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			Introduction

			Aud Solbjørg Skulstad

			The title of the volume: “current issues” and “English teaching”

			The present edited volume is entitled Current issues in English teaching. Choosing the term “current issues” as part of the title is meant to signal the book’s concern with issues which are likely to be highly relevant to English teachers’ experiences in the twenty-first century classroom. Let us take assessment as an example. For the last few decades, scholars and teachers alike have been discussing central aspects of teacher-based assessment, such as the differences between summative and formative assessment – or assessment of learning as opposed to assessment for learning (Davison & Leung, 2009) and notions of effective feedback: feed up, feed back and feed forward (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, p. 101). These are still central aspects of assessment within English teaching and are treated in standard volumes, such as Fenner and Skulstad (2020). The present book, on the other hand, discusses assessment in relation to current issues, such as: How can artificial intelligence (AI) technology assist in giving feedback to learner texts? (See Chapter 8.) How can the competence aim “write different types of formal and informal texts, including multimedia texts with structure and coherence that describe, discuss, reason and reflect adapted to the purpose, receiver and situation” (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2019, p. 12) be assessed? Or more specifically: How can multimodal learner texts produced as part of English teaching be assessed? (See Chapter 9.) (See below for a definition of the term multimodal.) Another challenging area discussed in the present volume is assessment related to the interdisciplinary topic of democracy and citizenship. Can and should intercultural competence and students’ democratic values be assessed? (See Chapter 10.)

			The context of “English teaching” in this volume is primarily the teaching and learning of English in lower and upper secondary school in Norway. Scholars seem to agree that the teaching of English in the Norwegian school context no longer fits the label of “foreign language” teaching, although this term was originally used to denote a context in which the language in question was not used as an official language within the specific geographical boundaries where it was taught. In the twenty-first century, people who live in Norway are exposed to English on a daily basis outside school through films, social media, gaming networks and so forth, and some employees use English in their workplaces, such as in the oil industry and on building sites. For most young people in Norway in particular, English does not really fit the label of second or foreign language (Rindal, 2019). So, what do we call it? In the present volume, the term English as an additional language (EAL) is used as an alternative to second or foreign language. EAL captures the fact that for many learners, particularly immigrants, English is not their second language (L2): they may already use L1 and L2 in their homes, and English will then be their L3 or a later language.

			What does it mean to be a literate person in the twenty-first century?

			A well-established term in educational discourse in English is literacy. Literacy has commonly referred to the ability to read and write in a decontextualised way (Mills et al., 2023), but more recently it has been defined as a social practice (Janks, 2010, p. 2). What does it mean to be a literate person in the twenty-first century? Mills et al. (2023) emphasise that literacy

			has expanded to include the literacies required for specific school disciplines, trades and professions, the ability to understand and produce digital and non-digital texts that combine a range of modes of expression, and the “soft skills” needed in contemporary workplaces, such as collaboration, communication, creativity, and problem solving. (p. xiii)

			In other words, this is a wide definition of literacy, including skills which are often referred to as twenty-first century skills. According to Voogt and Roblin (2012), such skills may be described as being transversal as they are not linked to specific subjects or fields but are interdisciplinary. Twenty-first century skills are also multidimensional because they include knowledge, skills/competences and attitudes. These are higher order skills and behaviours in the sense that they comprise the ability to cope with unpredictable situations – and even jobs which do not yet exist (Voogt & Roblin, 2012).

			Implicit in Mills et al.’s (2023) definition is also the term multiliteracies, which was coined by the New London Group in 1996 (Cazden et al., 1996). This term refers to multiple modes which “differ according to culture and context, and have specific cognitive, cultural, and social effects” (p. 64). A mode is “a socially shaped and culturally given semiotic resource for meaning making” (Kress, 2010, p. 79). Examples include writing, still and moving images, layout, colour, music, gesture, speech and 3D objects (Skulstad, 2023, p. 139). An important feature of the twenty-first century is that “meaning makers don’t simply use what they have been given; they are fully makers and remakers of signs and transformers of meaning” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, p. 175). Consequently, seeing students as active designers of meaning should be at the centre of literacy/multiliteracies teaching (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009).

			Artifacts of technology-rich EAL classrooms

			By 2021, every student in upper secondary school and 98% of the students in lower secondary school had access to their own digital unit in Norwegian schools (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2022). Considering the history of Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL), Bax (2003) identifies three approaches. The first one, Restricted CALL, where typical tasks were closed language drills of a behaviourist type, was replaced by Open CALL, which introduced games and simulations, and the technology made it possible to use computers for genuine communication. In these two first stages, there were typically separate CALL sessions which were not integrated into the syllabus. He labels the third stage Integrated CALL, reflecting the fact that technology is seamlessly integrated into the everyday practice of language learning (Bax, 2011). Whereas the teachers’ attitudes in the first two stages were typically that of fear, in the third stage CALL is a normal part of teaching in the same way that the use of pens and books are normalised parts of language education. Normalisation is seen as “a possible ‘end point’ for a technological innovation” (Bax, 2011, p. 8).

			Technology-rich classrooms obviously provide opportunities not only for developing students’ digital skills, but also for approaching the teaching and learning of English in new ways. At the same time, policy documents, such as the Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research’s (2020) action plan for digitalisation in primary and secondary education and training, have an instrumental focus and presents digital resources as tools (Lund, 2021). Similarly, there may be reason to warn against considering technologies as mere tools. Instead, technologies should be seen as artifacts, and the important mediation between agents, artifacts and practices should be foregrounded. What characterises artifacts in this respect? “Artifacts can be material but also discursive (scientific concepts), symbolic (alphabets), or even social (specialized practices)” (Lund & Aagaard, 2020, p. 59). Already here we see how the notion of “tool” falls short. In addition, artifacts have the potential to transform learning cultures “not by their inherent qualities or features but as a result of the interplay between artifacts and humans’ capacity for transformative agency” (Lund & Aagaard, 2020, p. 59). In other words, the introduction of digital resources into specific learning environments does not produce specific results due to their technical or material qualities. These resources do not possess a set of constraints and potentials, but these affordances are the result of the interplay and interaction between agents (e.g. EAL students) and artifacts (Lund & Aagaard, 2020).

			Students of English will use a variety of learning resources (digital and analogue) (see Gilje, 2023), and they may also have access to a number of software applications, such as narrative apps designed for children or teenagers. An important characteristic of narrative apps is their affordances in relation to interactivity – particularly when a touch screen is used. The interactivity manifests itself by the user’s ability to strategically manipulate objects and characters, to give life to characters and animals in a narrative story, to trigger sound effects, and so forth (Schwebs, 2014).

			The present age, using and developing AI, is sometimes labelled the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Philbeck & Davis, 2019). The term industrial revolution denotes the fact that these are “revolutions in the systems that surround us, step changes in the complex interplay between humans and technology, and transformations that result in new ways of perceiving, acting, and being” (Philbeck & Davis, 2019, p. 17). An important phase of the network revolution was the introduction of the “killer applications” (Friedman, 2005, p. 56) e-mail and internet browsing in the 1990s. The term artificial intelligence was coined as early as 1956 (Wang, 2023). But in the Fourth Industrial Revolution, new technologies are taken for granted. “These technologies, robotics, advanced materials, genetic modifications, the Internet of Things, drones, neurotechnologies, autonomous vehicles, artificial intelligence, and machine vision, are becoming more integrated into our physical, social, and political spaces, altering behaviors, relationships, and meaning” (Philbeck & Davis, 2019, pp. 18–19).

			The revolution of our time brings new opportunities and challenges to education, including ethical issues and bias as discussed in the chapter on generative AI models in the present volume. In Jonathan Swift’s novel Gulliver’s travels, one of the professors in the academy of Lagado describes an engine which can be used even by “the most ignorant person, at a reasonable charge” (Swift, 2006, pp. 296–297) to “write books in philosophy, poetry, politics, laws, mathematics, and theology, without the least assistance from genius or study” (p. 297). Is this where we have arrived today through the use of generative AI models? The “most ignorant person”, however, may have problems assessing the information value, bias and cultural connotation of texts generated by means of AI. Importantly, computers lack self-awareness, and this fact limits computer intelligence (Wang, 2023). However, unlike computers also the “most ignorant person” will possess self-conscious emotions, such as self-respect, sense of dignity, curiosity, pride, faith, empathy, and so forth (Tracy & Robins, 2004).

			According to Vygotsky, artifacts do not simply facilitate students’ mental processes. More importantly, they “fundamentally transform and shape them” (Cole & Wertsch, 1996, p. 252). Lund et al. (2019) point to the fact that digital resources take on cognitive functions, such as calculating, ordering, searching, assembling, systematising and making decisions. The effect is that cognition becomes distributed (p. 47). With the use of generative AI models, an even wider spectrum of cognitive functions may become distributed, involving processes of content selection, text design, rhetorical organisation and creativity required for image production. Several of the chapters in the present volume describe learning processes which involve the use of artifacts, such as textbooks, virtual reality (VR) head-mounted displays (HMDs) and personal computers. The latter type of artifact in particular allows for a plethora of uses, depending on whether one simply uses computers as search engines or for typing purposes, or whether they enable the students to engage in video games and narrative apps or to utilise generative AI models. Importantly, artifacts and modern technologies may shape and transform students’ cognition (Lund et al., 2019).

			The semiotic flow of the twenty-first century

			It has been claimed that modernity has “replaced the search for Truth with an examination of language and meaning” (Chang, 1987, p. 311). What is meaning? It can “manifest itself in a variety of forms: text, image, space, object, body, sound, and speech – the means by which meaning is made” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2020, p. 11). Drawing on the works of Foucault, Chang (1987) says that “we should actively enter the semiotic flow of current social forces, trace its distinctive pattern of dissemination, and map its topological configuration as a historically concrete and effective regime of semiosis” (p. 311). He makes the point that we cannot stand above or outside the “semiotic flow of current social forces”, and I may add that his point has become more urgent post-1987 – in a society where it is more difficult than ever before to identify misinformation and falsehood and where there is growing political polarisation. This “semiotic flow” has obviously become more complex with the introduction of a series of new Web technologies and more advanced AI developments. Computers are sometimes called “semiotic machines”. The term semiotic machine “means that a sequence of interpretations is generated in each and every computation” (Nadin, 2007, p. 68).

			Open AI models are notably multimodal models, including models which are capable of generating images and art (e.g. DALL-E1). This fact has made transduction (Bezemer & Kress, 2008) from written text to image more immediate than if students were making drawings or artwork themselves, and it gives students easy access to relevant visual texts which they may analyse and discuss in comparison to written texts. An example of the use of DALL-E in education would be to ask the students to perform a close reading of the author’s description of the protagonist or some other character in a literary text or a poem and then feed this description into DALL-E (Valand, 2023). The resultant image could be used as part of a multimodal learner text or form the basis of a group discussion comparing the written and visual texts, taking into account the group members’ internal images of the protagonist. Students have for quite some time acted as media producers, and the introduction of AI technologies in schools which generate images from text introduces new questions: Will students be less willing to create their own drawings made by hand? If so, how will this affect students’ development of creativity? A more overarching question is: How will the use of generative AI in education affect human learning and cognition?

			Several chapters in the present volume deal with the aim of developing English students’ critical literacy. In arguing for the importance of critical literacy in education, Janks (2012) makes the point that on the one hand, Web 2.0 technologies have made communication situations more democratic because more people have access to knowledge production. On the other hand, these same technologies have made it easier to disseminate fake news stories, for instance, and may be used as a way of “questioning and destabilising power” (Janks, 2012, p. 150). Thus, people frequently find the need to ask questions, such as “What is ‘truth’?” and “How can we distinguish ‘truth’ from fake news and other forms of misrepresentation?” The development of students’ critical literacy is grounded in an examination of power relations, ideologies, economic and political systems, institutions and cultural contexts.

			In the twenty-first century, EAL teachers face a number of obligations, challenges and potentials related to the tasks of developing students’ intercultural communicative competence, including their criticality/critical cultural awareness and teaching for citizenship and human rights (Porto et al., 2018). Similarly, EAL teachers are faced with the challenges of helping students to unpack information and disinformation when it comes to health and life skills and environmental issues, and to develop students’ critical awareness, which may enable them to handle the semiotic flow of the twenty-first century.

			What do the chapters in this volume focus on?

			Current issues in English teaching contains 11 chapters which are authored or co-authored by twelve teacher educators, two researchers and four English teachers. Each chapter explores one or more current issues of English language pedagogies (English didactics). All the chapters contain practical examples or empirical data, and all except one of the chapters are multimodal ensembles, combining written text and images, such as photographs, visual representations of multimodal learner texts or models.

			Chapter 1 introduces the concept of critical literacy in this volume – an issue which is relevant in several chapters of this book. A fundamental realisation behind the need for focusing on critical literacy in school contexts is the fact that texts are never neutral. They are partial in two senses of the word: they offer only part of the picture or story, and they reflect the text creator’s point of view (Janks, 2014, p. 2). There are obviously vast numbers of different authentic types of text to choose from when selecting objects of study for English classrooms focusing on critical literacy. In Chapter 1, textbook texts have been chosen as objects of study because this is an authoritative genre readily available for classroom use. These are also multimodal texts, which allow the author to comment on both verbal and visual strategies applied in the textbooks.

			The filmic narrative is a popular type of text to explore in English lessons as well as in extramural activities. Chapter 2 discusses the potential for cultivating multimodal and critical literacy in EAL teaching by using fictional films. The film Barbie (2023) is used to showcase how features of the filmic narrative can be exploited for critical literacy enactment in the EAL classroom.

			Continuing the discussion of narratives, Chapter 3 examines the use of narrative apps in EAL teaching, emphasising potentials of aesthetic encounters and interactive and immersive experiences. The chapter discusses how such apps may be used to develop EAL students’ digital literacy skills, but also as a way of approaching literature. Narrative apps may enable students to engage in new literary experiences by imagic (e.g. virtual reality 3D, 2D illustrations, moving images), bodily (touch, manoeuvre) and verbal (oral, print) interactivity (Mills et al., 2023).

			Chapter 4 explores the rationale for venturing into virtual reality (VR) experiences in the EAL classroom, exemplified by a school project using VR HMDs. VR is not a new type of technology; it appeared in 1966 in the form of a flight simulator to be used by the US Air Force (Kavanagh et al., 2017). Still, VR technology is not widely used in schools today. Chapter 4 argues that introducing VR experiences in EAL classrooms has the potential to make learning more engaging, immersive and personalised.

			The next chapter points to the fact that there is still a certain dose of scepticism among teachers and school administrators when it comes to the use of digital gameplay as a legitimate tool in schools. Consequently, Chapter 5 aims to exemplify how digital games can be purposefully employed in EAL teaching. The authors make the important point that no games are inherently good or bad, and that successful game-based learning depends on how the game is utilised and contextualised in the EAL classroom.

			Games also play a part in Chapter 6, which discusses extramural English. Research indicates that Scandinavian learners’ exposure to English outside the classroom may amount to several hours daily. Among the issues examined in this chapter are the relationship between extramural English and learning outcomes, potentials for integrating extramural English into the English curriculum, and practical suggestions for utilising extramural English as a valuable learning resource.

			The intense growth of AI in the twenty-first century has several potential effects on society and education, one of them being the notable claim that “artificial intelligence and chatbots are anticipated to transform communication” (Mills et al., 2023, p. 2). Chapter 7 aims to provide insight into what large language models (LLMs) are and examines some of their potentials and challenges when used in EAL teaching.

			Different types of automated feedback systems have been developed for use in education, and systems which are capable of giving useful and relevant written feedback to open-ended writing tasks require sophisticated technologies (Dai et al., 2023). Based on insights gained from assessment for learning theories (formative feedback), Chapter 8 discusses a project which used AI technology for essay feedback in three lower secondary school classes in Norway. A central part of the exploration was to find out how the EAL students engaged with the feedback offered by AI. Another aim was to find out how this engagement with feedback from AI (target class) and from peers (comparison class) contributed to the students’ conceptual understanding.

			Multimodality rests “on the assumption that representation and communication always draw on a multiplicity of modes, all of which have the potential to contribute equally to meaning” (Jewitt, 2017, p. 15). Multimodal text creation is an activity mentioned in the English subject curriculum of 2020. Assessment of multimodal learner texts, however, is not discussed in this curriculum document, and there is a need for more research within this area. Chapter 9 discusses this issue from both a theoretical and a practical point of view. As for the latter, the chapter demonstrates how EAL teachers may approach assessment of students’ multimodal texts.

			Assessment is also the topic of Chapter 10. Democracy and citizenship is one of the interdisciplinary topics introduced in the English subject curriculum of 2020 (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2019), and EAL teaching should foster students’ democratic values and intercultural competence. An even more complex issue, however, is how democratic values and intercultural competence may be assessed. Chapter 10 points to several problematic areas of assessment and some practical solutions.

			According to the Core Curriculum of 2017, “the pupils shall develop competence which enables them to make responsible choices and to act ethically and with environmental awareness” (p. 16). The final chapter discusses how students working in small learner-centred groups negotiate meaning in literary texts, highlighting ecological issues where the aim is to develop environmental awareness and understanding through dialogues about literary texts.

			The English subject curriculum of 2020 (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2019) forms a highly relevant part of each individual chapter of the present book. The Knowledge Promotion of 2020 (LK20) is a learner-centred curriculum in the sense that it foregrounds students’ learning (competence aims), whereas curricula before the 1990s focused on teaching content and what the teachers were required to do (Andreassen & Tiller, 2021).

			The twenty-first century is characterised by rapid changes in new technologies, climate, genres, communication processes, and teaching and learning practices. Bearing in mind all these rapid changes and the challenges ahead, and being faced with EAL classrooms characterised by cultural and linguistic diversity, I hope that the chapters in this volume will provide tools and perspectives which will be relevant and useful for student teachers, teachers and teacher educators working in changing social and pedagogical environments in the years to come.
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