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Research: Ethnography as Action 
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Sangeeta Bagga-Gupta, Giulia Messina Dahlberg, 
and Annaliina Gynne

1	� Introduction and Aim

A growing body of literature recognizes the inappropriateness of concep-
tualizing and representing communicative practices in terms of fixed 
codes where different named languages mutually exclude one another. 
This could also be expanded to the study of embodiment where gestures 
and other semiotic resources have come to play a central role in scholarly 
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writing only relatively recently (Finnegan, 2015; Linell, 2009). When 
dealing with educational research in which the units of analysis consist of 
social interaction across (analogue-digital) settings, there is also a need to 
be reflexive while attending to what we do as researchers. Furthermore, 
post the digital-technological explosion, people’s communicative prac-
tices have changed drastically at the global as well as the local levels 
(Leandri & Neumann, 2014). The point that is salient is that capturing a 
moving object empirically, that is, a phenomenon occurring at the 
boundaries of different physical-virtual sites, requires particular analytical 
attention and methodological creativity.

Academic scholarship has contributed in important ways to our under-
standings of human beings—children and adults’—use of (primarily oral) 
talk, body orientations, such as gaze and gestures, and the semiotic affor-
dances of tools in different settings (Finnegan, 2015; Goodwin, 1994; 
Jewitt, 2009; Linell, 2009; Machin, 2013). Some of this focus is more 
recently being directed towards learning as well as communicative prac-
tices, or languaging more generally (Kress, 2003; Linell, 2009; Paulasto, 
Riionheimo, Meriläinen, & Kok, 2014). This type of scholarship has fur-
thered our understandings of embodiment and the materiality of human 
talk-centred communication in different settings, including more recently 
in institutional learning arenas (see, e.g., Goico, 2019; Gynne, 2016; 
Holmström, 2013; Messina Dahlberg, 2015; St John, 2014; Tapio, 2013). 
The role of written-communication and communication where more 
than one language-variety are deployed is, however, only sparingly centre-
staged in much of the existing literature. Moreover, here the role of an 
oral-language bias and a monolingual bias is being increasingly flagged 
(Bagga-Gupta, 2012a, 2017a, 2017b, 2017c; Gal & Irvine, 1995). 
Another issue that is relevant for present purposes is the demarcated 
nature of scholarship within the language sciences and the bearing this has 
in the domain of educational research. In general, written-communication 
is focused upon in literacy scholarship, and the use of more than one 
language-variety has traditionally been considered as the “property” of the 
domains of bilingual studies, Second Language Acquisition (SLA), for-
eign languages etc. (Bagga-Gupta, 2012a, 2014a, 2017c, 2019a, b; Deters, 
Gao, Miller, & Vitanova-Haralampiev, 2014; Pitkänen-Huhta & Holm, 
2012). Furthermore, contributions from the scholarship that focus on the 
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modality heterogeneity of signed communication also continue to be 
conducted in separate academic domains and remain, for the most, 
eclipsed from the mainstream academic scholarship.

This chapter contributes in two ways to the different areas of research 
presented above. First, by investigating the ways in which the demarca-
tions of the scholarship domains can be addressed, and second, by illus-
trating the challenges and opportunities of (n)ethnographic work in the 
study of phenomena that cannot/should not be framed and limited in 
terms of specific areas across time and space. Scholarship gives recogni-
tion to the fact that fieldwork is undergoing changes rapidly (Fabion & 
Marcus, 2009; Horst & Miller, 2012). The latter specifically address the 
implications of digitalization of everyday practices (not least in educa-
tional settings) as well as research practices in (n)ethnographic field-
work1 and scholarly writing. This chapter highlights the need for 
ethnographically inclined researchers working in domains such as com-
munication, culture and diversity to pay greater reflexive attention to 
their fieldwork, analysis and writing collaborative practices. To this end, 
we attend to three epistemological and practical challenges that reflect 
significant methodological issues currently in the very doing of (n)eth-
nographic fieldwork. It is these challenges that constitute the aims of 
this chapter.

	1.	 First, we analytically frame ethnographic methods and data in terms 
of where, when and what is the field and data by discussing how (and 
for what purposes) the boundaries of the field(s) are constructed; this 
includes ethical issues that arise when the possibilities afforded by par-
ticipants’ trajectories across physical-virtual spaces change the kinds of 
(ethnographic) research that are possible to conduct.

	2.	 Second, by using a range of representational techniques, we illustrate 
the ways in which multimodal analysis across physical-virtual sites can 
contribute towards meeting challenges related to research method-
ological practices.

1 The analyses presented in this chapter highlight that (n)ethnography as a term is well suited for 
describing how the practices of netnography and ethnography “work in concert to illuminate new 
issues in the social sciences” (Kotzines, 2010, p. 58).
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	3.	 Finally, we explicitly illustrate and discuss the role of the researcher 
during as well as beyond fieldwork phases. Focusing reflexivity, we 
discuss the choices and challenges we (continue to) face, during 
fieldwork, analysis and writing phases (both during collaborative and 
during individual writing).

This chapter attempts to go beyond the biases and gaps highlighted 
above and takes a point of departure in the multidisciplinary work that 
we have been involved in, since the 1990s, in different ethnographically 
framed research projects. While our projects were previously framed in 
analogue terms (in that the field was primarily physical and research 
methods deployed analogue technologies), a digital presence marks both 
the fields of engagement and the tools of recording and data generation 
since the turn of the century. Our interests focus upon a range of ethno-
graphical methods that attempt to analytically engage with representa-
tions of human communication including its visual, auditory, manual 
and semiotic dimensions.

By bringing together data from different (n)etnographic projects where 
participants use more than one language-variety2 and more than one 
modality,3 the study presented in this chapter makes visible the complexi-
ties of languaging inside, outside and across (virtual) learning sites. 
Related to the study’s first challenge, having access to multi-sited and 
multiple projects brings forth the issue of boundary framings of the 
field(s), data, participant(s) and researcher trajectories. The second chal-
lenge attended to relates to the representational techniques in scholarly 
writing; stretching the boundaries of interaction analysis and reporting, 
this chapter highlights the diversity of human languaging and identity 
positions (see Sect. 2). Discussing the challenges involved in conducting 
fieldwork, analysis and reporting where the data is multifaceted and com-
plex, involves making visible the dynamics of languaging itself. The third 
challenge attended to in this study deals with the very issues related to 
reflexivity, including creativity, in the various phases of (n)ethnography. 

2 The range of named language-varieties covered in these projects include English, Finnish, Gujarati, 
Hindi, Italian, Marathi, Swedish, Swedish Sign Language.
3 Oral, written, signed, pictorial, embodied, visually oriented modalities etc.
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Examining these by juxtaposing experiences across projects opens up for 
meta-analytical framings that can transgress monodisciplinary framed 
analysis and reporting. This means that analytical issues by default call for 
attending to and engaging with the specificities of a number of different 
individual academic domains (e.g. literacy, bilingualism, signed commu-
nication and foreign languages) in the language and educational sciences 
simultaneously.

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows: Sect. 2 pres-
ents the theoretical framings on performing (n)ethnographic research 
across the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Tenets of sociocultural, 
dialogical and decolonial perspectives are highlighted as the main 
premises for our thinking when the analytical focus is set on languag-
ing and doing research. In Sect. 3, the data and the projects that we 
draw upon in the analysis are presented. Section 4 focuses upon the 
analysis of epistemological, pragmatic and analytical challenges in the 
doing of (n)ethnographic research by discussing research as action. In 
its three sub-sections, boundary framings across physical-virtual 
research fields, issues of data-creation and representations and research-
er’s positionings are analytically highlighted. In the final section of this 
chapter, the complexity of research as practice is discussed from a criti-
cal and reflexive perspective.

2	� On Performing Research: Theoretical 
Framings

Framed in sociocultural, dialogical framings and decolonial perspectives, 
this chapter presents a study that builds upon our collective and cumula-
tive experiences of doing (n)ethnographically framed research in multi-
sited projects that have been, and are being, conducted in different 
geopolitical and digital spaces. A key premise in sociocultural and dia-
logical framings is that learning or socialization is conceptualized in terms 
of a situated and distributed process (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Säljö, 2005; 
Vygotsky, 1962; Wertsch, 1998, 2002) where communication—irrespec-
tive of whether this occurs in one or more named language-varieties and 
modalities—is collaboratively achieved. Thus, participation and social 
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interaction are understood as key aspects of human ontological 
development.4 Furthermore, communication is understood as being a 
significant dimension of the construction of human realities, rather than 
being a conduit that in some neutral sense mirrors reality. A key issue that 
Berger and Luckman’s treatise, from 1966, on “The Social Construction 
of Reality” highlights, is the significance of the mundaneness of everyday 
existence, that is, the social practices in which humans and their actions 
are embedded. Such a premise implies that the analysis of everyday life 
must refrain from “any causal or genetic hypothesis, as well as from asser-
tions about the ontological status of the phenomena analysed” (Berger & 
Luckman, 1966, p. 34). This type of fundamental premise has a signifi-
cant bearing upon how we, as scholars, approach and handle the research 
enterprise itself. Thus, how social practices in general and languaging in 
particular are handled during fieldwork or “data generation” processes 
and analysis is important to focus upon.

Action-oriented concepts like languaging that build upon the key 
premises of a sociocultural, dialogically framed perspective, can be 
understood in terms of constituting renewed attempts by scholars to 
sidestep monological and static understandings that mark an essential-
ist, bounded notion of language (Linell, 2009; see also Bagga-Gupta & 
Messina Dahlberg, 2018). It is thus within the matrix of mundane 
interactions of everyday life that conventions are established (Berger & 
Luckman, 1966). Here patterned norms eventually become transpar-
ent, taken for granted, and constitute the very fabric of human exis-
tence. Scholarship that takes such a position as a point of departure 
highlights, at least in a theoretical sense, the need to address the com-
plex heteroglossic (Bakhtin, 1981) nature of communication and to 
unravel such patterns.

With the above as backdrop, the following issues are salient for pres-
ent purposes. Monolingual positions in the scholarship and in institu-
tional learning contexts continue (in large parts of the global-North at 
least) to obscure the fact that the large majority of the people in the 

4 See, for instance, the work by Merlin Donald (2001) where the concept of hybrid minds refers to 
the inextricable connections and interdependence between human cognition and culture, through 
the use of semiotic tools, in and through languaging.
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world live their lives while engaging with and deploying resources from 
more than one named language-variety (Gal, 2007). Significant here is 
that boundaries between named language-varieties and modalities are 
not of prime concern in the nitty-gritty communicative actions of human 
beings wherein meaning-making is key.5 This colonial linguacentrism 
furthermore, only in a limited manner, recognizes the routine ways of 
meaning-making inside, outside and across institutional settings. A 
decolonial perspective postulates that these settings are not only rich sites 
for research, but that languaging needs to be attended to from such com-
plex points of departure in the research enterprise itself (Bagga-Gupta, 
1995, 2013, 2019b; Garcia, 2009). This, as we have argued previously, 
highlights the need for promoting “critical multilingual and participa-
tory perspectives [that] themselves make up marginal positions in the 
bilingual research landscape” (Bagga-Gupta, 2012, p. 88). This means, 
for instance, that there is merit in the researchers’ experiences related to 
the named language-varieties and modalities deployed in the settings 
they explore. Critical reflections regarding issues of “othering”, including 
the uncritical manner in which the language-varieties of the peoples in 
focus were (and continue to be) handled in the days when anthropology 
routinely used interpreters to understand the new spaces they studied, 
emerged only in the post WW II era (Asad, 1986; Fabian, 1983). Despite 
the near cult status of scholarly texts like Clifford and Marcus (1986) 
“Writing Culture”, a self-critical stance has not spilled over onto ethnog-
raphies everywhere. For instance, newer discussions on translations high-
light the continuing lack of reflexivity in the field with regard to 
representations:

5 It is in the meaning-making enterprise of human languaging that boundaries are insignificant and 
inconsequential for people. This does not mean that boundaries are not significant in the political 
and ideological work that individuals and communities are engaged in, for instance, to get recogni-
tion, as users of a specific named language-variety or modality that is (for any number of reasons) 
marginalized in different geopolitical spaces. Thus, it is the tension between the routine ways-of-
being-with-words (Bagga-Gupta, 2014a) where meaning-making is central against the backdrop of 
political/ideological segregation of specific named language-varieties or modalities that exclude 
people or communities that we attempt to illuminate in this chapter.
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Ethnography always involves translation, and usually in the narrowest 
sense of making words in one language accessible to speakers of another; 
yet even the new, or ‘postmodern’, ethnographers make little or no mention 
of the epistemological and political difficulties translating carried with it. 
(Sturge, 1997, p. 21)

Furthermore, Sturge (1997) highlights the duality of ethnographic 
translation,

from the oral to the written form as well as from one language to another; 
the reproduction of the performative aspects of an utterance—its physical, 
temporal and social contextuality—defies the translator’s supposed task of 
reproducing meaning intact […] ethnographic translation is faced with 
‘raw’ words hovering around the mouths and ears that produced 
them. (p. 22)

Such a line of thought validates a reflexive position as well as a critique 
of the assumed neutralness of translation-based ethnographic research. 
For present purposes, our point is that a theorizing related to a sociocul-
tural perspective needs to bring centerstage the importance of scholars’ 
own language experiences with the named language-varieties and modali-
ties deployed in the communities and by the peoples they study 
(Hoppers, 2009).

Another key theoretical idea that frames an action-oriented, socio-
cultural and dialogical perspective builds upon the mediational role 
attributed to cultural tools that have emerged phylogenetically and that 
are appropriated ontogenetically (Säljö, 2012; Vygotsky, 1934/1962; 
Wertsch, 1998). The recognition accorded to the symbiotic relationship 
between cultural tools (like language—the tool of tools) and people in 
inter-action with one another has given rise to hyphenated concepts in 
the sociocultural scholarship. Such concepts attempt to explicitly chal-
lenge the boundary-marked nature that dominates understandings of 
individuals, tools and named language-varieties and modalities. 
However, while the rich potentials and dimensions of languaging in 
concert with intellectual and material tools are recognized theoretically, 
attention in analysis and academic reporting has—as highlighted 
above—been dominated by an oral language bias and by a monolingual 
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bias (Gramling, 2016). Thus, we argue, the multi-layered complex 
endeavour of languaging has not been given analytical emphasis in rela-
tion to the study of human meaning-making wherein recognition and 
visibility are accorded, at the level of data representation, to the com-
posite irreducible nature of individuals in concert with tools.

Furthermore, an attempt is made to centre-stage power differentials in 
social practices empirically in this study from a decolonial framing 
(Comaroff & Comaroff, 2009; Daiute, 2015; Fanon, 1961; Mignolo, 
2012). Cultivating a decolonial imagination (Savransky, 2017) implies 
going beyond the hegemonies of namism (where references to key post-
colonial texts circulate in the European scholarship) and “academic 
branding” (Pavlenko, 2017; where some neologisms have gained cur-
rency in the twenty-first century; see also Bagga-Gupta & Messina 
Dahlberg, 2017, 2018). Namism has tended to fix issues of power dif-
ferentials in terms of historically colonized places and branding tends to 
cement ideologies even though concepts have been re-worded through 
alternative theorizing. Going beyond such popularized framings, we 
argue for recognizing decolonial perspectives in terms of a paradigm 
where it is the here and now in all spaces—east/south and west/north, 
including physical-virtual spaces—that are important (Bagga-Gupta, 
2017c, 2019a, b) and where “academic terms” (as compared to “academic 
branding”) build upon emically framed explorations of empirical data 
across time and space. Such a stance implies that analytical units of analy-
sis cannot be reduced to bounded entities that build upon a recognition 
of “imagined” boundaries that demarcate communities, nations, indi-
viduals or named language-varieties and modalities.

These sociocultural, dialogical and decolonial intersecting theoretical 
positions are used to set the analytical focus on the performance of lan-
guaging and the ways-of-being-with-words that take into cognizance 
marginalized global-South epistemologies. The latter emerge from 
groundings in situated experiences of human beings, including research-
ers who study the former. We engage with the three aims or the chal-
lenges of the present study framed within these intersecting positions. In 
other words, we take these analytical framings as points of departure and 
illustrate the need for cross-disciplinary critical viewings and voicings in 
contemporary research.
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3	� On Data and Projects

The projects that are included in the study presented here share an inter-
est in observing, describing and interpreting social practices as they 
unfold in the everyday lives of people in and across settings. These include 
natural textual spaces which encompass individuals, communities and 
institutions across space and time. Empirical data from five multi-sited 
(n)ethnographic projects (see Fig. 12.1) where linguistic-modality diver-
sity is a salient feature are drawn upon. Fieldwork in these projects has 
been conducted in different geopolitical contexts (the nation-states of 
Sweden and India) and digital-physical spaces.

The GTGS (Gender Talk Gender Spaces), DS (Deaf Studies), DIMUL 
(Doing Identity in and through Multilingual Literacy Practices), CINLE 
(Studies of everyday communication and identity processes in net-based 
learning environments) and PAL (Participation for all? School and post-
school pathways of young people with functional disabilities) projects are 

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

GTGS
1990-1995

DS
1996-2014

DIMUL
2009-2016

PAL
2017-2020

CINLE
2010-2016

GTGS
2012-2015

Fig. 12.1  Timeline for the projects which are engaged within the study (projects 
GTGS and PAL are ongoing, while fieldwork in projects DS, DIMUL and CINLE has 
concluded); data from project PAL are not used for illustrative purposes in this 
study
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situated at the CCD research group in Sweden.6 They are multi-sited, 
recently concluded and/or ongoing. They all draw upon data and experi-
ences from and focus upon issues of learning and linguistic heterogeneity, 
inside, outside and across physical and virtual institutional spaces. 
Furthermore, they all share an ethnographic approach towards data gen-
eration. The specific data in these five projects consist of video-documen-
tation, extensive fieldnotes, study materials, digital and/or analogue 
pictures, informal interviews and archive materials. Table  12.2 in 
the Appendix presents, apart from the nature of data, the language-vari-
eties and modalities used by participants in the projects, the salient aims 
and results of each project. Table 12.1 presents an overview of the data 
that is upfronted from the different projects and that allows us to attend 
to the three key challenges that are focused upon in the present study.

Juxtaposing datasets from different projects is, as we have argued ear-
lier, important since analysis across projects and datasets allows for rising 
above the specificities of individual projects. Moreover, this potentially 
allows for engaging with reflective discussions on the processes of 

Table 12.1  Overview of the figures and issues dealt with in the analytical sections 
of the chapter

Figure Issue 1 Issue 2 Issue 3 Project Section

12.2 x – – – 4.1
12.3 x – – CINLE 4.1
12.4 x – – DIMUL 4.1
12.5 x – – DS 4.1
12.6 x x – DIMUL 4.2.1
12.7 x x – DS 4.2.1
12.8, 12.9, 12.10 x x – CINLE 4.2.1
12.11, 12.12, 12.13 – x – GTGS 4.2.2
12.14 – x – DS 4.2.2
12.15 – – x CINLE 4.3
12.16 – – x DIMUL 4.3
12.17, 12.18 – – x – 4.3

6 The Communication, Culture and Diversity (CCD) network-based research environment at 
Jönköping University includes a number of research projects, in addition to those we draw upon 
here, that deal with issues of modality layered analysis. Of the five projects, fieldwork is currently 
ongoing in projects GTGS and PAL. Data is engaged with from all the projects, even though the 
present study does not illustrate data from project PAL.
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data-creation at a meta-level, including issues of categorization and anal-
ysis. Given that one of our important points of departure is that catego-
rizations in themselves re-create identity positions (Bagga-Gupta, 
Hansen, & Feilberg, 2017), a summary of the analytical or standard 
labels used in a field or those that arise in the analysis process (e.g. named 
language-varieties and modalities) do not in themselves promise neutral-
ity or lend themselves an a priori fit into tables. Not reflecting upon this 
issue could in effect amount to a significant risk of falling into an essen-
tialist trap. This constitutes another example of a challenge regarding 
how scholarship frames data pertaining to the boundaries that are drawn, 
for instance, for creating something as digital and something as physical 
or something as belonging to one named language-variety or modality 
and not another. This exemplifies the type of issues that are in themselves 
key analytical dimensions that we focus upon in the next analyti-
cal section.

4	� Research as Action: Challenges 
and Opportunities

The first challenge focused upon in this study in the next sub-section 
discusses the tangible slipperiness related to where, what and when is “the 
field” in which we conduct fieldwork, and where, what and when is the 
very “data” that we scholars (have the possibility to) create today. 
Furthermore, Sect. 4 also highlights some of the representational issues 
that are salient in contemporary (n)ethnography (challenge two) 
and  focuses upon issues related to the researcher’s positionality across 
time and space in the field (challenge three).

�Where, What and When Is the Field? Boundary 
Framings Across Physical-Virtual Spaces

A salient issue with regard to doing fieldwork—particularly in the twenty-
first century—has to do with where the boundaries of “the field” lie. In 
relation to the contours of the field, practical and ethical issues emerge 
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since possibilities afforded by participants’ trajectories across 
physical-virtual spaces change the type of data-creation that is possible. 
What is, then, multi-sited ethnography or research? According to Marcus 
(1995), a certain conception of fieldwork (in conventional terms, i.e. 
related to a specific community as well as space) gets lost in the attempt 
to include a variety of interests and therefore research questions that arise 
within multidisciplinary research. In particular, questions regarding 
locality are more often than not strictly bound with global dimensions, in 
which issues of temporality and spatiality take on new meanings, also for 
ethnographers (Horst & Miller, 2009).

Figure 12.2 illustrates the trajectories in the five projects we have 
chosen as illustrative points of departure in and across the global and 
the local, as well as in and across virtual and physical spaces. These 
movements both within and across projects challenge the very doing of 
(n)ethnographic fieldwork currently. An analytical endeavour of tracing 

Fig. 12.2  Trajectories across physical-digital spaces in the five projects
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participant trajectories (as well as the trajectories of practices, linguistic 
items etc.) across time and spaces may be a challenge, which is why we 
see the need for bringing together ethnographic and netnographic 
approaches.

The data we use highlights a paradox wherein multi-sited research is 
currently made possible by the very digital technology that allows the 
researcher an immobility in terms of trips to physical field-sites across 
the globe. Some methodological challenges that ensure (and that we 
have encountered) during the course of designing fieldwork, data-cre-
ation and analysis illustrate this issue. For instance, what is the relation-
ship between the spaces of interaction inside the physical world of the 
members participating in a university course, the videoconferencing 
digital space of the virtual classroom and “the field” where the 
researcher/s have spent hours watching the data, taking fieldnotes a 
posteriori (project CINLE)?

Being able to record institutional instructional meetings in project 
CINLE using a recording tool embedded in the videoconferencing 
platform Adobe Connect (and which we have, in our previous studies, 
referred to as the virtual classroom; see Fig.  12.3), meant that the 
researchers could take the position of a rather unobtrusive observer in 
the field. At the same time, the nature of the data allowed us to go back 
to “the field” as if we were present there and then, watching the inter-
action at the point of time it transpired. However, limitations in terms 
of the possibilities to be there with the dispersed students at each of 
their physical sites meant that we could not generate data regarding 
the participants’ settings outside the virtual classroom. Despite this 
curtailment, we could perhaps bring a more emic perspective to the 
data, since we as researchers had the same limited access to the partici-
pants’ physical contexts as they had to one another’s settings during 
their online course meetings. In fact, an interesting analytical, as well 
as methodological, discussion emerged from our attempts to engage 
with the “fractured ecologies” (Luff et al., 2003) of online learning in 
general, including synchronous online learning activities. Such a frac-
tured ecology of the online space of the virtual classroom (Messina 
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Fig. 12.3  Student sitting simultaneously at the desk and inside Adobe Connect: 
A video-conferencing environment (project CINLE)

Dahlberg & Bagga-Gupta, 2015) in project CINLE challenged the 
position of the ethnographer as the “knowing observer”, an issue that 
is salient in doing fieldwork in both analogue and digital spaces 
(Clifford & Marcus, 1986). Clifford and Marcus (1986), way back in 
a pre-digital era, discuss this issue: a “conceptual shift, ‘tectonic’ in its 
implications, has taken place. We ground things, now, on a moving 
earth. There is no longer any place of overview” (Clifford & Marcus, 
1986, p. 22). Such a shift is relevant for the kind of complex cultural 
descriptions that constitute a point of departure for doing fieldwork, 
when the field lies within the backyard or at the fingertips of the 
researcher’s keyboard. Figure 12.3 illustrates a digital platform used by 
all language departments that offer online language courses at a 
Swedish university since 2007.

In addition to virtual classrooms designed for formal learning activi-
ties, the affordances of social media allow participants, as well as 
researchers (and in principle any human being with access to a device 
connected to the internet), a variety of ways of simultaneously being 
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Fig. 12.4  Blog post as an illustration of (a) chaining and (b) crossing time and 
space (project DIMUL)

both here and there. Researcher and participant trajectories across time 
and space became an issue also in project DIMUL. Figure 12.4 illus-
trates an instance of a blog post, authored by 12-year-old student Sofia.7 
The blog post was authored on the one hand in the physical and tempo-
ral place of the school classroom during a lesson when we were doing 
fieldwork inside the classroom. It was simultaneously authored on the 
other hand inside a virtual blog portal called Blogg.se. The bold sections 
in Fig. 12.4 represent Sofia’s presence in the physical space of the class-
room, as well as her synchronous presence in the virtual world. She is 
“at school”, “during class” and it’s “soon recess”, but at the same time, 
she is “blogging” “on these sites” (i.e. Blogg.se), and she is cognizant of 
the fact that the case is the same for her peers: “everybody is on face-
book and blogg.se”.

Figure 12.4 makes visible our analytical efforts to highlight the issues 
of what, where and when is the field emically. Furthermore, a blog text, 
representing a slice of everyday life in a specific context, also highlights 

7 All names used in this and our other projects are pseudonyms.
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how participants chain different named language-varieties and modalities 
in mundane languaging practices, an issue we deal with below.

Thus, while the fractured ecology of the research field emerges in a 
clear-cut manner when we deal with (n)ethnographic research, a final 
example that illustrates this challenge highlights the need to under-
stand the field, including the fieldwork, in a more nuanced manner. 
Our next example reiterates the issue of what, where and when is the 
field, from fieldwork in one of our more recent DS projects. It high-
lights the physicality of the here and now. Figure 12.5 offers a vignette 

Fig. 12.5  Chained oral-written-signed embodied communication at a kick-start 
event of a theatre production (Project DS)
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where the participants “visual-orientation”8 necessitates camera pres-
ence and visual access by the participants as well as the researcher. This 
creates issues with writing fieldnotes since eyes on the notes being cre-
ated mean that eyes on the actions that are transpiring in the field can-
not be engaged with.

Resources from oral-written-signed named language-varieties and 
modalities are deployed in a complex medley when participants in a col-
lation activity orally read-aloud written role parts and information, 
including comments, from a manuscript, and interpreters translate 
selected parts of the oral-talk into Swedish Sign Language (henceforth 
STS; previously also abbreviated to SSL) in the example presented in 
Fig. 12.5. Three participants in the social activity zoomed upon here—
the actor who plays the central role of Billy, and two interpreters—are 
signers and speakers. If one focuses an audiological scale, this actor is 
hard-of-hearing and the interpreters are hearing. The circular seating 
arrangement where participants face one another is also a dimension of 
visual-orientation. Such use of space potentially enables access to embod-
ied communicative resources. Having access to such social action through 
video-recorded data is of utmost importance if the nitty-gritty nature of 
peoples’ actions are to be attended to. While the central written-text 
(the play by British author Nina Raine) used in the collation activity is 
re-cycled from British English to Swedish, access to data is curtailed in 
that the fieldwork is framed through the here and now.

The use of meaning-making resources from across named language-
varieties and modalities is chained (see further below). Even being inside 
a field (behind a camera) or focused on writing notes creates both affor-
dances and restrictions regarding what the field is, where it is and when it 
is. This brings to the forefront issues regarding representational tech-
niques that we have used so far, and that point towards specific layers of 
complexities that emerge in the analysis.

8 In contrast with visual communication, visually-oriented languaging acknowledges the complex 
use of resources across oral-written-signed modalities.
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�Where, What and When Is the Data? Issues of Data-
Creation and Representations

A key theme regarding the handling of communication in the research 
enterprise itself relates to the nature of communication across time 
and space. Going beyond participants’ and institutions’ concrete 
accounts of their communication and deployment of different lan-
guage-varieties and modalities, the issues and challenges related to 
emically studying languaging, learning and identity positions have 
been salient dimensions of the analysis in each of the projects we draw 
upon here. Salient for our argument is that each one of us has experi-
ences of using the named language-varieties—oral, written and/or 
signed—that are deployed by the members of settings in the five proj-
ects. In other words, an interest in participants’ use of particular 
named language-varieties and modalities comprises one aspect of our 
research interest here. The next two sub-sections focus upon the com-
plexities of deployment of named language-varieties and modalities in 
participants’ everyday lives and in textual spaces. Separating language-
varieties from modalities deployed in the mundane everyday life of 
human beings is done here merely for heuristic purposes; these are 
not separate.

�(Im)mobility Across Modalities

The challenges faced by scholars working with data where one or more 
than one named language-modality or variety is deployed are, as we have 
highlighted above, numerous. For the most part, these get ironed out in 
a hegemonic sweep where oral (monolingual) talk is centre-staged. As for 
any researcher with similar interests, we have faced challenges vis-à-vis 
representing written and/or oral communication both in datasets from 
classroom settings and from virtual worlds. For instance, in the analogue 
datasets from project GTGS from the 1990s, we were focused to aban-
don the presentation of named language-varieties and modalities in any 
conventionalized manner since the participants did not, in the meaning-
making enterprise of their daily social practices, adhere to such 
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conventions (Bagga-Gupta, 1995, 2012). These issues have continued to 
attract our attention in the twenty-first century.

From an epistemological perspective, action-oriented concepts give 
visibility to dimensions of human communicative social practices. 
Chaining constitutes one such concept. Drawing upon meaning-making 
in languaging, the term highlights equivalencies between linguistic 
resources and across modalities. In our previous studies from the projects, 
chaining has emerged as an emic dimension of multilingual-multimodal 
settings across scales: local-chaining (see Figs.  12.4, 12.5, 12.8, 12.9, 
12.11, 12.12, 12.13, and 12.14), event or activity chaining (see Figs. 12.6, 
12.7, and 12.10) and simultaneous/synchronized chaining (cf. Bagga-
Gupta, 1999/2000, 2002; Hansen, 2005). Going beyond the oral lan-
guage and monolingual biases, the analytical-descriptive use of the 
concept chaining allows for highlighting the interconnectedness of both 
local phenomena (in terms of oral, written, signed and other semiotic 
resources) and trajectories of human interaction across time and space 
(see also section “Where, What and When Is the Field? Boundary 
Framings Across Physical-Virtual Spaces”).

Analytically, chaining provides us with a fruitful way in which to—
both within and across the five very different projects—illuminate the 
interconnectedness of oral, written and other semiotic resources in 
human communication (both online and offline)—rather than empha-
size the separate nature of, for example, different named language-
varieties and/or modalities. Furthermore, analyses across the projects 
(see, e.g., project DIMUL, for example, Gynne & Bagga-Gupta, 2013, 
2015) emphasizes (1) the importance of methodologically bringing 
together various datasets in analyses, (2) analytically highlighting the 
interplay of oral, written and other modalities in both micro-interac-
tional and meso scale analyses of languaging and (3) engaging in these 
endeavours across time and space. Such dimensions can be seen in Fig. 12.6a, 
b, and c that illustrates a learning activity, in which two boys in a project 
DIMUL classroom were working on a project-based task within the school 
subject of Geography. The chosen project topic was “China” and it was 
framed by both oral and written pedagogical instructions in the named 
language-varieties Finnish and Swedish in a manner where the two were 
also assigned to different modalities. This means that the teacher presented 
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oral instructions primarily in Finnish, while the instruction sheet handed 
out to students (Fig. 12.6a) was in both Finnish and Swedish. Such lan-
guaging reflects the practices and the formal policy of the school.

During their work on this specific classroom task, the two students in 
focus used a laptop and conducted searches on the Google search engine 
(Fig.  12.6b) with the intent of finding facts that would support their 
report writing (Fig. 12.6c). Such a work flow raises the issue of where the 
students are when they move beyond classroom spaces as well as our pos-
sibilities of accessing this type of data. The students’ working process on 
this type of task also stretched from the physical classroom to home 
spaces and across the time-span of two weeks; such classroom work rou-
tines pose specific types of challenges for data-creation. The analyses of 

Fig. 12.6  Languaging in pedagogical instructions, working process and final 
project presentation (project DIMUL; see also Gynne & Bagga-Gupta, 2015). (a) 
Task-as-planned: “Bilingual” pedagogical instructions in Swedish and Finnish vari-
eties. (b) Heteroglossia in task-in-progress: Internet searches in English/Swedish/
Finnish varieties, authoring text in Finnish variety. (c) Task-as-finished: 
“Monolingual” project report in Finnish variety
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both this particular learning activity and the outcomes of other similar 
activities (see Gynne & Bagga-Gupta, 2015) highlight not only chained 
and heteroglossic languaging but also people’s activities in concert with 
tools across space and time. We faced similar challenges in project 
GTGS in the early 1990s where the activity-system of the NGO that 
formed the basis of fieldwork and data generation was itself dispersed 
across the mega-city of Bombay.9 This meant that we needed to follow 
the trajectories of participants across the city as well as between their 
private spaces (homes, for instance) and professional work places 
(Bagga-Gupta, 1995, 2012, 2014b).

Project DS datasets highlight a number of different types of chaining 
(as we have already seen through Fig. 12.5). Here we illustrate some of 
these through lessons in STS. These as well as lessons in social/natural 
science across the school years are often organized into theme units that 
are focused upon across a couple of school days. Furthermore, the use of 
different language-varieties and modalities in systematic and multi-
layered ways characterizes, as we saw earlier in the theatre collation activ-
ity, mundane languaging in these contexts. Figure  12.7 represents the 
routine organization of life, the participant constellations, the patterned 
flow of named language-varieties deployed and tools used during the ana-
lytically identified phases in one DS project context.10

The creation of a visually oriented video narrative enables collective 
analysis of a task during a whole class discussion phase of a STS lesson. 
The process of producing a visually oriented video-text, however, 
necessitates the creation of a text first on paper. In other words, pupils are 
required to (re)produce and (re)use a written text that circulates in class-
room practices over time and across space during the course of the STS 
lesson-unit (Fig. 12.7):

•	 Pupils individually author a narrative in the main classroom and adults 
and/or other students comment upon this in the classroom.

9 The city is now called Mumbai.
10 See Bagga-Gupta (2002, 2004, 2014a, 2019a) for other examples of STS lessons from the proj-
ects from where data are drawn.
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Fig. 12.7  Cyclic-chained activity of signer-writer pupils and teacher during STS 
lessons (project DS)

•	 Once the written text has been approved by an adult, the pupils pro-
ceed to individually create a list of keywords, also in the main 
classroom.

•	 The keyword list is used as a resource for producing a coherent visual 
narrative in the small technology infused spaces called Språk Boxes 
(Sw-En: Language Boxes).11

The teacher-led phases of the STS lesson-unit are interwoven with 
individual or small group work phases either in the named language-
varieties STS or Swedish or a complex mixed pattern where both are in 
concert. Such languaging over larger chunks of time constitutes “activity-
chaining” and “cyclic-chaining”.12 STS usage dominates during specific 
phases, while the use of primarily written Swedish dominates during oth-

11 See Bagga-Gupta (2004, 2014, 2017, 2019a) for more on these spaces.
12 See Bagga-Gupta (1999/2000, 2002, 2004, 2010, 2012a), Hansen (2005), Hansen and Bagga-
Gupta (2017), Gynne (2016, 2017) and Gynne and Bagga-Gupta (2013, 2017) for other examples 
of these types of chaining in both speaker-writer and speaker-writer-signer settings.

12  Handling Languaging During Empirical Research… 



354

ers; both modalities and varieties are intricately interwoven in large parts 
of the interactions during some. In addition to the chaining of the two 
named language-varieties STS and Swedish, there is a layering of different 
modalities here:

	1.	 the visually  oriented signing modality on-the-hands (mediated via 
tools like TV, video-player, whiteboard (WB) etc), including the com-
posite signing resources of fingerspelling, mouthing etc);

	2.	 the written modality in textual tools like books, papers, whiteboard 
etc.; and,

	3.	 the oral modality on-the-mouth.

The analysis of the dispersed nature of languaging represented in 
Fig.  12.7 is also related to the data represented in Fig.  12.5, where 
languaging at the kick-off event of a theatre production involves the lay-
ered use of different named language-varieties and modalities. The oral 
and written varieties, Swedish and STS, including embodied linguistic 
resources (of fingerspelling and mouthing), are chained in patterned 
ways: at the micro-interactional level, at the meso-activity level, and fur-
thermore, when oral-talk by a speaker is translated into STS by a signer. 
Such mundane chained languaging is, as we pointed out earlier, visually 
oriented (rather than being only “visual”). This means that access is 
framed through written-language, signed-communication, embodiment, 
and includes the use of oral-talk: here different tools, varieties and modal-
ities are employed in patterned ways.

While an important part of the creation of data in the DS projects was 
that we created and had access to video-data even when we were present 
physically in the classrooms, getting access to areas where individual stu-
dents were creating their video-narratives as well as accessing the ana-
logue and digital word and video-texts was not always easy. Furthermore, 
handling datasets where languaging was either taking place entirely in 
cyberspace or across the virtual-physical divides raised its own issues. 
Starting with more simplified oral talk transcriptions, the addition of 
features of written texts in our transcripts enabled representing the com-
plexity of languaging in more detail. Projects CINLE and DIMUL also 
highlight this issue. We have resorted to, for example, the use of screen 
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shots of the chat tool used by participants inside our transcripts (Fig. 12.8; 
see also Messina Dahlberg & Bagga-Gupta, 2014). Embedding screen 
shots in the transcript in the sequentiality of the interaction allows for 
representing a turn-at-talk, and goes beyond the oral language and the 
monolingual bias in contemporary reporting.

However, the chaining of different modalities is at times difficult to 
represent as separate turns, since participants use the chat tool as a paral-
lel conversational floor. Using a table with different columns to represent 
a timeline, the oral talk and the written mode afforded by the chat tool 
allows for making visible this layer of complexity (Fig. 12.9). In addition, 
since the sequentiality of talk did not rely solely on the oral mode, it 
became necessary to create a transcription system that would account for 
the chaining that occurs across modes, time and space, including digital 
spaces (Fig. 12.9).

The arrows in Fig. 12.9 highlight that the student orients towards both 
the task as it is displayed on the WB and to offline material in the form 

Fig. 12.8  Example of transcription system where screen shots are used (project 
CINLE; adapted from Messina Dahlberg & Bagga-Gupta, 2014). Note on transcrip-
tion conventions used in Fig. 12.8: Grey highlighted: participants’ topicalization 
of the chat-tool content; T-I-C-C: orally spelled word
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Fig. 12.9  Example of transcription that uses arrows to highlight chaining across 
modes and literacy practices, online and offline (project CINLE; adapted from 
Messina Dahlberg & Bagga-Gupta, 2016)

of Giovanna’s physical handwritten notes (Fig. 12.10). Thus, chaining as 
an analytical construct allows for visually representing and mapping the 
ways in which languaging is afforded (and constrained) by the set of 
semiotic resources that participants have access to and indeed deploy dur-
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ing any stretch of interaction. Such use of resources also has consequences 
for how participants orient towards one another in the oral mode; we the 
analysts thus need to engage with the fragmented character of languaging 
across digital-physical spaces by expanding the use and conventions of 
interactional analysis, including conversation analysis wherein oral talk 
has been traditionally privileged.

Figure 12.10 illustrates the chaining between the written texts inside 
the virtual classroom (online) and at one student’s physical desk (offline) 
during the stretch of interaction illustrated in Fig. 12.9. A close analysis 
of Giovanna’s offline notes allows us to follow and attend to the intricate 
chaining within digital languaging. In these notes, the student writes 
some sentences in Italian that the teacher has written in the chat tool 
inside the online environment: no, è che ci ho lavorato tanti anni fa 
(Italian: no, it is that I have been working there for several years; high-
lighted in Fig.  12.10). Illuminating the nature of people’s languaging 
thus implies that data generation needs to be sensitive to both practices 
inside and outside digital spaces—even when the instructional activity 
takes place only in a virtual platform, as was the case in project CINLE.

The analytical focus here lies on chaining across time and space—that 
is, what takes place at the student’s physical space in terms of the creation 
of notes as a task-oriented activity framed within the online language 

Fig. 12.10  Literacy practices and chaining at the borderlands of digital/physical 
or online/offline spaces (project CINLE; adapted from Messina Dahlberg & Bagga-
Gupta, 2016)

12  Handling Languaging During Empirical Research… 



358

course. Giovanna’s handwritten notes are visible on the right side of 
Fig. 12.10. The analysis of the synchronous meeting in Adobe Connect 
shows that Giovanna uses the written notes in lieu of a manuscript to 
perform her contributions in the virtual classroom: the oral contribution 
is identical to the written text in her notes. Giovanna’s performance of 
her notes gets interrupted when the teacher asks a question in the chat 
tool (Fig. 12.9). Accessing such offline data has, however, not been an 
easy task for us as ethnographers and analysts. This draws attention to a 
research and fieldwork design that leaves many doors open in terms of 
what data is possible to generate. In this case, the written notes have been 
elicited only after the virtual data-creation process had started and when 
particular patterns of participation had emerged in the initial analysis: for 
instance, when we suspected that students were reading aloud specific 
scripts, which we could—based upon offline data—show they were 
(Messina Dahlberg & Bagga-Gupta, 2016).

�(Im)mobility Across Language-Varieties

An issue we faced during some of our early projects (in the 1990s) con-
cerned what transcription system to use for the different named language-
varieties and modalities in our data: for instance, the written word in 
addition to the spoken (project GTGS) or the written word in addition 
to the signed and where oral resources were present (project DS). As 
pointed out above, people’s mobilities and use of space was significant in 
these projects too. Given our interests of making visible different dimen-
sions of everyday interaction (see also Flewitt, Hampel, Hauck & 
Lancaster, 2009), the need arose for going beyond available transcription 

Fig. 12.11  Adult Hindi-ENGLISH written communication (project GTGS, repro-
duced from Bagga-Gupta, 1995, p. 125). Note on transcription conventions used 
in Fig. 12.11: Abcd efi: Hindi words in the text; ABCK EFI: English loan words in the 
text; Abcd: specific Hindi words retained in the text (eg. Jhuggies)
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conventions. Projects GTGS and DS are particularly illustrative in this 
sense, not least since they emerged in the 1990s. Figure 12.11 represents 
a written diary entry (project GTGS, 1990s dataset) and the analytical 
stance we took to present it in a 1995 publication.

The issue of representing multiple named language-varieties that have 
different scripts and where the participants used separate scripts for sepa-
rate language-varieties at times and used one script for different language-
varieties at other times or transliterated the language-varieties in an ad 
hoc manner called for careful consideration regarding how to represent 
both oral language and written language examples from the dataset. 
Figure 12.12 explicates our attempts to tweeze out the issues we faced 
more than two decades ago.

Analysing project GTGS datasets from 2012 to 2014 is enabled by a 
different set of concerns but significantly also by the availability of digi-
talized resources. Reporting upon discussions about gendered violence in 
public spaces in the mega cities of New Delhi (Dilli), Mumbai (Bambai) 
and Poona (Pune), one of our previous studies presented transcripts using 
the Latin script even when the far majority of the oral talk transpired in 

Fig. 12.12  Analysts’ account of attending to multilayered oral-written complex-
ity in academic reporting (project GTGS; reproduced from Bagga-Gupta, 1995)
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Fig. 12.13  Chaining and meaning-making—representation of original oral talk 
and translated oral talk (project GTGS, 2012 dataset). Note on transcription con-
ventions used in Fig. 12.13: Oral talk in bambaiya-hindi: presented in Devanagri 
script; Oral talk in English: presented in Latin script underlined

Bambaiya-Hindi (see Bagga-Gupta, 2014b). We represent a slice of a pre-
viously discussed transcript now using digital resources in Fig. 12.13.

The translation of this stretch of oral talk can be understood as being 
un-problematic at one level since almost all of it can be assigned to the 
language-variety Bambaiya-Hindi. However, given that the vernacular 
is recognized as a dialect of Hindi, such transcriptions build upon pho-
netic renditions that are non-standardized, risking being riddled with 
issues. Furthermore, we have assigned two lexical items to the named 
language-variety English in Fig. 12.13. While the word “hostile” would 
not be accepted as a part of any dialect of Hindi (by any stretch of the 
imagination), the same cannot be said of the item “film”. Given the fact 
that Mumbai/Bombay is the seat of Bollywood and is also called “filmc-
ity”, the usage of this word crosses linguistic boundaries. This compli-
cates the fact that the meaning-making represented in line 1.01 includes 
the chaining of resources from (at least) two linguistic systems in the 
oral talk.
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Fig. 12.14  Chaining and meaning-making—adult-teenagers STS—Swedish com-
munication (project DS; adapted from Bagga-Gupta, 2004, pp. 193–194)

Similar issues vis-à-vis meaning-making are at stake in the context of 
the DS projects as we have already seen above. Participants’ use of 
resources from the named language-varieties Swedish and STS involve 
focusing upon a language-variety on-the-mouth (oral-talk), on-the-paper 
(written communication) and on-the-hand (signed communication). 
Furthermore, linguistic resources like fingerspelling and mouthing—sig-
nificant dimensions of visually oriented languaging—needed to be made 
salient in the transcriptions. Finally, use of space and embodiment (point-
ing, underlining, sitting face-to-face etc.) constitutes meaningful dimen-
sions that need to be highlighted in the reporting. Representing the 
visually-oriented languaging where a signed modality interacts with writ-
ten and oral resources of a language like Swedish is built upon textual 
resources enabled by two-dimensional reporting (Fig. 12.14).

Spelling out the alphabets on-the-hand is similar to sounding-out 
alphabets in oral talk (see Figs. 12.8 and 12.14). Such fingerspelling is a 
composite dimension of languaging that is visually oriented. As we have 
argued for analytically, and illustrated here empirically, being able to 
tweeze out the rich or complex nature of languaging necessitates that the 
analysts are experienced users of the language-varieties deployed in the 
communities or affinity spaces that they are interested in. Using 
interpreters, for instance, would not allow for such a close scrutiny of the 
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meaning-making potentials that participants are engaged in. Such expe-
riential baggage together with creativity and reflexivity constitutes the 
corner stones of research as action.

�Researchers’ Positioning Repertoires in and Across 
Fieldwork Phases: Individual and Joint Enterprises

The last overarching challenge that we focus upon in this chapter relates 
to the need for explicitly illustrating and discussing the role of the 
researcher during as well as beyond fieldwork phases. Focusing upon 
reflexivity, the choices and challenges that have emerged and that we con-
tinue to face during fieldwork (e.g. in projects GTGS and PAL), analysis 
and writing phases (both during collaborative and during individual 
writing) are centre-staged here.

Ethnographer’s reflexive work is essential during as well as beyond 
fieldwork phases. Entering social settings as a (participant-)observer rou-
tinely entails producing written accounts of people’s practices in those 
settings. Thus, a common (n)ethnographically inclined procedure in all 
our projects was that of writing fieldnotes, a process that consists of sev-
eral phases, in which we as researchers went from taking headnotes or 
jotting, to constructing relatively coherent sequences of action and evoca-
tions of scenes and characters we had followed (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 
1995, p. 51).

Figure 12.15 provides an example of the processes involved in data-
creation during which an analyst moves from observations and field-
notes to the preparation of transcripts and excerpts and further on to 
the presentation of data at data-sessions and other research activities like 
seminars and conferences. In project CINLE, data was created by 
recording the online synchronous meetings of an Italian for beginners’ 
course inside the videoconferencing platform Adobe Connect (see 
Fig.  12.3). This type of work is commonly understood in terms of 
“adopting an ethnographic perspective” (Androutsopoulos, 2008, p. 15) 
or understanding (n)ethnography “as a method, not an epistemology” 
(Androutsopoulos, 2008, p. 2). This follows from the fact that digital 
technology enables creating a data corpus that was not possible in pre-
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Fig. 12.15  The reiterative processes of data-creation and analysis (project CINLE; 
adapted from Messina Dahlberg, 2015)

digital times where observations were recorded by means of paper and 
pencil, or an analogue video-recorder or tape-recorder.

In addition, the organization of knowledge circulation in academia, 
for instance, takes place through the production of relatively short jour-
nal articles that are a challenge when it comes to ethnographic writing. 
This means that the limited writing spaces of scientific journals neces-
sitate compressing the rich and complex accounts of social practices. 
While some journals create possibilities for the inclusion of data 
(including video-data) in online spaces, ethical issues often curtail ana-
lysts’ possibilities to do so. In other words, there is an increasing tension 
between what is known about society and constraints related to “holis-
tic” representations in the scholarship: “what is holistic representation? 
What is holism once the line between the local worlds of subjects and 
the global world of systems become radically blurred?” (Marcus, 
1986, p. 171).

Pink, drawing from Okely (1996), refers to the concept of retrospective 
fieldwork, that is, how the researcher’s personal experiences are used in the 
creation of ethnographic knowledge which may, later on, “become part of 
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a piece of professional work” (Pink, 2007, p. 34). Thus, for instance, in 
project CINLE a relevant point of departure was our (i.e. Messina 
Dahlberg’s) previous experience as a teacher in online language courses at 
the same institution where fieldwork was conducted. This means that ret-
rospective fieldwork is a mixture of the researcher’s own experiences as a 
former professional in the field, but also, and very importantly, it refers to 
the possibility enabled by the digital format of recordings of the virtual 
classroom to go back to the field, with the intent of observing the phenom-
ena closely from the same point of view as if we were there, in the specific 
moment in time when the actions unfolded. Our going back to the record-
ings is (in this and other projects) also, in this sense, a re-enactment of the 
educational sessions, from the perspective of the other participants in the 
encounter. Here the position of the researcher necessitates leaving and tak-
ing on a different role in the field of engagement, that is, leave the role of a 
professional and take on the role of an analytical scholar. This process is also 
facilitated by the collaborative nature of data-sessions and co-authorship.

Another example of the many positions that a researcher may enter 
during different fieldwork phases can be illustrated from project DIMUL 
(Fig. 12.16). Being an ethnographically oriented researcher in the physi-
cal classroom entails positioning oneself both physically and socially in 
relation to the field and the people in it. In the classroom, the physical 
position of the researcher consists, more often than not, of being a (par-
ticipant-)observer, sitting at the back of the classroom, jotting down 
fieldnotes or manoeuvring a video camera or other equipment. This is a 
position which entails different kinds of social interactions and moment 
by moment shifting roles; in DIMUL (as well as in the GTGS project), 
these included being “borrowed” as an assistant teacher or being friendly 
with someone during class work and/or recess or taking on consultative 
tasks. Being in the virtual field allows for other kinds of social position-
ings, which in many ways coincide with the identity position the 
researcher is ascribed to in physical spaces like classrooms. In project 
DIMUL, a researcher profile was created on Facebook solely for the 
purposes of fieldwork (Fig. 12.16 bottom middle). This profile allowed 
us to become (participant-)observers, whereby we could follow mem-
bers languaging and identity work across time and space. Furthermore, 
Fig. 12.16 illustrates the researcher in DIMUL being positioned by a 
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Fig. 12.16  The many positions of a researcher. Researcher identity-positions in 
project DIMUL

few participants, in a drawing, created on a computer in the physical 
classroom. Here, the researcher is given her “Facebook alias” name 
(which is not her real surname). The students inscribe her in a specific 
position, by illustrating her with a video camera in her hand—a position 
in which she appears to be engaged in the very “doing of research”.

Positioning of researchers across fieldwork in digital and physical 
spaces includes being there, but at the same time also here. The research-
er’s professional persona needs to be understood in terms of a: “recalibrat-
ing practice of positioning in terms of the ethnographer’s shifting affinities 
for, affiliation with as well as alienation from, those with whom he or she 
interacts at different sites [this] constitutes a distinctly different sense of 
‘doing research’” (Marcus, 1995, p. 113).

A qualitative research(er) perspective calls upon scholars to shift 
between being outsiders and insiders. Such shifting positionalities neces-
sitate that scholars remain open to unexpected developments. In contrast, 
scholars within a positivistic tradition are specifically expected to maintain 
an unbiased vision—and remain outsiders—in relation to their research 
objects. Denzin and Lincoln refer to this as the “gold standard” of educa-
tional research, where evidence-based methods were seen as the “good 
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way” of conducting research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 1). Furthermore, 
such closeness and distancing of the researcher from his/her subjects is in 
line with the historical and theoretical backgrounds of anthropology and 
ethnography as colonial endeavours. Figure 12.17 illustrates some of our 
positionalities inside physical and digital sites of engagement.

The methods used in ethnography create a window into the world 
through the use of a range of practices and representations which them-
selves change that world (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Thus, looking at 
research subjects/participants is always looking at the Other through the 
epistemological lenses that derive from the use of language, gender, social 
class, ethnicity and other fluid positionalities (ibid.). In this sense, the 
researcher becomes a multicultural subject, because “we no longer have 
the option of deferring the decolonization project” (ibid., p. 11). This 
means, we argue, that researchers need to acknowledge the complexity of 
their own lived experiences as well as the vantage points they bring with 
them to their analysis and reporting, providing layered understandings of 
different processes that are in focus.

By attending to the complex layered dimensions of languaging in both 
mundane everyday life (i.e. data) and in the languaging within research 
processes themselves (data at a meta-level), we engage with reflexivity by 
attempting to illustrate and make visible the mundane nature of social 
practices across different projects where we have generated data and have 
participated in the analysis and reporting enterprise. A significant caveat 
here is that our ethnographical journeys across time and space need to be 

Fig. 12.17  Being there, but also here. Doing research at borderlands (projects 
CINLE and GTGS)
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seen in terms of representations in scholarly writings from diverse angles, 
none of which will ever succeed in (re)creating the ethos and complexity 
of the world “out there” (Clifford & Marcus, 1986). Representations are 
just “representational” simplified snapshots of everyday life. We, however, 
suggest that such limitations can be partially bridged in the collaborative 
and creative processes of doing research across the boundaries of aca-
demic domains, named language-varieties and modalities, geopolitical 
spaces, projects etc. (Fig. 12.18).

A reflexive collaborative research enterprise across time and space, 
including physical and virtual spaces, as illustrated in Fig. 12.18, is essen-
tial for the viewings and voicings of the common dimensions of human 

Fig. 12.18  Doing research in collaboration across time and space: IRL, online, 
while contributing individually by writing at one’s desk
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action and the more specific characteristics related to a specific context. It 
is such a point of departure that is relevant for critical discussions of 
discipline-related ontologies and traditions. Reflexivity, in other words, 
implies attending to such limitations and accounting for the ways in which 
analysis and representations are inextricably bound to the researchers’ view-
ings and voicings, in terms of the researchers’ analytical toolkits and the 
material artefacts that are used during the process of data-creation, analysis 
and reporting. Reflexivity in the research process opens for the acknowl-
edgement that we (researchers) are always in a process of becoming, recog-
nizing the limitations of research, including our own prior experiences/
limitations, and furthermore, recognizing the fluidity and processual 
nature of the phenomena that we are studying (Cerwonka & Malkki, 2007).

The analytical discussions we have raised in this section are also associ-
ated with a creative, ethically responsible and never-ending journey across 
a scholar’s lifespan, through his/her experiences with other scholars within 
projects, research fields, issues and includes the areas of interest that the 
scholar has navigated. Reflexivity, furthermore, helps us position ourselves 
in relation to research in terms of “a multifaceted, complex and ongoing 
dialogical process that is continually evolving” (Byrd Clark & Dervin, 
2014, p.  2). Engaging with reflexivity thus enables us—scholars—to 
potentially become aware of the ways in which representations inflect and 
shape our own viewings, which in turn is shaped by our epistemological 
lenses as well as our experiences as human beings. Thus, a reflexive aper-
ture is far from neutral; it is—at best—reflexive in its endeavour to criti-
cally engage with its own analytically framed assumptions.

5	� Reflexivity and Creativity: “Unboxing” 
the Research Process

The study presented in this chapter explicitly illustrates and discusses the 
role of the researcher during as well as beyond fieldwork phases in the 
research enterprise. Focusing upon reflexivity, the choices and challenges 
that emerge and that we continue to face during fieldwork (in current 
projects), analysis and writing phases (both during collaborative and 
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individual authorship) have been touched upon implicitly in the previous 
sections. They are centre-staged in this final section.

Our analyses touch upon key issues of being a researcher situated in 
the human sciences and the doing of research within the human sciences 
in the twenty-first century. Affordances of digital technology enable, for 
instance, the doing of research across spaces: the researcher can stay “at 
home” and access participants through online engagement. Juxtaposing 
projects and datasets, as we have done in this chapter, opens up for alter-
native understandings of the complexity of research methods as practice 
at a range of levels:

•	 first, in relation to issues of fieldwork and the imagined boundaries 
therein, and the complexities that arise in the digital age where access 
to the field is potentially only one-click or touch away;

•	 second, in relation to how we represent the (im)mobility of a digital 
field, including that of the researchers; and,

•	 finally, in relation to reflexivity in research and in how language, space 
and the very nature of human interaction defies being framed in the 
same analytical terms as when research was conducted with tape 
recorders and video recording equipment that could only be stored in 
car vans and boxes, rather than in the palms of our hands.

Ethnographic fieldwork, methods and data need to, as we have illus-
trated through the display of data and analysis, be analytically framed in 
terms of where, when and what is the field and data, including the 
researcher’s positionality in and across different fields of enquiry. Going 
beyond participants and institutions’ concrete accounts constitutes an 
important first step that allows for emically studying social practices, 
including languaging across projects (Back, 2015) as well as across 
physical-virtual learning sites. Employing a reflexive stance that is main-
tained across different phases of a research project is another key dimen-
sion that scholars engaged in (n)ethnographies face. Our point is that 
while this has been the case during analogue times, it is more so in the 
digital lives that ethnographers attempt to illuminate currently.

The collaborative and reflexive nature that is strived for within the 
five projects, the studies conducted within them, and the empirical 

12  Handling Languaging During Empirical Research… 



370

nature of the work highlighted in this chapter, illustrates the impor-
tance of paying attention to different scales from an emic stance. This 
includes making visible participants’ everyday concerns and behaviours. 
The chained and intertwined nature of languaging across settings that 
our work has identified highlights a common feature that points to the 
linguistic heterogeneity in the meaning-making enterprise of human 
communication (across the projects and datasets). This highlights the 
fluidity and hybridity of communication as well as of semiotic resources 
and repertoires: participants draw upon different means in order to 
make sense of the interaction going on here (their physical spaces), 
including there, if they are situated in shared online spaces simultane-
ously (see also Liddicoat, 2011).

The datasets that we have presented in this chapter highlight spe-
cific issues that have arisen for us as scholars across time. Physical 
spaces continue to be significant despite newer possibilities that digi-
talization enables. For instance, we as ethnographers (at best) have 
only a partial view of the different physical spaces where students are 
located while they are studying Italian in a course that is offered 
online. These students share the digitally mediated spaces of the vir-
tual classroom, but also a range of materials that frame their choices 
of what to talk about in the oral and written modalities. Access to 
such local resources is completely curtailed—for us, the researchers—
even though we have complete access to the specific virtual site of 
engagement. Students orient towards the course materials using medi-
ating tools that are not transparent to the participants or for us ana-
lysts. Such analysis across micro-meso scales that encompass 
physical-virtual learning sites potentially (1) enables meeting chal-
lenges related to research methodological practices and (2) contrib-
utes to pedagogical insights. The latter, for instance, has consequences 
in the language and learning sciences where keeping named language-
varieties and modalities apart in instruction has long been the norm in 
global-North contexts like Sweden and where reporting of research 
reinforces the boundaries between named language codes and modalities. 
What (n)ethnography affords educational research today (focusing on 
human meaning-making) is the ability to map individuals’ digital 
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contributions to locate the movement of information and ideas across 
time and space. We argue that such a stance is key if we are to contrib-
ute from an emic, that is, participants’ perspective. Such possibilities 
enable the creation of datasets that can be very large, encompassing a 
wide range of spaces and activities. However, scholars can only (re)
create such shared spaces in the ethnographic processes of data-cre-
ation, representation and reporting.

Attending to the fallacy of thinking in terms of fieldwork in static 
geopolitical-linguistic spaces and communities, the work we have pre-
sented in this chapter also highlights the need to focus on the 
distributed-situated and the discursive-technological constitution of 
participants’ worlds; that is, humans-in-concert-with-tools (Bagga-
Gupta, 2014a). Furthermore, data-creation and analysis are strictly 
connected processes in our research endeavours (and in line with an 
ethnographic, open-ended approach) where the issue of representation 
is crucial for making visible the complexities of (1) communicative 
processes across time and space and (2) our own processes of data-
creation and analysis. This is illustrated in different ways in our exam-
ples and in our attempts at creating alternative representational 
techniques that attend to the (im)mobility of people, utterances, 
named language-varieties and modalities. Moreover, what the very dif-
ferent projects we have included in this chapter share is an underlying 
ambition of (re)creating (analytical) boundaries, that are shaped by 
research questions and endeavours, rather than by policy or/and ideol-
ogy and normative stances.

Using a range of representational techniques constitutes yet another 
way in which scholars (can potentially) operationalize a reflexive stance. 
The data analyses we have re-presented and pointed to in this chapter 
illustrate the ways in which an analysis across scales and modalities can be 
holistically approached. The analytical snapshots presented in this study 
illustrate the ways in which knowledge is distributed across sites and 
boundaries. This is relevant in relation to a recent line of thought con-
cerning a mobility-turn in educational research (Leandri & Neumann, 
2014). This turn encompasses alternative ways of (re)presenting the per-
formativity of learning as economically, symbolically, materially pro-
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duced and reproduced by looking “in the middle of things” as well as 
their boundaries, with the aim of shedding light on “the material condi-
tions of the circulation of people, things, objects and ideas” (Leandri & 
Neumann, 2014, p. 2). Recognizing that following people’s learning tra-
jectories constitutes a complex endeavour, we argue that we as scholars 
need to pay critical attention to methodologies and epistemologies if we 
are to help ourselves understand the fluidity of such trajectories. Such a 
stance also (at least potentially) enables methodological integration and 
theoretical discussions to “unbox” the research process, making it more 
transparent for the analysts, the practitioners and, ultimately, the 
participants.

  S. Bagga-Gupta et al.
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