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ABSTRACT
Modern approaches to second language (L2) pedagogy emphasise
communicative competence as part of the language teaching goals.
However, it has been observed that some learners are more willing
to engage in L2 communication than others, and that this disposition may be afected by several variables that are not bounded
to their linguistic competence. In the case of migrants, who are required to learn and use a second language to integrate into their new
environment, there is a critical need for opportunities and resources
to support their Willingness to Communicate (WTC) beyond the
classroom. Intelligent personal assistants (IPA) ofer a dynamic oral
conversational opportunity in language learning that seems to have
potential for improving language learners’ Willingness to Communicate. As part of this doctoral study, a conversational experience
will be designed to bring together conversational and instructional
principles that take into consideration the learners’ needs, their
environment, and instructional activities to produce output in the
English language. The research is of beneft to educators, and the
HCI and UX community that is focused on the design or implementation of conversational experiences with IPAs in language
learning.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-centered computing → Interaction design; Interaction
design process and methods; Activity centered design.
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PHD PROGRAM

I joined the Institute of Educational Technology at The Open University in the UK as a doctoral researcher in October 2020. I have
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now started my second year as a full-time student and it is projected
that I will fnish my research project by September 2023, with a
possibility of an extension to submit by October 2024.
The PhD program in the UK requires full-time funded students
to commit to their projects and allows me to take any required
or needed training pertaining to research skills. I attend online
presentations, seminars, conferences, or workshops that cover a
range of topics such as research methods, data analysis, mobile
learning, UX and conversational design, among others.
In the current stage of my research plan, I am focusing on understanding the learners’ needs and their interactions when using
voice assistants to practice English in their everyday life. At the
same time, I am deepening my knowledge of design principles for
voice interactions and how these can be applied when designing
voice-based actions for educational purposes.

2

RESEARCH CONTEXT AND MOTIVATION

Intelligent Personal Assistants (IPA), also known as Intelligent Assistants (IA) or voice assistants, have become commercially available
in the last 10 years. The advancement of voice-activated technology
has allowed several industries to integrate it in their services, and
people are adopting its personal use in various devices such as
smartphones, smart speakers, wearables, and smart displays. With
the rapidly increasing number of users among the most popular
IPAs on the market [1]–[3], there is now more data about the kinds
of interactions that users and voice assistants are having [4], [5].
IPAs have been of interest to researchers across diferent felds,
especially those in general computing, infrastructure, usability, and
health [6]. However, research focused on IPAs in education is at a
younger stage compared to other felds. This provides us with areas
of opportunity to further study the current usage and application
of IPAs in education.
Due to their natural-like conversational features, IPAs seem to
be of potential use in language learning. IPAs on mobiles is of
particular interest for this study that involves the participation of
migrant learners of English in the UK. The study aims to investigate
learners’ interactions with a voice assistant outside the classroom
to examine how their Willingness to Communicate (WTC) in a
second language (L2) may be infuenced by these interactions in
other settings such as in class with their peers, and in real-life
scenarios. In the pilot study, as it will be described below, the voice
assistant selected was Google Assistant.
One major aspect of this study is that although IPAs have been
improved considerably over the last few years, the current voice
experiences are not designed to target second language learners.
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Therefore, I propose to bring together conversational and instructional principles to design voice experiences that take into consideration the learners’ needs, their environment, and instructional
activities to produce output in the English language.

RQ2. What are the teachers’ and learners’ perceptions and attitudes in relation to IPAs and their infuence on WTC in the L2?
RQ3. How do interactions with IPAs infuence learners’ L2 WTC
in their real-life contexts?

3

5

RELATED WORK

Research has found that learners could beneft from implicit and
explicit feedback (e.g. app transcriptions, IPA asking for clarifcation or comments) in order to continue communication with the
assistant, to lower learners’ afective flter, and to develop strategies
to overcome breakdowns in communication [7]–[9]. Furthermore,
IPAs may promote a more comfortable and private environment
that supports learners’ oral interactions when practicing a second
language (L2), where they do not feel judged by their interlocutor,
and they can manage their own learning time.
Focusing on the aspects of oral communication, researchers’
fndings [10]–[12] demonstrate that there is a need to investigate
unobtrusive and accessible tools that can support self-regulated
activities that help learners overcome language barriers, promote
authentic communication, and regulate afective states in both
formal and informal learning contexts. The existing literature in
language education with IPAs has identifed the need for more
research that investigates the following: learners’ and teachers’ perceptions towards the use of IPAs for language learning purposes [7],
comprehensive understanding of pedagogical ways to improve language development [8], designing tasks to produce language [13],
and contrasts between learners’ self-perceived learning outcomes
and their teachers’ [14].

4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
4.1 Pilot study
A pilot study has been conducted to identify the user personas by
collecting data on the learners’ needs, their environment, and their
use of Google Assistant to practise or learn English. This will not
only help me know about the current behaviour patterns, but also
their difculties and learning needs with respect to practising the
language and available resources in their environment. Similarly,
the data collected at this stage will provide me with insights to start
the design process of the conversational experience for the main
study.
RQ1. In what ways do learners use Google Assistant to practise
or learn English?
RQ2. What are the learners’ perceptions and attitudes towards
the use of Google Assistant for English language Learning?
RQ3. What are the strategies learners use to overcome challenges and broken communication with Google Assistant?

4.2

Main study

The main study intends to expand knowledge on how conversational experiences through IPAs may support migrant learners in
the process of developing oral abilities and increase our understanding of learners’ Willingness to Communicate in diferent settings.
RQ1. How does using an IPA (Google Assistant) infuence migrant learners’ motivation, anxiety, self-perceived competence, and
communication strategies in formal and informal settings?

RESEARCH PROGRESS

During my frst year, I reviewed literature on IPAs in language
learning, oral communication, and the model of willingness to communicate, to familiarise myself with previous research and identify
gaps and areas where more research is needed. I reviewed previous methodologies, devised, and conducted the pilot study with 10
participants at basic and intermediate levels of English that were
interested in practicing their oral abilities in English in the UK. As
part of the process, I submitted and was successfully granted ethical
approval by The Open University’s Human Research Ethics Committee. This pilot study has been planned to be conducted online
due to COVID-19 guidelines. Any interaction such as orientation,
administration of questionnaires and interviews with participants
have been in digital formats in order to adhere to UK Government
and my university’s current guidelines.
Participants of the pilot study were recruited in Hispanic and
Latin American online communities. They did not necessarily have
previous experiences with an IPA, and most of them had never used
them to practise the English language. During the study, participants were sent a pre and post questionnaire, one daily English
activity for six days and were asked to complete questions that
explored their interactions, challenges, course of action, and things
they liked and learned in a digital diary log.
Due to the profciency level of participants, all data was collected
in their primary language (Spanish). After the intervention, eight
participants agreed to participate in semi-structured interviews to
talk about their experiences, perceptions and to enquire into their
interactions with the assistant. All the data has been transcribed
and translated into English in preparation for the analysis. I have
started coding the interviews using a thematic analysis approach.
The results obtained from this pilot study will provide a baseline
to further implement and investigate Google Assistant in the main
study.

6

RESEARCH APPROACH, METHODS AND
RATIONALE

The main study will employ a multiple-case study approach to
obtain a holistic understanding of learners’ L2 Willingness to Communicate when interacting with Google Assistant outside the classroom, and how WTC may be transferred to other contexts in learners’ lives. Multiple-case design allows the researcher to undertake
in-depth examinations of processes and outcomes as well as to
identify how individual cases might be afected by diferent environments and how specifc conditions might be related [15].
Each learner will be considered a case as they will use the IPA
outside their class time, meaning that each learner will be in different environments and context when they complete the tasks
of the assigned activities. They will then be observed by me, the
researcher, in the class setting to monitor their progress. As the
purpose of this study is to gain understanding and expand knowledge on how interactions with IPAs infuence learners’ WTC and
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the chosen variables, this design will allow me to identify similarities and diferences between each case. Consequently, I would be
able to see the generated patterns across the group of participants
(learners) and how the teacher’s perceptions match those of the
learners (i.e., self-perceived competence in the L2).

6.1

Data collection methods

During the intervention, learners will use Google Assistant on their
smartphones and complete tasks adapted by the teacher once a
week. Tasks will require learners to gather information to prepare
for the next session in class and to have simulated conversations
regarding daily life topics. Data will be collected for 10 weeks using
a variety of methods. Questionnaires will be administered before
and after the intervention to gather learners’ self-reported WTC
with items focused particularly on motivation, self-perceived competence, anxiety, and communication strategies. Semi-structured
diary logs will be used to gather information about the overall learners’ experiences and interactions with Google Assistant outside the
classroom. In order to obtain richer data about the fuctuation in the
mentioned variables over the 10 weeks, diaries will include questions related to their perceptions of their motivation, self-perceived
competence, anxiety and communication strategies after each task
every week. This will allow me to extract more detailed data on how
learners’ interactions with voice experiences in Google Assistant
impact these variables in every session.
In order to fnd out how self-reported data matches learners’ L2
WTC performance, I will conduct in-class observations with the
teacher to monitor learners’ WTC behaviour in a formal educational
environment. The objective of observations besides validating any
possible self-reported data, is to see if there is a possibility that
learners transfer WTC from their interactions with Google Assistant to the classroom. Semi-structured interviews will be conducted
after the post questionnaire is administered. One important aspect
of this study is to gather data from the teacher too. Teacher’s data
will be gathered through records of learners’ performance based
on her observations and assessment, as well as a semi structured
interview.

7

RESULTS AND CONTRIBUTIONS TO DATE

At this moment in time, I am analysing the data which I have
obtained from my pilot study. By the time of the conference, I
would have analysed and assessed the feasibility and refned the
main study to move on to the design phase of the conversational
experience or ‘action’ for Google Assistant.
During the initial analysis of the interviews, a few patterns have
been observed in the participants’ interactions with the voice assistant, such as participants expressing they would like more guidance
about the assistant’s features and capabilities, or having formed
mental models about how an IPA works; participants reported missing some important features we would normally have in humanhuman communication (e.g. asking for repetition or to slow down
the speed in speech). Other emerging observations revolve around
the perception of the chosen voice by each participant, the level
of relationship or proximity they have with the assistant, emotions during their interactions, strategies in communication, and
awareness of the learning process.

7.1

CHI ’22 Extended Abstracts, April 29–May 05, 2022, New Orleans, LA, USA

Expected next steps

After analysis of the pilot study, I intend to formulate and prepare
my main study, starting with the design of a conversational action
for Google Assistant as the frst phase of the process, which I will
test as part of the main study. Next, for the instructional intervention phase I will prepare the data collection instruments, obtain
ethical approval, undertake data acquisition and analysis.

7.2

Dissertation status and long-term goals

Having started my second year, I have undertaken an in-depth
literature review. The literature review will be ongoing during my
studies. I have formulated the methodology which I am testing as
part of my pilot study and will implement in my main study. To
date, I have not started the formal writing that will comprise my
thesis as I am analysing data from the pilot study.
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