)

I learned lots about how language works and also learned little bits 
and pieces of language that are more ‘locally’ known in Japan.

(Participant 28)

By using the expression ‘socially appropriate language’, Participant 10 
indicates that their online interactions have contributed to a greater 
awareness of how linguistic variation functions across different social 
settings in Japanese (as discussed in the previous analysis). Participant 28 
indicates that their participation in the program taught them forms that 
they associate with localised communicative practices. As both of these 
participants indicate, interaction with members of the speech community 
brought them to a greater awareness of different varieties of Japanese and 
how they function within that community. Further, as one participant from 
Japan indicated, interacting with someone learning the language gave them 
cause to reflect on how Japanese actually functioned:

パートナーに自分の言語について話す中で、日本語についても
改めて考え直す機会ができた
While talking to my partner about my language, I had the 
opportunity to rethink my Japanese as well.

(Participant 40)

Taken together, these responses suggest direct interactions with members 
of a given speech community can contribute to an increased awareness of 
the nature of language and work to disrupt idealisations of communication 
encountered in language learning textbooks.
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5. Discussion and conclusion
While each of the practical examples above draws on different genres, 
modalities and functions of digital communications technology, they 
both leverage its affordances to bring students into direct contact with 
the living communicative practices of speech community members. These 
examples serve to illustrate how technology and the ensuing development 
of attendant social media platforms present opportunities to decentre more 
traditional language learning materials and pedagogy in the classroom. The 
ability to observe, analyse and participate in instances of communication 
among members of a speech community without the need for immediate 
temporal or spatial proximity opens up new possibilities for critical language 
education. Communicative events lie at the heart of a speech community’s 
linguistic practice, and allowing students to directly engage with and reflect 
on them as they emerge organically offers possibilities for disrupting the 
notions of communication instantiated in idealisations found elsewhere.

Although the identification of ideologies as they are transmitted through 
learning materials is an important aspect of the critical applied linguistic 
project, the reality is that any pedagogised notion of communicative practice 
necessarily involves simplification and transformation of the complex 
realities of contextually situated and structured semiotic practices of a speech 
community. Intentional or otherwise, the idealisations of communication 
that are used to teach language through learning materials such as textbooks 
will necessarily carry traces of the ideological processes that inform their 
creation (Bernstein, 2000). The production of learning materials will always 
involve processes of pedagogisation. However, as Kubota and Miller (2017, 
p. 147) have noted, the challenge for critical applied linguistic work is to 
move beyond a ‘concept/theory fetish’ and close the gap between theory 
and practice. It is therefore imperative that we follow the problematising 
of naturalised assumptions in learning materials with a praxis that seeks to 
disrupt these assumptions.

One response, as demonstrated above, is to ensure that students also 
encounter and engage with communicative events as they appear 
organically. It is through these examples that their co-constructed nature, 
their performativeness and their contextual situatedness can be more fully 
realised. As Blommaert (2018, p. 4) notes, ‘language is context, it is the 
architecture of social behaviour itself ’, and allowing students to encounter 



81

4. DISRUPTING IDEALISATIONS OF COMMUNICATION IN LANGUAGE LEARNING PEDAGOGY

language as it is deployed in the service of actual lived interaction means it 
is encountered in its complex fullness. That is not to say that idealisations of 
communication have no place in structured learning. Their role as simplified, 
fragmentary models of communication allows specific concepts to be 
illustrated, comprehended and scaffolded, particularly among those with 
more limited understandings of the communicative norms of the language 
practices being studied. As practitioners, though, we need to consider the 
degree to which these idealisations are centred in our teaching practice, the 
effect this has on students and the methods we can adopt to disrupt their 
problematic aspects.

Building on the examples provided above, students can be introduced to the 
tools of ethnography and critical applied linguistics, even in limited forms, 
that can foster their ability to critically reflect, evaluate and understand the 
language they encounter through structured learning sources and actual 
communicative practice. The availability of online communication platforms 
provides opportunities to train students in critical and ethnographic 
methods of observation and language learning that can then disrupt the 
reproduction of linguistic ideologies. Although this analysis has focused on 
idealisations as they appear in language learning textbooks, the proliferation 
of technologies that are promoted as enabling language learning, including 
language learning apps and language learning video channels on platforms 
such as YouTube, also requires critical engagement.

Critical appraisals of structured learning materials readily available 
online can serve to highlight and inform students of their ideological 
underpinnings, particularly when combined with actual experience and 
the communicative practices of a given community. Although the expert 
knower or teacher is required both for the structuring of learning materials 
and the contextualisation of those materials, there is a space within learning 
to present opportunities for learners to observe, analyse and participate in 
communicative events that contain members of the target speech community. 
Enabling students to encounter live instances of communication and 
interaction generates opportunities to reflect on notions of communication 
transmitted through idealisations of communication and reconcile them with 
the complex reality of actual use.
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