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Introduction

A prominent feature of communicative, functional and content-based second language (L2) 
education is the use of L2 as the language of instruction. Empirical evidence has been pre-
sented both in favour of and against the use of the first language (L1) in L2 educational 
settings. There is a rationale that L1 use in these settings reduces exposure to L2, which has 
been empirically shown to interfere with L2 learning (e.g. Krashen 1982; Turnbull 2001; 
Turnbull and Dailey-O’Cain 2010). Other studies indicate that L1 use may be beneficial when 
negotiating meaning and understanding in regard to L2 and associated activities, especially 
in situations in which participants are faced with many difficult activities and in which the 
L2 learner’s knowledge of the L2 is limited (e.g. Antón and DiCamilla 1998; Brooks and Donato 
1994; Swain and Lapkin 2000). On the one hand, the use of L2 provides input and exposure 
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second language (L2) may be beneficial for L2 learning. However, the 
overuse of L1 may deprive L2 learners of exposure to the L2. It appears 
that the question is not whether to use L1 or L2; it is when and how 
each language can be used to support L2 learning. This study focuses 
on situations in L2 education in which L1 is not used in an attempt 
to solve the L2 learner’s problems of understanding the L2 and the 
current assignment. The aim is to investigate what role participants’ 
management of each other’s L2 knowledge plays in maintaining 
intersubjectivity and doing L2 learning in these situations. The results 
show that participants may act on diverse L2 knowledge and diverse 
possible understandings regarding the assignments and that the 
use of L2 risks expanding these epistemic discrepancies. Using L2 
also appears to restrict doing L2 learning on conceptual knowledge, 
for example, word-meanings. The participants agree on a minimally 
required epistemic balance as a way to move on. The use of L1 as 
needed in these situations, as a resource for meaning-making, may 
be beneficial for doing L2 learning.

© 2016 informa uK limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

KEYWORDS
epistemics in interaction; 
conversation analysis; second 
language learning

CONTACT Fredrik rusk  fredrik.rusk@abo.fi

mailto:fredrik.rusk@abo.fi


CLASSROOM DISCOURSE  185

to the L2, and the overuse of L1 could limit this exposure and deprive learners of linguistic 
input to improve their L2 proficiency. On the other hand, the use of L1 to negotiate meaning 
and understanding may be beneficial when doing L2 learning. In other words, the question 
is not whether the use of L1 or L2 is more beneficial; it is when and how each can be used 
fruitfully to benefit the L2 learner.

In this article, we rely on a conversation analytical (CA) understanding of intersubjectivity 
(e.g. Schegloff 1992) – that is, as something maintained moment-by-moment on a micro 
level by the participants in the social interaction, which enables them to have a shared 
understanding of the mutual social actions and activities that they perform in concert with 
each other. Much CA research on L1 use in L2 educational settings focuses on the organisa-
tion of practices for resolving breakdowns in intersubjectivity – in other words, repair situ-
ations (Schegloff 2007, 100–106). In particular, the practice of code-switching in repair 
situations has been studied (e.g. Cromdal 2000; Firth and Wagner 1997; Kurhila 2001; Üstünel 
and Seedhouse 2005). However, participants may also choose not to code-switch and instead 
rely on using L2 to repair breakdowns in intersubjectivity (e.g. Hellermann 2009; Lilja 2010; 
Majlesi and Broth 2012). These situations differ from situations in which participants rely on 
code-switching, since participants have to rely on limited L2 knowledge. This brings addi-
tional risks of further difficulties when doing the repair, since L2 learners bring into the social 
interaction a set of ‘characteristics, capacities, vulnerabilities, and practices of speaking, 
hearing, and understanding’ (Schegloff 2000, 234) directly related to L2 competence.

To contribute to the already extensive literature on L1 use in L2 education, this study 
focuses on analysing and describing participants’ actual language use in situations in which 
code-switching is not used to repair the breakdowns in intersubjectivity. In other words, the 
focus is on situations in which an L2 learner has problems understanding the current activity 
or assignment (which involves understanding the L2) and asks for help from a more knowl-
edgeable participant (a teacher or peer).

Second language learning as social action and a CA perspective on 
epistemics in social interaction

There is a growing body of studies on L2 educational settings arguing that CA’s partici-
pant-oriented analysis of social interaction can provide insight into how language learning 
in interaction is done and accomplished (e.g. Brouwer and Wagner 2004; Firth and Wagner 
1997; Hellermann 2009; Markee 2000; Mondada and Doehler 2004; Seedhouse 2004). Within 
this body, there is a small but expanding group of studies arguing for a view on learning as 
social action that participants do in social interaction (e.g. Lee 2010; Lilja 2014; Melander 
2012; Rusk and Pörn 2013; Sahlström 2011).

Learning is, then, analysed from a participant’s perspective through considering the 
 learning object as an emergent, shared pedagogical focus that is locally established, co- 
constructed and relevant for the participants doing learning as social action (Lee 2010; 
Majlesi and Broth 2012; Sahlström 2011). In particular, this research has singled out partici-
pants’ epistemic relationships in social interaction as an important part of doing learning as 
social action (e.g. Melander 2012; Rusk and Pörn 2013; Sahlström 2011). The body of studies 
employing CA’s analysis of epistemics in interaction is growing, including studies on lan-
guage learning (Jakonen 2014; Jakonen and Morton 2015; Kääntä 2014; Koole 2010, 2012; 
Sert 2013; Sert and Jacknick 2015).
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In the organisation of epistemic relationships, participants orient to each other’s epistemic 
statuses and express their epistemic stances (Heritage 2012a, 2012b). Epistemic stance con-
cerns expressions of the dynamic epistemic relationships with regard to the epistemic 
domains on a moment-by-moment basis (e.g. Heritage 2012a; Kärkkäinen 2006; Karlsson 
2006; Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig 2011). Epistemic status involves a participant’s epis-
temic access to an epistemic domain. Access is distributed between participants in interac-
tion so that they occupy more knowledgeable (K+) or less knowledgeable (K−) positions on 
an epistemic gradient in relation to both each other and the oriented-to epistemic domain 
(Heritage 2012a, 2012b).

Individuals are generally regarded as having more knowledge in relation to others about 
domains that are in their area of expertise (Heritage 2012b). For clarity in terms of analysis 
and the use of terms, we will henceforth use K+/K− to indicate statuses and the terms know-
ing/unknowing to indicate stances. The negotiation of the relative epistemic relationships 
is a co-constructed activity that is emergent in the temporal unfolding of the social interac-
tion, and participants usually preserve a consistency between epistemic status and epistemic 
stance – an epistemic congruency (Heritage 2012a). This refers to participants’ mutual under-
standing of each other’s knowledge states, and it stretches over several turns or even entire 
sequences (Heritage 2012a). However, participants may also express an incongruent stance 
and appear more or less knowledgeable than they ‘actually’ are (e.g. Drew 2012; Heinemann, 
Lindström, and Steensig 2011). There also appears to be a propensity toward achieving a 
locally relevant and mutually adequate epistemic balance in social interaction (Drew 2012; 
Heritage 2012b). Participants can use epistemic imbalances to warrant new conversational 
contributions, and the sequence, or topic, is closed, as both participants agree that an ade-
quate epistemic balance has been reached (Heritage 2012b). These imbalances are usually 
momentary and/or temporary, since the aim of participants engaged in mutual action and 
interaction seems to be to arrive at some kind of mutually acceptable ‘epistemic equilibrium’ 
(Drew 2012, 62).

The dynamic epistemic relationships between participants can be considered essential 
when doing learning. The expression of epistemic stances in relation to different epistemic 
domains can be used as a resource for teachers and students when determining whether 
someone has understood and what someone has learned or needs to learn (cf. Tanner 2014). 
CA’s participant perspective and the notions of epistemic status and stance provide tools 
for the analysis of the sense-making practices and knowledge that participants use in inter-
action to do learning. However, the way in which epistemic relationships are managed in 
everyday conversations does not appear to be immediately applicable to educational set-
tings (e.g. Jakonen 2014; Kääntä 2014; Koole 2012; Sert and Jacknick 2015).

L2 educational settings can be considered complex epistemic circumstances in which 
both participants may have access to the oriented-to knowledge but in which the access 
may be of different kinds due to different epistemic factors (recency of the knowledge, its 
origin, its reliability, its intelligibility, one’s rights and obligations to the knowledge, etc.) that 
come into play (Heritage 2012a; Jakonen 2014; Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig 2011). 
Another challenge in using the epistemics framework to analyse L2 educational settings is 
that epistemic balance is not something that can be predefined, since it is co-constructed 
and emergent in the social interaction. Participants can agree that an adequate epistemic 
balance has been reached even though a ‘true’ balance or shared understanding may not 
have been achieved. Another aspect regarding epistemic balance in everyday conversation 
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and classrooms is that in everyday conversation, the knowing of an individual is treated as 
their ‘own’. However, Koole (2012) found that in classrooms, participants orient toward  
knowing and understanding differently compared to everyday conversation. In classrooms, 
teachers are established as having epistemic authority over students’ knowledge.

Using a CA perspective on L2 learning as social action and a CA framework of epistemics 
in interaction, we aim to provide a better understanding of participants’ interactional man-
agement of each other’s knowledge, the dynamic epistemic relationship, regarding L2 and 
the current assignment in maintaining intersubjectivity and doing L2 learning.

Data construction

The data consist of video recordings from two L2 educational settings in which L2 is the 
language of instruction: a communicative Finnish-as-L2 programme for seven-year-old 
Swedish-speaking children (Rusk and Pörn 2013) and a classroom tandem course – a model 
for language instruction organised in mixed language groups (Finnish and Swedish as L2) 
for 16-year-old Finnish- and Swedish-speaking students in upper secondary school 
(Karjalainen et al. 2013). The Finnish-as-L2 programme applied features of content-based 
language education (e.g. Baker 2011; Lightbown and Spada 2006) and the teacher was a 
competent bilingual (Finnish–Swedish) speaker, so the children could use Swedish when 
interacting with the teacher. The classroom tandem course applied general tandem language 
learning features: two individuals with different L1s form a tandem dyad and learn each 
other’s L1 through interaction in reciprocal cooperation (Brammerts 2003). Partners in tan-
dem dyads function, in turns, both as L2 learners and as models and resource in their L1.

The data amount to approximately 26 h of video data (Finnish as L2, 12 h and classroom 
tandem, 14 h). The initial selection, in both datasets, included situations characterised by 
the L2 learner explicitly displaying a problem in understanding regarding the L2 and the 
current activity or assignment and asking for help from a more knowledgeable peer or the 
teacher. When using the term ‘assignment’ we refer to a written assignment on a sheet of 
paper that the teacher has handed out to the participants for them to complete. Within this 
body of situations, instances in which there seemed to be extended misunderstandings 
regarding the current activity or assignment were identified. All these instances, 44 in total, 
were transcribed using CA conventions1(Hepburn and Bolden 2012; Jefferson 2004). In this 
article, we analyse four situations through which we aim to highlight issues relating to the 
principle of favouring L2 use in L2 education in regard to the possibilities of doing L2 learning. 
The findings are exemplified through the four situations but are based on the larger body 
of analysed material.

Analysis

The analysis includes two situations from each of the two L2 educational settings. Excerpts 
(1–3) and (4–5) are two situations in which epistemic discrepancies (Heritage and Raymond 
2005; Mondada 2011) emerge regarding expectations in relation to L2 knowledge and the 
knowledge about the current assignment that the participants orient to and act upon. 
Excerpts (6) and (7) are two situations in which the L2 learner displays an unknowing stance 
regarding conceptual L2 knowledge, thus displaying an epistemic imbalance between the 
participants relating to the oriented-to L2 knowledge but in which the participants mutually 
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agree that the minimally required situational knowledge for completing the given assign-
ment is adequate.

Diverse knowledge and understanding regarding L2 and assignments

In the first two situations, epistemic discrepancies regarding participants’ knowledge of  
each other’s understanding of the current assignment and each other’s L2 knowledge 
emerge. The first situation (Excerpts 1–3) consists of a three-minute long situation from the 
Finnish-as-L2 programme, where a student, Elin, is doing an assignment in which she is 
supposed to connect – in practice, draw lines between – a colour-word (punainen, red) and 
the name of a fruit (omena, apple) and a black and white picture of the fruit (apple). The 

Excerpt 1. punainen_23_290409_14.30–17.30.
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assignment is written down in Finnish (Elin’s L2) on a sheet of paper. The assignment on the 
paper is organised in three columns. The first column is a list of colour words, the second is 
a list of names of different fruits and the third column is a list of black and white pictures of 
different fruits. The situation begins with Elin requesting help concerning the assignment 
when she is supposed to find the name of the yellow fruit on the paper. Both the teacher 
and Elin agree, after some negotiation, that they will move on to the next part of the assign-
ment (line 0), which concerns ‘which fruit is red’ (line 1).

The teacher reads the assignment out loud (line 1) as she points on the paper to show 
where Elin can find the assignment (line 2). Elin orients to the reading and the mutual activity 

Excerpt 2. punainen_23_290409_14.30–17.30.
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as she gazes at the paper (line 3). Both orient to ‘which fruit is red’ as the assignment they 
are doing. On line 5, the teacher talks more slowly as she reformulates the assignment by 
adding roundness as an additional aspect of the fruit to be identified. Instead of orienting 
to the content of the assignment and the previously expressed learning object (which fruit 
is red), Elin expresses an unknowing stance regarding the practical activity of drawing lines 
(lines 7–8). It is a weak unknowing stance, since Elin orients to her having done it before as 
she uses the word ‘again’. She asks for confirmation that she has understood correctly that 
she is supposed to draw lines. The teacher confirms it and shows, in the air above the paper, 
how the lines are supposed to be drawn (lines 9–10). In the next turn, Elin confirms that she 
understands.

After this insert sequence, Elin leans over the paper (lines 11 and 13) and repeats ‘mm’ 
(line 16), thus indicating a word-search. The teacher repeats the assignment in a softer voice 
(line 15). Elin displays a weak knowing stance (lines 16–17), as she says that there is no fruit 
in the list that is red and leans back: she initiates a closing of the sequence (Heritage 1984; 
Schegloff 2007). The teacher acknowledges the response with ‘hmm’ and expands the 
sequence when she says that the fruit can be green as well (lines 18–19). Elin overlaps the 
teacher’s turn and upgrades her former knowing stance regarding the opinion that there is 
no fruit that is red in the list (lines 20–21). Both the overlap and the use of the Swedish adverb 
‘ju’, which is an epistemic marker that may indicate that what is said is, or at least is expected 
to be, known to all participants (Aijmer 1996; Heinemann, Lindström, and Steensig 2011), 
indicate that Elin attempts to appear as K+ regarding the answer to the assignment. ‘Ju’ is a 
Swedish adverb to which there is no comparable adverb in English, so the translation is 
therefore a rough approximation – in this case, ‘you know’. The teacher challenges Elin’s 
response with a negative interrogative (line 23). However, Elin does not modify her answer; 
instead, she even further upgrades her knowing stance that there is no fruit that is red in 
the list (lines 24–25) by gazing away from the paper to clearly show that the answer has 
been found. From her point of view, the ‘epistemic seesaw’ is brought to a halt regarding the 
assignment, and the sequence is closed (Drew 2012; Heritage 2012b).

In Excerpt (1), Elin first expresses a weak knowing stance (lines 16–17), as she says that 
the fruit cannot be found in the list, but then she upgrades it twice (lines 20–21 and 24–25). 
The upgrades include the adverb ‘ju’, which indicates that the answer that Elin provided 
should be known to both Elin and the teacher. However, the teacher orients to her own K+ 
status regarding her knowledge of L2 and the assignment, thus claiming epistemic authority 
regarding the answer in the assignment, and does not confirm the answers that Elin provides. 
In Excerpt (2), the teacher does some interactional work to keep Elin oriented to the mutual 
activity (lines 26–28), since Elin had projected a possible closing of the sequence on lines 
24–25.

The teacher once again repeats the assignment (line 27), and Elin expresses a strong 
unknowing stance. Before this, she moans twice and explicitly says that she cannot see the 
answer on the paper (lines 29–30). The teacher then repackages, in the next turn, the question 
from ‘which fruit is red’ to ‘what colour is red’ (line 31), thus changing the locally oriented-to 
and situationally relevant learning object from finding a red fruit to finding out what colour 
‘punainen’ (red) is. She asks Elin to display her understanding of the word ‘punainen’. Elin 
acknowledges the changed learning object and displays a strong unknowing stance, 
accounted for by stating that there is nothing that begins with the letter ‘p’ (line 32–33) in 
the second column (the list of fruit names). Elin orients to the word ‘punainen’ and seems to 
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be trying to find a word beginning with ‘p’, but she orients to the wrong list. The teacher 
acknowledges Elin’s strong unknowing stance (line 34) and says that it (the fruit) does not 
have to begin with the letter ‘p’. Elin says in a fast pace and with a soft voice ‘yea exactly’, as 
she turns away from both the paper and the teacher (lines 35 and 37).

The absence of a response leads the teacher to change the locally relevant learning object 
and adjust her question to make it easier (line 31). This can be considered to be ‘scaffolding’ 
(Wood, Bruner, and Ross 1976). Elin’s turn on line 35 can be understood as projecting a closing 
of the sequence, as in the turn she indicates that they (she and the teacher) now agree there 
is nothing beginning with the letter ‘p’. The teacher orients to this by repeating ‘what colour 
is red’ and by touching Elin’s arm to show that the sequence is not closed and they are still 
looking for the answer (lines 36 and 38–29). Elin further upgrades her unknowing stance 
and expresses, in a very soft voice and talking in a fast pace, that she does not understand 
anything (line 41). The teacher orients to Elin’s unknowing stance; however, she still projects 
Elin as knowing when she compliantly responds ‘jåå punainen’ (yes red, line 43) to Elin’s 
previous turn. Elin provides a possible answer in the next turn and displays that she orients 
to the answer as something beginning with ‘p’ (pappa, daddy, lines 47–48). Both Elin and 
the teacher orient to this as funny, and they both laugh.

In Excerpts (1) and (2), there are epistemic discrepancies between the teacher’s and Elin’s 
expectations regarding what they know and what they do not know in relation to L2 and 
the assignment that they act upon. Elin does not seem to understand what to do, and the 
teacher’s use of L2 when explaining does not seem to help in the situation. The teacher 
orients to Elin as knowing – and as having a kind of moral obligation to know – the answer 
to both of the oriented-to and locally co-constructed learning objects (finding a red fruit 
and what colour punainen, red, is), whereas Elin’s epistemic stance changes from knowing 
(that there is no answer) to unknowing (that she cannot find a word beginning with ‘p’ in 
the list of fruits) to providing a possible answer (pappa, daddy), which both participants 
orient to as funny. The next excerpt (3) illustrates that Elin does not seem to know what the 
word ‘väri’ (colour) means, as the teacher uses Elin’s sweater as an artefact to help Elin under-
stand what the word ‘punainen’ (red) means and that it is a ‘väri’ (colour).

In (3), the teacher modifies the question again. This time she uses Elin’s sweater as an 
artefact to do learning on the locally relevant, previously co-constructed learning object: 
the colour-word ‘punainen’ (red) and what it means. Instead of repeating the assignment, 
the teacher touches Elin’s sweater and asks what colour it is (lines 49–50). Elin looks at the 
teacher and then at her sweater and answers ‘shirt’ (lines 51–52). The answer on line 52 has 
a weak knowing stance, and the teacher’s next turn indicates that it was the wrong answer, 
as the teacher repeats the question (line 53). Elin latches on to the teacher’s previous turn 
and indexes a stronger knowing stance, as she acknowledges that she understands the 
question and changes her answer from ‘shirt’ to ‘sweater’ (line 55). The teacher acknowledges 
the answer (line 56), and Elin upgrades her knowing stance in the next turn (line 57). The 
teacher then explicitly confirms Elin’s answer as she says ‘yes it’s a shirt’ (line 59), thus indi-
cating that what ‘shirt’ is has been dealt with. The teacher then repeats the question, again 
touches Elin’s sweater, and repeats the keyword ‘väri’ (colour) several times (lines 61–62). Elin 
nods to acknowledge that she knew that it was a shirt (line 63). The fact that Elin’s answer 
(that it is a shirt) is confirmed seems to give her a clue that the teacher is looking for another 
answer, so she looks at her sweater and then answers red in Swedish (röd, line 64). The 
knowing stance in the turn is weak, and Elin is looking for confirmation by the teacher. The 
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teacher confirms Elin’s answer (line 66), and Elin acknowledges that she now understands 
with a change-of-state token (Heritage 1984; Lindström 2008).

This first situation (1–3) is an example of emerging epistemic discrepancies regarding the 
knowledge of who knows what in L2 and of the assignment. Elin does not seem to under-
stand the assignment, which is explained to her in her L2 by the teacher. Throughout the 
situation, the teacher seems to project – and expect – Elin as knowing regarding the locally 
oriented-to learning objects. Elin orients to the projections by acting as knowing on several 
occasions, for example on line 52 when she provides an answer beginning with the letter 
‘p’. It seems that Elin does not understand what is being asked of her in order to complete 
the assignment. She also displays insecurity regarding the practical aspect of drawing lines. 
In other words, Elin does not seem to understand the assignment as she answers incorrectly 
several times, although the teacher projects her as knowing by repeating the assignment 
in her L2 and simplifying the immediately oriented-to learning object. The teacher’s use of 
L2 in the instructions makes it difficult for the participants to reach a mutual understanding 
regarding L2 knowledge and an understanding of the assignment. Elin does not know some-
thing that the teacher so clearly indicates that Elin knows or at least should know.

Excerpt 3. punainen_23_290409_14.30–17.30.
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The next situation (Excerpts 4–5) is from a Finnish lesson in classroom tandem. It is another 
example of an epistemic discrepancy regarding knowledge of L2 (Finnish) and, more specif-
ically, the knowledge of the meaning of the word ‘ero’ (difference), which unfolds in a situ-
ation that is initiated by the K− participant (Aron, L2 learner). The participants are doing an 
assignment in which Aron is supposed to explain in his L2 (Finnish) to his tandem partner 
(Minna, L1 speaker) the difference in meaning between two sentences. The sentences are 
‘isä on kylässä’ (father is visiting) and ‘isä on kylällä’ (father is at the village). However, Aron is 
having problems both understanding the assignment and finding out the correct answer. 
Aron invites Minna to help him (line 1).

On line 1, Aron reads out one of the sentences (isä on kylässä); then there is 1.8 s of silence 
before Aron expresses uncertainty by saying ‘tai’ (or) and asking Minna ‘onkse’ (is it). The 
displayed uncertainty, through which he asks for confirmation by Minna, indicates that he 
orients to the sentence ‘isä on kylässä’ (father is visiting) as the correct answer at the time. 
Minna is oriented-to as K+ regarding L2 knowledge (her L1), and in the next turn Minna 
repeats the keywords that make the difference in meaning between the sentences (‘kylässä’ 
and ‘kylällä’) and repeats the assignment, thus reasserting her K+ status as she rejects Aron’s 
answer (line 2). Aron acknowledges this and revises his answer to ‘kylällä’ (at the village), still 
marking it as uncertain and expressing a weak knowing stance (line 3). In the next turn, 

Excerpt 4. ero_am050313–2_8.50–11.41.
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Minna explains to Aron in Finnish what the difference is between the two sentences (lines 
4–8). She restarts several times. Aron latches on to her turn as he asks ‘mitä on ero’ (what is 
the difference) (lines 11). The turn on line 11 indicates that Aron orients to her explanation. 
However, he is looking for a right-or-wrong answer in the sense that one of the sentences 
is the correct answer. He does not seem to be orienting to the fact that the assignment is 
asking for the difference between the two sentences. His turn on line 11 can be understood 
as him asking ‘what is right/correct’. Aron is using the word ‘ero’ (difference) in the wrong 
sense of the word. Minna orients to his turn on line 11 as him asking for yet another 

Excerpt 5. ero_am050313–2_8.50–11.41.
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explanation of what the difference between the two sentences is. She drums her fingers on 
the table, seemingly frustrated (lines 13–14).

As she turns her attention back to the paper, in Excerpt (5), Aron gestures with his pen 
that he wants her to point out the right answer and moves the pen between the two sen-
tences (lines 15–16). She then smiles and glances at Aron (line 17) before she again launches 
an explanation on lines 18–19 (similar to the one on lines 4–8).

The explanation is interrupted and overlapped by Aron (line 21), as he decides, errone-
ously, that ‘kylällä’ (at the village) is ‘ero’ (difference). Now it becomes increasingly plausible 
that he is using the word ‘ero’ (difference) in the sense of right/correct (as if saying ‘at the 
village is correct’). So, he moves on to the next part of the assignment, the next two sen-
tences, as he orients to having reached an adequate understanding of the first part of the 
assignment. The turn on line 21 indicates that Aron has been looking for a right/correct 
answer and orienting toward the word ‘ero’ (difference) in the assignment as the Finnish 
word for correct.

The following sentences are ‘mökillä’ (at the cabin) and ‘mökissä’ (in the cabin). Aron once 
again orients to Minna as K+ and asks her if ‘mökissä’ (in the cabin) is ‘ero’ (difference) (line 
22). He is yet again using the word ‘ero’ (difference) in the wrong sense of the word, and the 
knowing stance that he indexes is weak, as he is asking for confirmation. There is a long 
silence (line 23), during which Aron gets no response from Minna. He starts another turn 
(line 24), but before he completes it, Minna launches another explanation, intonationally 
emphasising the suffixes ‘-ssä’ and ‘-llä’, which make the difference in meaning between the 
sentences (line 25). Aron inhales sharply and displays a change in his understanding of L2 
and the assignment as he explains that he realises what ‘ero’ (difference) means and that  
he now knows that he has misunderstood the assignment (lines 26–27). He expresses that 
he has ‘tänkt fel’ (thought wrongly) and on line 27 explicitly says that ero (difference in 
Finnish) is ‘skillnad’ (difference in Swedish), thus translating the problem-word into his L1. 
He then attempts to describe the difference between ‘mökillä’ (at the cabin) and ‘mökissä’ 
(in the cabin) in his L2 (lines 28–31) and correctly completes the assignment. Minna confirms 
his understanding and modifies it, and Aron confirms that he understands and agrees (lines 
32–36).

There is an epistemic discrepancy (Heritage and Raymond 2005; Mondada 2011) in that 
Aron uses and understands the word ‘ero’ (difference) as having the meaning of right/correct, 
whereas Minna uses and understands the word in its correct meaning, as difference. Aron 
does not know that he does not know what the keyword, ‘ero’ (difference), means. Minna 
does not seem to know that Aron does not know what ‘ero’ (difference) means and that he 
thus does not know how to complete the assignment correctly. This could be the reason 
why Minna does not explicitly explain it to him, because she does not know what Aron does 
not know and/or understand. Minna tries to explain, using Aron’s L2, what the difference 
between the two sentences is. She orients toward what they are supposed to do according 
to the written assignment, as given by the teacher. Aron seems to orient to the mutual activity 
as one in which he knows what to do but does not know the answer. Minna is supposed to 
use Aron’s L2 when helping him, so she does not try to solve the situation by translating the 
word ‘ero’. Another reason for her not translating the word could be that she does not know 
that Aron does not know what it means. On lines 26–27, Aron expresses a change from 
unknowing to knowing (Heritage 1984; Melander 2012; Rusk and Pörn 2013), as he realises 
that he has misunderstood what the word ‘ero’ (difference) means. He explicitly says that he 
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has ‘thought wrongly’ and he code-switches to Swedish (his L1) as he displays his (un)know-
ing explicitly to Minna as well. The epistemic discrepancy has been identified and resolved, 
as he also displays that he now knows what the difference between the two sentences is 
(lines 28–31).

The two situations are examples of L2 learning being done. The L2 learners’ epistemic 
stances change from unknowing to knowing regarding the oriented-to learning objects, as 
Elin and Aron are doing L2 learning in concert with the teacher and a K+ peer (L1 speaker) 
(e.g. Melander 2012; Rusk and Pörn 2013). The participants are actively orienting toward the 
situational and co-constructed learning objects and toward changing Elin’s or Aron’s knowl-
edge of them. However, the epistemic access to what the participants are supposed to do 
in the assignments appears to be widely different for each participant. Diverse L2 knowledge 
and diverse possible understandings regarding the assignments emerge in both the 
‘punainen’ and the ‘ero’ situations. It seems that Elin does not understand what the words 
‘punainen’ (red) and ‘väri’ (colour) mean. Both words are relevant for understanding what to 
do (i.e. to draw a line between ‘red’ and a ‘red fruit’ [apple]). Aron does not seem to understand 
what the word ‘ero’ (difference) means, and this leads to him looking for an answer that is 
not asked for.

The epistemic discrepancies – participants’ diverse knowledge and understanding of L2 
and the assignment – in both situations seem to be able to be traced back to when the 
participants agree on doing the assignment in cooperation, thus assuming a shared under-
standing of it and of what to do. A precondition of being part of social activities is to under-
stand what the activity is about (Mondada 2011). As the participants begin working on the 
assignments, they rely on the presumption that they both understand what the assignments 
are about. As the interaction unfolds, the epistemic discrepancies regarding the assignments 
emerge. Using L2 when explaining and repeating the assignments, which are in L2, does 
not seem to help in solving the situations.

Agreeing on minimally required epistemic balance as a way to move on

In Excerpts (6) and (7), the participants mutually agree on a minimally required epistemic 
balance in terms of the L2 knowledge that appears to leave the K− participants unknowing 
regarding the asked-for conceptual meaning of words in L2. In Excerpt (6), a child in the 
Finnish-as-L2 programme, Ella, asks a question about the game that they are supposed to 
play next. Five children are standing around the teacher in the classroom as she explains 
the game, which is a version of tag. She uses pictures on A4-size papers to support her 
explanation of the game. One person is a ‘virus’, which infects the others. If the ‘virus’ infects 
everyone, it wins.

As the teacher introduces the ‘virus’, she is showing and pointing at pictures to support 
her explanation of what the children are to do in the game. The children come closer so that 
they can see the pictures (lines 1–10). Ella asks, with Swedish pronunciation, what a virus is 
(line 13), thus expressing an epistemic imbalance in relation to the teacher and the under-
standing of what a virus is, in a medical sense. The teacher responds to Ella’s question and 
explains what the virus does in the game and points at the pictures to support her explana-
tion (lines 14–16).

Ella overlaps the teacher’s turn, repeating her initial question and again using a Swedish 
pronunciation (line 17), thus indicating that she is not satisfied with the answer she received. 
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Excerpt 6. virus_19_100309_10.51–12.03.
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However, the teacher continues explaining the game and does not indicate that she pays 
Ella’s question any attention (line 18). In other words, the teacher does not in any way, verbally 
or non-verbally, indicate to Ella she intends to provide a response. Ella repeats the question 
a third time, which indicates that she is not satisfied with the answer she received (lines 
14–16), and she orients to her previous repetition of the question having been ignored. Ella 
still uses the Swedish pronunciation of the word (line 19), and the teacher does not orient 
toward Ella’s expressed unknowing epistemic stance. Instead, the teacher appears to con-
tinue her explanation regarding what the virus does in the game as she attends to, and gazes 
at, the picture to support her explanation (lines 20–21). The teacher does not look at Ella or 
in her speech indicate that she will provide a response to Ella’s question; instead, she gazes 
at the entire group. On line 22, Ella abandons the project of finding out what a virus is and 
orients to the explanation of what they are going to do in the game. She does not ask her 
initial question again, and the teacher continues explaining the game (lines 23–24).

A first pair part makes a second pair part conditionally relevant (Schegloff 2007). Here, 
this is underscored by the two repair attempts (lines 17 and 19), occasioned by the missing 
answer to Ella’s question. Participants engaged in social interaction also show a ‘propensity 
toward epistemic balance (a flat gradient) – perhaps even a ‘principle of epistemic balance’ 
(Drew 2012, 65). However, epistemic balance is co-constructed and situational. In this specific 
situation, Ella and the teacher appear to mutually agree that an adequate epistemic balance 
is to understand what to do in the game and not to achieve conceptual knowledge of what 
a virus is, which seems to be what Ella is asking. Ella’s use of the Swedish pronunciation of 
the word (lines 13, 17 and 19) indicates that she knows the translation for the Finnish word 
and asks for an explanation of the concept of what a virus is.

The expectations of the membership categories that are at play in this sequence also 
support the notion that Ella, as the student (K−), is entitled to receive help and that the 
teacher (K+) is morally and contractually obligated to give help and do learning (Mondada 
2011). The teacher and Ella have a common language in Swedish, but the teacher does not 
explain the concept of a virus to Ella and afford learning on the concept of what a virus is, 
since that seems to be what Ella is asking for. Hence, the use of L2 seems to restrict L2 learning 
to a more superficial level, which is concerned with the practicalities of the next activity – 
single words and phrases and not more conceptual knowledge (Lewis, Jones, and Baker 
2012). The teacher does, in other words, seem to claim, as a K+ participant, the epistemic 
authority and right to determine that the knowledge Ella is asking for is not relevant then 
and there. However, both participants are involved in agreeing on an adequate epistemic 
balance, which in this case appears to be to understand what to do in the game.

Excerpt (7) is another example of a situation in which the participants agree on an ade-
quate epistemic balance that does not involve the K− participant achieving conceptual 
knowledge of a word in L2: the mutually oriented-to learning object. Instead, they move on 
to the next assignment. It is from a Swedish lesson in the tandem classroom. The assignment 
on which Aron (Swedish as L1) and Minna (Swedish as L2) are working is to write down 
activities and/or objects that are connected to how the Swedish-speaking Finns celebrate 
midsummer. Having written some suggestions, Minna cannot think of any more, so Aron 
suggests one.

Aron suggests ‘struvor’ (a kind of seasonal wheat fritter). He asks Minna if they should 
write it down, since it is Minna’s assignment (line 1). Aron explains in Minna’s L2, Swedish, 
what fritters are (line 2–4) and asks Minna, in Finnish, if she understands (line 4). Minna 
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responds ‘no’ in Swedish (line 6), thus expressing a strong unknowing stance and displaying 
an epistemic imbalance in relation to her and Aron with regard to knowing what ‘struvor’ 
(fritters) are. Aron tells Minna to write it down (lines 8–9), since it is a correct answer. Minna 
writes down the answer (line 10), and they move on to the next assignment.

Excerpt (7) is an example in which the K+ participant claims epistemic authority regarding 
the mutually oriented-to learning object and does not do further interactional work to help 
the K− participant achieve conceptual knowledge of ‘struvor’ (fritters). Instead, Aron focuses 
on moving on, and Minna aligns with this endeavour (similar to what Firth [1996] calls a ‘let 
it pass’ phenomenon). The conceptual knowledge of ‘struvor’ seems to be considered irrel-
evant for the present purpose and/or assignment. Minna can write the word down, complete 
the assignment and still not know what it means; she can trust Aron’s judgment, as he is the 
K+ participant. The participants have thus agreed that a locally relevant and adequate epis-
temic balance has been achieved even though the K− participant appears to still be unknow-
ing regarding the conceptual knowledge of ‘struvor’.

Excerpts (6) and (7) are different compared to other similar situations in our data where 
a K− participant asks for help in understanding L2. Usually, the oriented-to learning object 
is simple, contextual and familiar (in the L1) to the L2 learner. In (6), the translation for virus 
is familiar, and the word is familiar as well. However, the conceptual knowledge of what a 
virus is, in a medical sense, appears to be the information that is sought, and not known, by 
the K− participant. In (6), the teacher does not attempt to do learning on virus as a concept, 
even though Ella expresses three times that an adequate epistemic balance has, for her, not 
been achieved. In (7), Aron uses L2 and tries to explain what ‘struvor’ (fritters) means. Minna 
expresses a strong unknowing stance, and Aron, as the K+ participant, seems to see fit that 
she just writes the word down and that they move on. In both instances, the unknowing 
participants initiate interaction orienting to an epistemic imbalance in relation to the 

Excerpt 7. struvor_am210213–2_09.25–10.23.
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conceptual knowledge of a word in L2. The participants choose to rely solely on L2 for expli-
cating the concepts. When this does not succeed, the participants, initiated by the K+ par-
ticipants, mutually choose to rely on the minimally required situational understanding for 
completing the given assignments, rather than, for example, using the other common lan-
guage available for expanding on the conceptual content.

The participants in (6) and (7) agree that knowing how to play the game and writing down 
the answer in the textbook are adequate for the purposes right then and there. This seems 
to relate to the epistemic authority (Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig 2011) of the K+ partic-
ipants in the sense that they, in the analysed situations, seem to be granted the right to 
choose what knowledge is required for the current activity or assignment. Excerpts (6) and 
(7) show that, in this specific context, the participants can be part of activities and complete 
assignments without having knowledge of the content that relates to the activities or assign-
ments. When the participants orient to the primary mutual activity as completing the assign-
ment or playing the game, an adequate epistemic balance regarding the conceptual 
knowledge of ‘struvor’ or virus is the locally required understanding of them.

Discussion

Studies on the use of L1 in L2 educational settings often use prescriptive arguments. In 
contrast, this study aims to understand and describe the actual language use of participants 
(see also, e.g., Amir and Musk 2013; Üstünel and Seedhouse 2005). However, we also want 
to encourage a pedagogical discussion on the use of L1 as needed when doing L2 learning 
and how it may be beneficial as a learning resource when doing L2 learning. The results 
indicate that there are possibilities for the L2 learners to do learning in and through L2 on 
familiar content of which they already have knowledge in their L1. Arguments for the use 
of L1 as needed to do L2 learning on the oriented-to learning objects become visible when 
the problem is not only lexical and/or contextual. Although participants orient toward the 
immediate contextual situation and have supportive semiotic resources for maintaining 
intersubjectivity in and through the use of L2, there still seem to be aspects in both L2 use 
and the practical context that can be misunderstood. In these situations, a more ad hoc 
approach to L1 and L2 use might be helpful in maintaining or solving breakdowns in inter-
subjectivity (see, e.g., Lewis, Jones, and Baker 2012 for a similar argument regarding 
translanguaging).

Because of participants’ diverse L2 knowledge, they may fail to achieve a mutual under-
standing of what it is that the co-participant does and does not know (Excerpts [1–3] and 
[4–5]). Both participants have epistemic access to the oriented-to knowledge, but the access 
is of different kinds. It seems that the use of L2 in an attempt to clarify the epistemic discrep-
ancy regarding L2 knowledge and the assignment risks further expanding and extending 
the breakdowns in intersubjectivity. The ad hoc use of the participants’ other common lan-
guage, a mutual resource for meaning-making, to translate or explain the assignment could 
have helped doing L2 learning in these situations.

The principle of favouring L2 use in the L2 educational settings also appears to restrict 
the possibilities for doing L2 learning on conceptual knowledge that is not directly tied to 
the practical completion of activities or assignments (Excerpts [6] and [7]). In (6), a more 
conceptual explanation of what a virus is is asked for by the K− participant but is not pro-
vided, and in (7), the K− participant expresses an unknowing stance regarding the conceptual 
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knowledge of ‘struvor’. Instead of doing learning on the conceptual knowledge of the words 
in L2, the participants appear to focus on moving on (e.g. Firth 1996). One reason for this 
appears to be that the K+ participants claim epistemic authority regarding what L2 knowl-
edge is needed to be able to do the current assignment. In so doing, they seem to be inferring 
that the L2 learner does not have epistemic access to do learning on the concepts in the L2. 
Another reason is that the epistemic balance in the situations where the participants decide 
to move on rather than focus on learning is situationally adequate for the local needs of the 
participants. The assignment or activity seems to frame and influence what knowledge is 
perceived as situationally relevant and minimally required. K− participants, supported by 
K+ participants, can complete assignments and be part of activities without having knowl-
edge of the concepts as long as the current assignment/activity is completed.

The question is not as simple as whether to use L1 or L2, but is rather to find out when 
and how each language can be used to support doing L2 learning. When participants use 
L2 to do L2 learning on conceptual knowledge or when breakdowns in intersubjectivity 
emerge, they seem to discard the use of L1 as a viable interactional resource for 
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meaning-making, maintaining intersubjectivity and doing L2 learning. We do not claim that 
no L2 learning is done in the excerpts analysed – quite the opposite. Breakdowns in inter-
subjectivity do not necessarily indicate a lack of learning, but they may temporarily hinder 
L2 learning. The use of L1 as needed in these situations, as a resource for meaning-making, 
among many other resources, may be beneficial for L2 learners and K+ participants alike.

Note

1.   The translation of the transcripts attempts to replicate the wording, prosody and way of 
speaking used by the participants in the situations transcribed but still gives the reader a good 
understanding of what is said (see, e.g., Bucholtz 2000; Temple and Young 2004). Transcription 
conventions are adapted from Jefferson (2004) and Hepburn and Bolden (2012).
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