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Outline

• Learners as social agents in theory & practice

• Working in breakout groups

• Presenting results

• Wrap-up
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Social Agency

Language learners as social agents

Language users and language learners are social agents who – focused on a 

specific purpose – act and interact within a particular field of action; they do 

so always in accordance with a given social context, set of circumstances, 

a specific environment. 

„Language use and language learning are, therefore, both cognitive and 

social activities.“ (Council of Europe 2020: 26)
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Social Agency

Agency

One's agency is one's independent capability or ability to act on one's will. 

Agency refers to the thoughts and actions taken by people that reflect their 

individual power and competency.

Agency is “the capacity of an individual to actively and independently choose 

and to affect change.” (Wikipedia) – In doing so, individuals are impacted by 

social context, but individuals (and groups of individuals) also have an impact on 

social context and social ”realities”

Agency is an expression of autonomy

Agency is an expression of social competency & social reponsibility



The “agency construct” in the CEFR



The “agency construct” in the CEFR



Mediation = social practice
Involves meaning perception, meaning expression, and meaning negotiation  

through and with language 

Mediation = requires social agency 

The “agency construct” in the CEFR



Classroom practice

Language learners as social agents are encouraged to use their full range

of knowledges, of cognitive, affective, pragmatic abilities (literacies),

and to make their own, self-determined choices, and – in doing so –

empowered to contribute to their linguistic, pragmatic, cognitive,

and sociocultural growth

Learners as social agents: paradigms for classroom practice
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Social agents 

▪ acting in the language together with others →

collaboration in relation to a purpose/mission

▪ taking the initiative, making decisions, 

▪ operating within conditions and constraints

▪ mobilizing all their resources (cognitive, emotional, 

linguistic and cultural)

▪ developing strategies in iterative cycles

▪ planning, producing results, and monitoring their 

action. 

▪ partaking in assessment and evaluation

Learners as social agents: 

What might this mean for classroom practice?
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Learners as social agents: 

What might this mean for classroom practice?

Capsule videos

Case Studies 

Volume 



https://www.ecml.at/ECML-Programme/Programme2016-2019/Digitalliteracy/tabid/1797/language/en-GB/Default.aspx

Learners as social agents: 

What might this mean for classroom practice?



Learners as social agents: 

What might this mean for classroom practice?

Katharina Everling, Nadine Galuska, Sonja Hollinger und Sarah Leufke, A practical approach to conflict solving, in: USE: Universität 

Studieren / Studieren Erforschen, 04.11.2015, URL: http://use.uni-frankfurt.de/pbl/conflictsolving/. 

http://use.uni-frankfurt.de/pbl/conflictsolving/


Learners as social agents: 

What might this mean for classroom practice?Storytelling via photo soap: Activity based on textbook text on “bullying”

In class: Topic introduced and discussed

Principles of drama and storytelling, such as characters, plot structure, 

building suspense, introduction – conflict – climax – solution 

Group work I: further research on storytelling, choice of conflict, storyline, creating a storyboard  

that fits into 8 frames, writing text for speech bubbles & captions, etc.

In class: Presenting and discussing draft storyboards

Group work II: editing storyboard & text, finding locations, taking pictures, 

creating photo soap and edit into poster

Gallery walk: presentation and reflection of photo stories/posters

In class: Final discussion  & evaluation of project

Katharina Everling, Nadine Galuska, Sonja Hollinger und Sarah Leufke, A practical approach to conflict solving, in: USE: Universität 

Studieren / Studieren Erforschen, 04.11.2015, URL: http://use.uni-frankfurt.de/pbl/conflictsolving/. 

http://use.uni-frankfurt.de/pbl/conflictsolving/
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Learners as social agents: 

What might this mean for classroom practice?

Focus on Cultural and Intercultural 

Awareness: Using song in the language 

classroom

Soon after its original release in 1990, 

teachers began to use Billy Joel’s song „We 

didn‘t start the fire“ as a starting point for 

project-based learning, initially focusing on 

groups of learners researching the actual 

content behind names, events, etc. listed in 

the song and creating and sharing 

explainatory hypertexts, websites or 

presentations to be discussed in class or even 

published for a wider audience.



Learners as social agents: 

What might this mean for classroom practice?• groups of learners research the actual content behind names, events, etc. 

create and share explainatory hypertexts, websites, presentations 

discussed in class, (publish)

• learners reflect the song’s more American perspective, add a few stanzas 

with content from a more European/local context. 

• learners  create a kind of „Present Day `We Didn't Start the Fire´ Song“, 

rewrite the song using more learner relevant present day events.

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-onk-Qm7ATw (Marvel Avengers cast do a mock 

version of the song representing “events” & characters in their “universe”)

• Update option based on video above: learners create a stanza/song based on their own 

favourite “franchise”, e.g. Lord of the Rings, Harry Potter, its „Wizarding Franchise“ 

(Fantastic Beasts: The Secrets of Dumbledore, Grindelwald), Game of Thrones, 

Superheroes in general, The Hobbit, …

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-onk-Qm7ATw


Learners as social agents: 

What might this mean for classroom practice?Recent topical Update Option based on Article in Rolling Stone Magazine „Twitter 

Gives ‘We Didn’t Start the Fire’ Revamp in Wake of COVID-19”

“Schools close, Tom Hanks, trouble in the big banks,

No vaccine, quarantine, no more toilet paper seen

Travel ban, Weinstein, panic Covid-19, 

NBA, gone away, what else do I have to say?”

Tom Hanks is infected, flights from Europe re-directed

Quarantine, nowhere clean, panic in the U.S.

Stocks and markets all derailed, Harvey’s gonna rot in jail

Donnie’s telling lies & tales/Cover up another fail

>>> groups/learners write their own „Covid-19“ stanza or tweet

https://www.yahoo.com/entertainment/twitter-gives-didn-t-start-142131452.html


Breakout Groups

• You will be assigned to look at ONE of the sample activities
contained in the handout; please critically reflect this as to its
potential to put into practice the concept of social agency & action-
orientation in language teaching

• Do share your own ideas or experiences and decide on one
sample of „own“ practice to share in plenary

• Be prepared to share your critical reflections on unit from
handout as well as your group‘s chosen sample of „own“ practice. 

• Please choose a moderator and consider the time constraints
(5 mins max per group) when preparing presentation. 

Learners as social agents: 

Assignment for Breakout Groups




