
Using Telepresence Robots to Provide Authentic Communicative Practices 
to Remote Foreign Language Learners 

 
Jian Liao 

Department of Learning and Performance Systems,  
The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, USA 

College of Online and Continuing Education, Southwest University, China 
Email: jxl1089@psu.edu 

 
 

Abstract 
 

Authentic communicative practice is crucial for fostering foreign language learners’ communicative 
competence. However, most learners don’t have enough chances to travel to the target countries due to expensive 
travel costs. This paper proposes a solution using telepresence robot to support the interaction between remote 
foreign language learners and native speakers in real conversational scenarios. By analysing the interview, field 
notes, and video clips, this study shows that telepresence robot has huge potential on foreign language learning. 
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Introduction 

 
Authentic communicative practice including native speakers, physical environment, and activities in the 

target country is crucial for foreign language learners as it can foster students’ communicative competence in real 
situation (Strobel, Wang, Weber, & Dyehouse, 2013; Larsen-Freeman, 2013; Volosinov, 1973). Edelson and 
Reiser (2006) claim that authentic practices can benefit learners from three aspects: being valuable to learners, 
providing a meaningful context to motivate learners and assisting students in understanding the meaning of 
knowledge. However, most foreign language learners around the world don’t have enough chances to travel to 
the target countries due to the expensive travel costs. To bridge the gap, this paper proposes a solution that uses 
telepresence robot, which can be controlled by remote learners online and support video chatting, to support the 
interaction between remote EFL learners and native speakers in real conversational scenarios.  

The term telepresence, firstly proposed by Minsky (1980), refers to giving a remote participant the 
feeling of actually being present at another location. Now with the development of mobile technology, some 
mobile devices like iPad, iPhone could be utilized to be the core component in the robot (Greenhow, Ratan, Cain, 
& Bell, 2016; Sykes, Oskoz, & Thorne, 2013). Thus, the cost of the other parts has been significantly reduced 
and now telepresence robots like Double Robotics’ Double, Keebot, Romo, are typically much more affordable 
than the travel costs to go to the target countries.  

 
Research Questions 

 
The research questions of this study include: (1) How the physical environment around the telepresence 

robot influence remote EFL learners’ learning experience? (2) What are the learners experience on controlling 
the robot and how it can influence language learning?  (3) what are the differences between telepresence 
interaction and face-to-face interaction? 

 
Methodology  

 
To investigate the research questions above, we conducted a case study, in which three adult foreign 

language learners in China are selected to communicate with a native speaker in an American university campus 
by using and controlling a telepresence robot. All these learners have plan to study oversea but don’t have 
experience on living in the target country. During the study, we designed a 2-hour activity for each learner. In the 
first half hour, the native speaker and the EFL learner video-chatted via QQ, an online communication tool in 
China, to get familiar with each other. The native speaker also introduced the whole task to the EFL learners in 
this phase.  After that, the native speaker guided the remote learners to have a tour on an American campus by 
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controlling Romo, a telepresence robot using iPhone to capture video, to show the remote learner, and to receive 
the controlling command from the learner. During about 1-hour process, the native speaker played the role of 
tour guide to introduce the history and the culture of the buildings along the pathway.  In the last half hour, the 
remote learner was asked to wrapped up what s/he had learned and we conducted an interview for each learner 
about their experience after they finished their wrap-up. During the activities, we also wrote 10-page in total field 
notes and videotaped about 6-hour video clips.  

 
Findings 

 
After transcribing the interview, we used Atlas.ti to code the transcripts and filed notes. In total 20 

codes were identified. Then we used network tool in Atlas.ti to categorize the codes into three themes based on 
our research questions:(1) The physical environment around the robot can provide rich and authentic learning 
content; (2) Controlling telepresence robot allows students to explore the environment actively and let them feel 
being there; (3) Comparing to person-to-person interaction, students feel hard to express their body language, 
and poor network connection makes the communication between remote students and local native speaker not as 
smooth as in-person communication.  

 
Discussion and Conclusion 

 
Generally speaking, our findings show that telepresence robots can afford foreign language learners to 

practice their communication by actively exploring the environment and choosing the learning content they are 
interested in. Although network delay and no mechanical arms to express body language in current telepresence 
robot may influence the communication, considering the fast advancement of Internet and robot technologies, 
this issue could be addressed in the near future. As an emerging technology, telepresence robots show huge 
potential on foreign language learning by support non-native speakers around world to have access to the 
physical, social, and cultural context in the target countries and have the chances to practice their communication 
competence with native speakers in more authentic environments. 
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