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Abstract

This article focuses on the intersection of technology and pedagogy through the lens of affect/
emotion. It highlights why technology-mediated teaching and learning require new ways of thinking
about emotionality in educational contexts. To develop a nuanced understanding of what technol-
ogy can and cannot do, we can draw insights from the recent affective turn in humanities and the
social sciences, which wants us to look at human emotions as socially constructed, biologically rooted,
physically distributed, and agentically complex. Building on the recent scholarship on critical affect/
emotion studies, | advocate a view of human emotionality that rejects the idea of emotion as an indi-
vidual’s internal property or as a total social force outside the individual. The goal of this discussion is
to bring more attention to affective affordances that will hopefully provide some pedagogical implica-
tions for technology-mediated spaces.
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Introduction

Most discussions about computer-assisted language learning begin with the assumption that technology
always assists language learners. In other words, digital technology is believed to afford language
learning and teaching. This assumption needs to be interrogated if we want to develop a deeper and
more nuanced understanding of technological affordances in the contexts of language education. In
this article, I examine the intersection of technology and pedagogy from an affective perspective, argu-
ing that technology-mediated teaching and learning calls for a re-evaluation of emotionality within our
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complex educational contexts. To better understand technology’s potential affordances and its limita-
tions, we should adopt a view of emotionality that transcends the notion of emotions as either solely
internal or entirely social forces. Because emotions structure our feelings, activities, and sense of
agency, what digital tools can and cannot do depends on a complex environment in which pedagogical
possibilities are always emergent and attuned to (often unpredictable) affective relationships. The goal
of this article, therefore, was to explore affective affordances that can prompt teachers and researchers
to reassess pedagogical tools and imagine new possibilities within an evolving digital landscape.

The article is organized into six sections. The first section defines “affordance” and its significance in
educational contexts. The second section emphasizes the importance of examining affordances through
an affective lens. The third section addresses the role of affect and emotion in the teaching and learning
of additional languages. In the fourth section, I introduce and discuss the concept of critical affective
literacy. The fifth section explores how a critical affective literacy approach can deepen our under-
standing of affordances in technology-mediated language education. Finally, in the conclusion section,
I summarize the main arguments of the article and offer some provisional insights for educators and
researchers interested in digital technologies and their affordances in language and literacy education.

Understanding Affordance

The first question we should ask is: what do we mean by affordance? Originated and developed
primarily in the fields of environmental studies and ecological psychology, affordance is now a major
concept in educational theory, research, and practice. Like many authors who have written about this
concept, I would like to begin with the psychologist J. J. Gibson (2014), for whom, “the affordances
of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill”
(p. 56, italics in original). In this sense, affordance “refers to both the environment and the animal in
a way that no existing term does. It implies the complementarity of the animal and the environment”
(Gibson, 2014, p. 56). According to this conceptualization, the animal and the environment develop a
system and a particular kind of relationship in which certain actions become possible. The possibilities
of action can be realized only in this relationship. Neither the actor nor the environment will contain
those possibilities of action individually. In other words, the emergence of affordance is possible only
in that relationship. This is because affordances are greater than the sum of the properties/abilities of
the actors that constitute the system. We can summarize this by saying that “affordances are emergent
properties of the animal-environment system” and they “do not inhere in either the animal or the
environment, taken separately, but emerge only out of relations between the animal and environment”
(Stoftregen, 2004, p. 80).

It follows that when an actor uses a tool, they establish a kind of relationship with the tool within a spe-
cific environment. In this relationship, there are usually multiple meanings and possibilities of action.
What kinds of affordance will be produced will depend on the kinds of relationship that exist. While
a tool will always have some internal properties that will invite certain kinds of action, its uses cannot
be limited (and fully anticipated) to the possibilities envisioned at the time of its design. For example,
a chair is designed to be sat on. An empty chair will, first of all, invite the action of sitting. However,
an actor may decide to stand on the chair to change a light bulb (see Chapter 2 of Ahmed (2022) for a
discussion of this example and its relevance for language teaching). In short, any relationship between
the actors and the tools or the environment can have varied and unpredictable effects on possibilities
of action. For instance, Davis and Chouinard (2016) listed six different actions that artifacts can poten-
tially afford: request, demand, allow, encourage, discourage, or refuse. There is no reason to believe
that digital tools and software programs will always produce affordances that will be pedagogically
beneficial for teachers and learners in the contexts of language education. We therefore need to recog-
nize “the constraining, as well as enabling, materiality of artefacts” (Hutchby, 2001, p. 441).
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Affordances and Affect/Emotions

In technology-mediated pedagogical spaces, we need to pay more attention to the affective dimensions
of affordance. This kind of attention is likely to help us understand the affordances in their complexi-
ties and variable responsiveness to the environment. Stoffregen’s (2004) example of a person climbing
stairs can illustrate the importance of the affective dimension. Here, the person, the staircase, and the
action of climbing form a system. In this system, climbability (affordance) results from the environ-
ment where the stairs are clear and safe, and the height of the steps and the length of the person’s legs
are appropriate. The environment invites the action of climbing. In other words, the most obvious
possibility of action in this environment is to climb the stairs. However, I would like to argue that the
person needs to have a desire (in addition to the physical ability) to climb the stairs. Otherwise, the
possibilities of action of this environment will not materialize. An affective approach to understanding
affordances will be helpful to understand this desirability because it will shed light on how artifacts
and digital tools may enable or constrain affordances.

In terms of students’ learning, research suggests that student agency is not only about activities and
engagement, but — more importantly — it is also about the quality of the students’ activities and interac-
tions. As Klemencic¢ (2015, p. 13) wrote, student agency is about “a process of students’ self-reflective
and intentional actions and interactions during studentship, which encompasses variable notions of
agentic possibility (‘power’) and agentic orientation (‘will”).” Thus, a question worthy of investigation
is how technologically mediated spaces can create both possibilities of action (affordances) and will-
ingness (i.e., a strong desire) to pursue those possibilities.

The contemporary scholarship on affect and education (e.g., Dernikos et al., 2020; Zembylas, 2021)
should be instructive for us. In the interest of space, I focus specifically on affect’s effect on the sub-
ject’s desire and agency. Rather than focusing on the definition of and distinction between affect and
emotion, I use the terms synonymously and focus more on what affect/emotions do, instead of what
they are. The first step toward understanding what emotions do should be to ask where emotions
“reside.” In other words, what is/are the location(s) of our emotions? Historically, emotions have been
understood as an internal property of the experiencing subject. This has been the dominant idea in psy-
chology and philosophy. An alternative view is that emotions are located outside of the individual. This
so-called de-privatization of emotions has been dominant in fields such as sociology and anthropology.
Here, emotions are believed to reside in the “crowd,” in the environment. Ahmed (2012) described
these two views as the inside-out and the outside-in models of emotion.

The third, and perhaps the most recent, view is that emotions are complex, unpredictable, and ambiva-
lent encounters of individuals, material entities, and discourses (Ahmed, 2017). They are neither inside
nor outside the subject. They are both. They are more than the sum of the two. As Ahmed (2012) wrote:

Emotions create the very effect of the surfaces and boundaries that allow us to distin-
guish an inside and an outside in the first place. So emotions are not simply something
‘I’ or ‘we’ have. Rather, it is through emotions, or how we respond to objects and oth-
ers, that surfaces or boundaries are made: the ‘I’ and the ‘we’ are shaped by, and even
take the shape of, contact with others. (p. 10)

Thus, Ahmed departed from both the psychological and the sociological models of emotion. Her theo-
rization points to how emotions work as orientation devices. Emotions participate in the environment
where the subject negotiates affordances that may be potentially available. As orientation devices,
emotions “involve bodily processes of affecting and being affected”; in this way, emotions become “a
matter of how we come into contact with objects and others” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 208). This rethinking
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of what emotions do (i.e., the possibilities of action) shows “how emotions operate to ‘make’ and
‘shape’ bodies as forms of action, which also involve orientations towards others” (p. 4). In this view
of emotionality, there are various affective forms of (re)orientation. Such forms of (re)orientation make
emotions inherently relational. These should be understood primarily in their affective capacities and
in the subject’s relation to objects. In summary, we can say, in response to the question of what emo-
tions do, that emotions “involve (re)actions or relations of ‘towardness’ or ‘awayness’ in relation to
such objects” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 8).

Affect and the Teaching and Learning of Additional Languages

In contexts of language teaching and learning, the sociality of emotions (Ahmed, 2012) can help us
understand the concept of affordance in light of the recent development of digital technologies such as
artificial intelligence (AI). For example, various Al tools are now being used as writing tutors (e.g., Strobl
et al., 2024). A potential challenge of using these tools is the erasure of the processes of writing (think-
ing, collecting information, and drafting) as a cognitive, emotional, and embodied practice. The speed
at which Al can generate written texts is a potential threat to the kind of slow thinking and activities and
corporeal presence historically required for writing as a scholastic practice. In other words, Al poses
significant challenges to disrupt the notion of what Vandenberg et al. (2006) described as writing as rela-
tionship building. In the face of such challenges, it is important to reconceptualize language use as rela-
tionship building and to reconsider what the notion of affordance can teach us. As van Lier (2004) wrote:

Affordances are those relationships that provide a ‘match’ between something in the
environment (whether it’s a chair or an utterance) and the learner. The affordance fuels
perception and activity, and brings about meanings — further affordances and signs, and
further higher-level activity as well as more differentiated perception. (p. 96)

While the idea of affordance has been looked at from multiple perspectives (e.g., cultural or cogni-
tive affordances), there is an urgency to understand it from an affective perspective as well. This is
urgent because, as Hayashi, Arpetti, and Baranauskas (2016) wrote, “an affective affordance produces
an emotional state that can or cannot precede the eventual psychological choice of implementing a
behavior” (p. 47).

According to the interdisciplinary literature on affect/emotion, affordance, and technology, I believe
that in contexts of teaching and learning additional languages, what can and cannot be accomplished
with the assistance of digital technology will depend on the affective affordances of the environment
where the human actors and the digital tools create a system that may or may not support organic ways
of language learning and acquisition. As participants in that environment, both the teacher and the
learner may benefit from an awareness of emotion’s role in constructing the environment’s affor-
dances. To pay such attention to emotions, we should begin with the recognition that human emotions
are socially constructed and biologically rooted, physically distributed, and agentically complex. With
the recognition that understanding the nature, origin, and impact of emotions is not an easy task, I pro-
pose that learners, teachers, and researchers should develop a critical affective literacy. While this kind
of literacy should not be treated as a panacea for all pedagogical problems, I believe — with epistemic
humility — that it holds considerable potential to develop a nuanced understanding of what can be done
with the help of technology in language teaching and learning.

Critical Affective Literacy

The notion of critical affective literacy was originally proposed as an actionable pedagogical frame-
work in contexts of moral dilemmas about how best to respond to the suffering (both physical and
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mental) of others through literate and discursive practices (Ahmed, 2016). The framework comprised
four principles:

1. Examining why we feel what we feel,

2. Striving to enter a relation of affective equivalence,

3. Interrogating the production and circulation of objects of emotion in everyday politics,
and

4. Focusing on the performativity of emotions to achieve social justice.

This framework has been applied to a number of different contexts, ranging, for example, from boy-
hood studies to civic literacy education (Keegan, 2021; Stahl & Keddie, 2020). As a critical self-
reflexive practitioner, I look at this framework as being continually informed by the nexus of local
priorities and global forces. The original framework was meant to be always in need of contextualiza-
tion, and critical educators were encouraged to prepare a creative space within their teaching/learning
environment for realizing the transformative potential of the framework.

Responding to this call for recontextualization, several authors have revised and reconceptualized the
original framework in light of their local pedagogical needs. For example, Mendelowitz and Govender
(2024) have recently revised the “framework by refining principles 2 and 4 in relation to [their]
discussion of empathy as affective solidarity and the critical-creative-affective nexus: (2) Striving
to enter a relation of affective solidarity, and (4) Focusing on performativity of emotions in critical-
creative redesign toward social justice” (p. 5). These researchers have reconfigured the framework
to make room for creativity in their critical work. Of particular importance in this reconfiguration
was Mendelowitz and Govender’s (2024) addition of “the concept of affective solidarity ... for
understanding the role of the readers’ identification/disidentification with representations in texts,
[which] allows for a more nuanced understanding of the role of empathy as enabling critical and
affective moves” (p. 10).

With an emphasis on criticality and creativity, and against the backdrop of contemporary social-
political-pedagogical contexts, | propose a slight revision of the four principles originally set forth in
2016. In our time of unprecedented global crises such as social, economic, and educational inequality;
war; displacement; xenophobia; and the evolving role of digital technology in these issues, a reconcep-
tualization of critical affective literacy should consist of:

1. Examining why we feel what we feel,

2. Interrogating the (re)production of objects of emotion in everyday life,

3. Understanding how the circulating objects of emotion construct historically and socially
situated subjectivities, and

4. Striving to enter a relation of affective solidarity for pedagogical social justice.

These slightly revised principles will more accurately reflect the contemporary problems in educa-
tional theory and practice, especially in the contexts where affordances are debated and variously con-
ceptualized by researchers and practitioners. In particular, they will help us understand how teachers
and students become “agentic” in affecting and being affected by others in the complex environments
of teaching, learning, and living.

Critical Affective Literacy and Additional Language Learning

In the present age of additional language education, foundational concepts such as language profi-
ciency and communicative competence are going through a radical reconceptualization. Educators
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and students are now more aware of the need to develop a variety of language proficiencies because
there is no unitary model of language use in different educational, social, and professional domains
(Leung, 2023). The learning and uses of additional languages are increasingly seen as adding to the
linguistic repertoires of multi/plurilingual speakers. Earlier assimilationist views of people’s identities
and their implications for second/additional language learning no longer apply to the new context of
transnational mobility, education, and belonging. In increasingly ethno-linguistically diverse contexts
around the world, additional language learning and uses are not simply tied to instrumental motiva-
tion and rational decision-making. They are deeply connected to the affective domains and people’s
place-based identities (Ahmed, 2024). There are growing concerns, especially from an affective per-
spective, about the loss and marginalization of heritage languages in unequally multilingual settings
(e.g., Ahmed & Morgan, 2021). In this new reality, I agree with Kordt (2018) that “affordance theory
with its focus on the individual, the environment and the emergent character of language learning
opportunities is particularly well-suited for dealing with the complexity of individual and societal
multilingualism” (p. 135). However, for that, the concept of affordance needs to be rethought through
the affective lens.

Van Lier’s (2011) ecological-semiotic approach to language learning, which wants us to be concerned
with the situated nature of cognition and agency, provides further justification for why we need to
rethink the concept of affordance. Van Lier’s theorization is helpful because it shows that how teachers
teach languages depends, to a large extent, on what they believe language is. Contrary to the popular
notion of language as a rules-governed system used to communicate meanings, van Lier promoted a
historical and social perspective of language. Bakhtin’s (1981) view of language is probably the most
productive conceptual lens to understand this notion of language. For Bakhtin, language is social
because it always responds to other linguistic acts (utterances) that precede and that will follow. In this
sense, the meanings of an utterance or other language act is not static; they derive not from the content
of its words, but rather from its interplay with what was said and what is anticipated to be said. Thus,
“when language is viewed as part of an ongoing dialogue, as part of how people act and react to each
other, then it is seen not as meaning per se but as meaningful, strategic action that is materially real-
ized” (Bloome & Egan-Robertson, 1993, p. 309).

Van Lier’s (2011) ecological-semiotic approach to language (learning) is inspired by this Bakhtinian
notion of language. His example of the term “knight” in the context of playing chess can be illustrative
here. “Knight” gains its meaning through its relationship to the other pieces on the board (such as the
king, queen, and bishop) and its role in the game is defined by its unique moves. Its physical appear-
ance, like the shape of a horse’s head, is less consequential here. If a knight piece is missing from the
set, any available object, such as a bottle cap or a bead, can serve as a knight, provided that there is
consensus about this object’s function as the knight. The physical attributes of the substitute are unim-
portant as long as it is agreed upon as representing the knight in the chess game.

This dialogical, social, and use-based (rather than rule-based) view of language points to the importance
of taking a relational view of affordance where a tool does not contain particular affordances. Like a
language that has meaning potentials, a digital tool has affordance potentials. Specific affordances are
imagined at the time of designing the tool, but such affordances are only realizable in an environment
where successful negotiation among the users, tools, and the context is possible regarding the affor-
dance in question. As van Lier (2011) emphasized, affordance is “dynamically related to mediation or
tool/sign use. [It] ties perception and attention to activity, and relates the agent to the environment in
purposeful ways” (p. 387). The four principles of critical affective literacy presented above can train
us to pay attention to activities and environments in ethical, anti-oppressive, and pedagogically trans-
formative ways. As Berlant (2017) said, “...what affect theory best helps us see are the contradictions
and ambivalences in our projects and attachments. It is a training in paying attention...” (p. 13).
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Provisional Conclusions

In summary, I have argued that the concept of affordance continues to remain highly relevant to the
contexts of language teaching and learning that are increasingly mediated by digital technologies.
However, given the complexity of human cognition and agency, we need to look at the concept of
affordance through an affective lens. The recent scholarship on affect in education, humanities, and
the social sciences has highlighted the importance of affect and emotion in all human endeavors
(Zembylas, 2021). Building on earlier works (Ahmed, 2016, 2022), I propose that we take an affective
approach to understanding and applying the concept of affordance to pedagogical contexts, and that
the four principles of critical affective literacy are likely to be beneficial for teachers and learners.

e The first principle calls for an understanding of the roots of our feelings in relation to
our social positions and histories, fostering a critical awareness of why we feel what
we feel. Through such an examination, we may gain a more holistic understanding of
our interactions with each other. This will foster emotional literacy and prepare teachers
and learners to navigate the complex and often emotionally charged environment of
the classroom.

e The second principle wants us to scrutinize how emotions are generated and dissemi-
nated in everyday interactions. It examines the creation and flow of emotional objects
(like symbols or narratives) within social encounters (e.g., how media narratives con-
struct fear about specific groups, or how cultural symbols evoke patriotism). This prin-
ciple also calls us to interrogate how emotional triggers are perpetuated, reinforced, or
challenged through curricular policies and pedagogical practices.

e The third principle encourages us to explore how circulating objects of emotion
contribute to the formation of identities. It looks at how emotions intersect with various
aspects of identity (such as race, gender, class, nationality, mother tongue) and shape
subjectivities, which are often historically and socially situated and culturally conditioned.

e The final principle advocates for building emotional awareness and connections that
support social justice in (language) educational contexts. It emphasizes the importance
of affective solidarity—recognizing and supporting others in collective struggles for
personal and social transformation—as a foundation for just and equitable pedagogical
practices.

Taken together, these principles aim to integrate emotional awareness into critical literacy by enhanc-
ing our understanding and engagement with the emotional dimensions of teaching and learning. In
other words, critical affective literacy emphasizes that feelings are not just personal or individual expe-
riences but are deeply connected to social, cultural, material, and political contexts.

The primary goal of the critical affective literacy framework was to “question the privileging of the
notion of education as an individualistic, unmediated, and calculable intellectual development™ and to
create the kind of “consciousness that acknowledges the emergent and unpredictable nature of learn-
ing that takes places in zones of affective contact between subjects and objects” (Morgan & Ahmed,
2023, p. 866). This goal is aligned with van Lier’s (2004, 2011) ecological-semiotic approach to
language (and) learning. From this ecological-semiotic perspective, affordance is not static and uni-
versal. It is contextual and continually negotiated by multiple — and often competing — actors within
specific cultural and material contexts. It is difficult to predict affordances with certainty. Therefore,
I propose that we look at the notion of affordance through an affective lens because emotions help us
understand how we — as one of the actors in a complex ecology of learning and development — may
affect and be affected by others. Despite utopian promises made by the designers and producers of
new digital tools, we have reasonable grounds to question the affordances of those tools, especially
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in the context of pedagogy. One way of tackling the unpredictability of technological affordances
in human learning and engagement is to pay more attention to the affective dimensions of motiva-
tion, agency, identity, and the environment. | have highlighted this need as well as the possibility of
reconceptualizing the notion of affordance by inviting our collective attention to the four (revised)
principles of critical affective literacy.
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