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studies on corrective feedback, negotiation of meaning can happen in the absence of 

communication breakdowns, but it usually involves a more competent speaker (e.g., a teacher) 

purposefully shifting the focus from meaning to form to get the learner to notice the difference 

between their interlanguage and the target language (e.g., Sheen, 2004). 

Research on negotiation of meaning is notably parallel to research on communication 

strategies (CS), yet the two lines of research have remained conspicuously independent (Yule & 

Tarone, 1991). Most mechanisms to negotiate meaning—for example, asking for clarification 

during a communication breakdown—are considered CS by scholars. Interestingly, while many 

definitions and taxonomies exist for CS (e.g., Canale, 1983; Dörnyei & Scott, 1997; Tarone, 

1980), some more extensive than others, efforts to achieve conceptual clarity have led to 

narrowing down the taxonomy to those strategies used to “repair the discourse when trouble 

occurs” (Long, 1983, as cited in Dörnyei & Scott, 1997, p.186). Indeed, Dörnyei and Scott, in 

their review of research on CS, report that “the vast majority of the CS literature is concerned 

only with the devices belonging to […] the management of actual language-related problems in 

communication” (p.186). 

This study adopts Canale’s (1983) extended conceptualization of CS as involving any 

attempt to “enhance the effectiveness of communication” (as cited in Dörnyei & Scott, 1997, p. 

179). This definition allows us to consider strategies used to maintain common ground before 

communication breakdowns happen and is not restricted to linguistic means but includes tools 

like gestures, eye gaze, mime, intonation, and other external affordances. Traditionally, studies 

on negotiation of meaning focus on lab- or classroom-based settings, where students learning a 

majority or other commonly taught language engage in form-focused activities with each other or 

receive corrective feedback from a teacher or more capable peer. These studies are narrow in that 

they have not captured all learning opportunities afforded to learners, for instance those afforded 

through peer-peer conversational tasks that are not focused on form (e.g., Nakahama, Tyler & 

Lier, 2001). In this study, I aim to fill that gap, and thereby take an expanded definition of 

negotiation of meaning, conceived here as the ongoing process, facilitated by communication 

strategies to sustain communication and co-construct meaning.  
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Methods 

Theoretical Framework 

This study takes a sociocognitive perspective to SLA that views learning as a continuous, 

complex, and nonlinear process that takes place in interaction (Atkinson, 2011). The social and 

cognitive realms are viewed as interrelated and inseparable. Cognitive processes therefore are 

inextricably linked to external affordances, such as (a) tools like textbooks, notebooks, and pens; 

(b) embodied tools like eye gaze and gesture; (c) social tools like interaction and turn-taking; (d) 

individuals and their identities (e.g., peers, tutors, friends); (e) historical trajectories (e.g., 

individual histories of socialization and education); and (f) historical and environmental context 

(e.g., sociopolitical status of the language being learned) (Atkinson, Churchill, Nishino, & 

Okada, 2007).  

A central concept within the sociocognitive approach is that of alignment, which 

Atkinson, Churchill, Nishino, and Okada (2007) defined as “the complex means by which 

human beings effect coordinated interaction, and maintain that interaction in dynamically 

adaptive ways” (p.169). When learning a language, learners align themselves with the language 

being learned as well as with all other sociocognitive affordances described above. Affordances 

like embodied tools and social tools, which are not commonly foregrounded in mainstream 

cognitive approaches to SLA, take on special relevance in mediating and defining the language 

learning process.  

Under this framework, gaze, gestures, and other non-verbal communication strategies are 

sociocognitive affordances inseparable from linguistic affordances in the learning process, 

necessary in understanding the process of negotiating interaction and constructing meaning. 

Embodied and social tools take on special relevance in how participants align to each other and 

the language being learned to establish common ground.  

There are no studies to my knowledge that address embodied and social tools in novice 

peer-peer interaction. In addition, most studies on communication strategies and negotiation of 

meaning in peer-peer interaction have focused on learners of commonly taught languages. Little 

is known about the learning processes of learners of minoritized languages, especially Indigenous 

languages. The learning of Indigenous languages often takes place in unique ecological contexts 

where common sociocognitive affordances like language learning materials or basic access to 
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input from proficient speakers are limited. Addressing this gap takes on special urgency given 

the global and rapid language shift towards majority languages. Similarly, the unique ecological 

context of novice peer-peer language learning outside of traditional educational settings will help 

inform a more holistic understanding of language learning.  

Seeking to address the gaps outlined above, this study asks: (a) How do two novice 

language learners of Mixtec negotiate meaning in oral role-plays? and (b) How do novice learners 

use gestures and other non-verbal semiotic resources in constructing meaning? 

Context and Participants 

The role play interactions analyzed here were recorded over the summer of 2016 during an 

intensive Mixtec language learning program in Oaxaca, Mexico. Both participants, Lucía and 

myself, were sponsored by a Foreign Language Area Studies (FLAS) fellowship to study the 

language, a competitive fellowship sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education designed to 

“strengthen global competitiveness” through “world language study” (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2017). 

I am a graduate student of second languages education. My research interests, as well as a 

deep commitment to contributing to language revitalization movements in my native Mexico, 

prompted me to apply for the program to study Mixtec. Initially, my plan was to study Zapotec, 

but given the political situation that made access to the site difficult, I switched to Mixtec, 

joining one week into the six-week program. My history with language learning and teaching is 

long. I grew up speaking Spanish in Mexico but was introduced to English and German in 

school. Later, I studied some French and two years living in China, one after high school and 

again after college, prompted me to study and learn some Mandarin Chinese. During my time in 

college and graduate school I also explored other languages, taking one semester of Tamil and 

one semester of Kiswahili. This is all to say that I greatly enjoy learning languages and I’m 

familiar with being at the novice level. I also have experience teaching English and Spanish, 

mostly to beginner learners.  

Lucía is a graduate student in urban development from Los Angeles, California. What 

brought her to Oaxaca was a specific interest in the Mixtec language. Lucía grew up bilingual in 

Spanish and English, her family being from the Mixtec region in Puebla, Mexico. There are few 
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speakers left of Puebla Mixtec, and nobody in Lucía’s family claims to speak the language, 

though she could recognize some words used by her grandmother (who still lives in Puebla). 

Lucía is also deeply committed to the linguistic documentation and revitalization of Mixtec, and 

the years prior to the program had been studying the Puebla variety of the language and working 

with her partner, a linguist, on a dictionary of Puebla Mixtec.  

Mixtec is an Indigenous language spoken in the states of Oaxaca, Puebla, and Guerrero. 

Recent migration to urban areas and the United States has also spread the Mixtec-speaking 

population, notably to Mexico City, Baja California Norte, California, and New York. The 

Instituto Nacional de Lenguas Indígenas (INALI) counts over 400,000 speakers of 63 varieties of 

the language nested around specific geographic regions. Many of these varieties are mutually 

unintelligible, making Spanish the de facto lingua franca among bilingual speakers from different 

regions. Also, while the number of speakers is still relatively high, many observers and scholars 

have noted a rapid generational shift from Mixtec to Spanish, where many of the younger 

generations are no longer fluent in the language.  

Lucía and myself were the only two students in the language program taught by Professor 

Tomás (pseudonym), a former teacher and scholar from a Mixtec community in the Mixteca alta, 

a few hours away from Oaxaca City. Thus, Lucía and I learned the language variety from his 

hometown. As we studied in Oaxaca City and access to his community is limited, he was our 

only reference throughout the course. Other Mixtec speakers we encountered spoke different 

varieties and conversations were limited to observations in Spanish about differences and 

similarities in lexis. Lucía also had to manage her knowledge of the two varieties, often mixing 

the two during class and our conversations.  

For five weeks we met Monday through Thursday from 8 a.m. to 1 p.m. The class was 

largely text based and centered around Professor Tomás as he introduced vocabulary that he 

wrote on the board. Lucía and I copied into our notebooks and asked him to translate other 

vocabulary and phrases we thought could be useful. In that sense, the class was fairly student 

driven, though there was no focus on conversation. Professor Tomás pronounced the words he 

wrote on the board, and as a learner, I often repeated his pronunciations, sometimes out loud to 

get his feedback. For the last hour of class, we sometimes played games like memory or bingo or 

listened to songs, decoding the lyrics. Other activities involved translations on handouts and for 
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the final weeks the production of texts. There was, however, little to no focus on spoken 

language and conversation.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

Lucía and I met on our own to practice conversation once a week starting two weeks into the 

program. After reviewing vocabulary for a given period of time, we decided on a topic for a role 

play and video recorded ourselves talking. I proposed recording our conversations to be able to 

track our progress. Rather than form-focused tasks, the meetings we recorded were opportunities 

to practice and develop our oral language through interactions where we role played several 

scenarios. These became less and less structured as we progressed through the course. For the 

first two we had rough scripts with an order of questions we would pose to each other to guide 

the conversation. However, as we recorded, we did not allow ourselves to look at our notes and 

we often improvised.  

We recorded role plays a total of four times during the summer program and three times 

as we met remotely during the following months. For this study, I will be primarily looking at 

our first role-play conversation (two weeks into the program) and the very last recorded role-

play conversation (at the end of the program).  

For the first recording, a 3-minute structured role play, we asked each other basic 

questions about our names, age, and place of origin. For the last recording our only prompt was 

the question “What did you do yesterday?” from which we improvised the rest of the six-minute 

conversation. It should be noted that all the conversations were video-recorded in the summer of 

2016, four to five months before I analyzed them as data for this study, which originated as a 

class paper for a class on SLA in the fall of 2016.  

To analyze the data, I use multimodal interaction analysis as proposed by Atkinson 

(2011). The approach, adapted from Goodwin (2000), “focuses on the use of complementary 

semiotic resources in performing sociocognitive action-via-interaction” (Atkinson, p.152). These 

semiotic resources include: (1) language; (2) nonlinguistic vocal behavior; (3) gaze; (4) facial 

expression; (5) gesture; (6) head and body movement and orientation; (7) tools (e.g., computers, 

grammar exercises); (8) settings (e.g., coffee shops, religious ceremonies); (9) roles and relations; 

and (10) arrangements and practices. While considering the ways that these resources and 
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affordances play a role in the interactions we construct, I explicitly focus on gaze, gesture, and 

head and body movement and orientation to answer the question of how novice learners use 

gestures and other non-verbal semiotic resources in constructing meaning. 

When analyzing how Lucía and I negotiate meaning in oral role-plays, I focus on the 

language produced. That analysis was informed by research on communication strategies 

(Dörnyei & Scott, 1997) and corrective feedback (Lyster & Ranta, 1997), specifically looking at 

repetitions, comprehension checks, recasts, and self-repair.  

A self-study of language use has many advantages, as self-reflection is an invaluable 

source of data. Researcher-participants can provide personal insight on the intention and 

function of linguistic and non-verbal resources and other social tools and contextual factors 

shaping the interaction. This personal knowledge prompted me to focus my analysis more 

closely on my own gestures, language use, and interpretations. But a self-study doesn’t come 

without challenges and ethical dilemmas, raising questions of trustworthiness in the process of 

“presenting, representing, legitimizing, analyzing, and reporting one’s own experience as data” 

(Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001, p.15). On the other side, a self-study acknowledges the centrality 

and the agency of the researcher, who always, though not always consciously or reflexively, 

generates data based on their unique positionality (Choi, 2016). Within this study, my 

positionality became data, as it informed how I aligned myself to my interlocutor, but also to the 

environment and the language being learned.  

Results 

Though our interest developed from different places, both Lucía and I had (and continue to 

have) a high investment in learning Mixtec. Wanting to make the most out of the summer 

learning opportunity, we created additional opportunities to practice oral language, imagining 

scenarios that would lead us to use the language learned through oral role-plays. This involved 

artificially creating situations where our shared languages (English and Spanish) were not 

available, forcing us to use Mixtec and other non-linguistic affordances to negotiate meaning. 

Given that our knowledge of Mixtec was limited (more so after only two weeks of learning but 

still so at the end of the six-week program), we had few linguistic resources to sustain 

communication and repair communication breakdowns. Shared embodied and social tools 
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gained special relevance in facilitating that interaction and co-constructing meaning, 

compensating for our limited resources. 

This study asks the following questions: How do novice learners use gestures and other 

non-verbal semiotic resources in constructing meaning? Secondly, how do two novice language 

learners of Mixtec negotiate meaning in oral role-plays? This section is organized in four sub-

sections that reflect the main resources or strategies, verbal and non-verbal, that Lucía and I 

employed to co-construct meaning and to sustain common ground. I categorized the non-verbal 

resources as embodied completion and mime. The verbal resource and most common strategy 

was repetition, which, if including a reformulation, could be interpreted as negative feedback. 

Lucía and I, however, employed it as a comprehension check when communicating across 

dialects or to gain time. In the last sub-section, I discuss instances of uptake or self-repair that 

represent instances of language development despite the focus being on sustaining common 

ground at a very basic level.  

Embodied Completion 

Gestures and gaze are used in different ways in our role-play conversations. One important 

function of these embodied tools was that of passing turn at talk. This represents a practice of 

embodied completion or “launching a turn at talk, and then at a point where some trajectory of 

the turn is projectable, ceasing to talk and completing the action that had been initiated by the 

particular turn through gesture or embodied display” (Olsher 2004 in Mori & Hayashi, 2006, 

p.196). 

In excerpt 1, Lucía and I practiced asking common questions about each other. This was 

our first role-play and the first time we attempted to engage in a conversation in Mixtec. Before 

we recorded ourselves, we reviewed the vocabulary and gave each other roles, planning the 

structure the conversation would take and who would ask which question when. During the 

conversation, however, either intentionally or not, we allowed ourselves to improvise, creating 

situations where we had to negotiate interaction. In line 1 for example, I asked the first question 

(What is your name?). Lucía answers and then asks me the same question in line 2, which I 

answer, then wait for Lucía to take the floor. In line 4, by gazing away and directing her gaze 

back at me, however, Lucía passes the turn at talk back to me. I understand the message, as I 
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quickly produce the next question in line 5. Eye gaze as a shared resource plays an important 

role in helping us sustain the conversation when other affordances are not available (e.g., 

linguistic affordances to negotiate turn at talk, notebook with our notes, and role-play 

specifications).  

Excerpt 1: First role-play, 07/03/2016 

 1 M: Ahm: (.2) na: na nani yo’o ku’u? 
   Ahm: (.2) What’s your name, sister? 
 2 L: Ahm, ndi’u nani Lucía. Na nani (.2) yo’o ku’u? 
   Ahm, my name is Lucía. What is your name, sister? 
 3 M: Na nani: Ah! Ndi’u ((gesturing towards Lucía)) nani María. 
   What is: Ah! My name is María. 
 4 L: Ah! Ahm ((looks away then looks back at María)) 
   Ah! Ahm  
 5 M: Ahm Nda dava kui:ya: yo’o ku’u?  
   Ahm: How old are you sister? 
 
The practice of embodied completion is also often accomplished through gestures. The need to 

compensate for limited resources drives me to use gestures extensively, as shown in Excerpt 2 

below. In line 10 I ask Lucía a question. After a brief pause, I signal towards Lucía at about the 

same time when I start asking the question. The gesture that accompanies the verbalization could 

signal that I am referring to her and/or serve as an indication that I am about to give her the 

floor. In L1 interaction in English or Spanish a change in intonation usually provides enough 

information to indicate a question, which in turn indicates a turn at talk. Given my limited 

knowledge of Mixtec, a tonal language with an intonation pattern I am unfamiliar with, a gesture 

towards Lucía in line 10 is used to compensate and provide that information. Lucía not only 

shows understanding of my question in line 11, but demonstrates competence by replying with a 

possible answer. It is unclear if (and, if so, to what degree) this type of embodied completion is 

aiding Lucía’s comprehension of my verbalizations or even aiding my production of the question 

in the first place, yet in either case it plays an important role in helping us sustain the 

conversation when other affordances are not available. 

Excerpt 2: Final Role-Play, 07/29/2016 

 10 M: [Ah] ahm: ((gestures at L)) yo’o ñeji: ñeji: va’a yo’o ku’u? 
   [Ah] ahm: Did you eat sister? 
 11 L: Ah! Ah: ñeji va’a ndi’u. Ñeji dita yɨ’ɨ diva.  
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   Ah! Ah: I ate well. I ate tortilla with diva. 
 12 M: Ah:!   
   Ah:! 
 13 L: Mh’m   
   Mh’m 
 
Embodied completions like using gaze or hand gestures to complete an action and pass a turn at 

talk are usually not considered communication strategies (CS); however, they aid the participants 

in sustaining common ground in interaction. Tarone (1980) distinguished between CS, learning 

strategies, and production strategies, and categorizes gestures as production strategies. Gestures 

in conjunction with my verbalization of the question could be aiding my language production 

and Lucía’s comprehension. This is, however, a difficult claim to make because there is no 

breakdown in communication that is subsequently repaired.  

Mime 

Unlike the embodied completions in the examples above, non-verbal resources used to describe 

concepts or to provide visual illustrations have been included in typologies of CS from very early 

on. One such example is mime, which many studies have shown is used by language learners to 

compensate for limited linguistic resources (e.g., Færch & Kasper, 1983; Tarone, 1977).  

Mime can serve as a secondary device to convey meaning when the speaker is not sure 

about the word choice. It also puts special emphasis on performance and learning to do by 

doing. 

In Excerpt 3, below, I tell Lucía that I would like to drink water while simultaneously 

pretending to drink from an imaginary glass (line 16). After I get confirmation in line 17 that my 

message was understood, I continue in line 18, telling Lucía that I have water at my house, this 

time making a square figure with my hands while I say “ve’e” (“house”) and then pointing to 

myself as I say “ndi’u” (“I”). By using these gestures, I am making use of different affordances to 

align with Lucía and Mixtec. This conversation comes from the final recording at the end of the 

program. While I know the words for both “I” and “house,” and I know Lucía knows them well 

too (they are high frequency words that we have used and reviewed many times), I am not sure if 

the syntactic structures of the phrases are correct or whether we share enough context to 

interpret the meaning of the conversation. The embodied tools go beyond being tools to 

illustrate two isolated words but aim to help build the context to interpret the meaning of the 
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whole utterance. They serve as an additional resource to help sustain common ground and 

prevent potential communication breakdowns.  

Excerpt 3: Water 

 15 L: Ah: (.2) ((nods)) ñɨ’ɨn tuin. ñɨ’ɨn tuin? 
   Ah: (.2) Do you drink too. Do you drink too? 
 16 M: Ah! Ahm: (.2) miñi ñɨ’ɨn ndute. ((holds imaginary glass)) 
   Ah! Ahm: (.2) I like to drink water.  
 17 L: Ah. Ujun. ((nods)) Ndi’u ndu- te ahm: (.2) 
   Ah. Yes. I wa- ter ahm: (.2) 

18 M: Ujun ((nods)). Ve’e ((gesture of square)) ndi’u ((pointing at self)) iyo 
ndute.  

   Ujun. In my house there is water.  
 
Excerpt 4 (see below) is also an abstract from the role play at the end of the program; we are 

talking about the tamal festival we went to on the previous day. The prompt for the role-play was 

asking each other what we had done on the previous day. Because we had spent the day together 

at the tamal festival, context was a shared resource. In this case, Lucía asks me whether the 

festival was nice (line 20), to which I answer, “mhm vii ika, viko iyo yaa” (“Mhm it was nice, there 

is music at the festival”) (line 21). As I say “yaa,” the word for “music,” I swirl with my finger 

around my ear. Unlike the examples above, where the words that were illustrated through mime 

were high frequency words and there was little ambiguity in their pronunciation, the word for 

“music” can be ambiguous if not pronounced correctly.  

Excerpt 4: Music 

 20 L: Ah: viko ah: vii? 
   Was the festival nice? 
 21 M: Mhm vii ika, viko iyo yaa: ((gestures hand swirl around ear)) 
   Mhm it was nice, there is music at the festival 
 22 L: Mhm 
   Mhm 
 
In Mixtec, a tonal language, “yaa” can have different meanings depending on the tone, including 

“tongue,” “grey,” and “ashes,” and, with a glottal stop (“ya’a”), also “chili.” Since we had had little 

speaking practice and I had little confidence producing tones, the gesture is an effort to 

disambiguate and compensate for those limitations. In neither case with these examples is there 

an evident communication breakdown. The gestures are employed as an additional affordance to 
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align to each other. The gestures can also serve and be interpreted as comprehension checks, as 

they are followed by a confirmation from Lucía “Ujun” (“yes”) or “Mhm.” Their purpose here is 

to make sure we share common ground before communication breaks down.  

Repetitions and Reformulations 

There are several instances in the data where Lucía or I repeat the other’s utterance before 

continuing the conversation. Repetitions can have several functions. Other-repetition has been 

considered a learning strategy to gain time (Dörnyei & Scott, 1997). When a repeated utterance 

includes a change in form, it tends be interpreted as a recast, a form of corrective feedback 

(Nicholas et al., 2001), yet whether any given repetition is intended as recast is not always clear. 

In the present study, because both participants are at a similar level and the conversations were 

not designed to focus on form, corrective feedback is unlikely. In addition, Lucía’s knowledge of 

Puebla Mixtec adds an additional layer of complexity, as we strive to communicate across 

dialects.  

When Lucía says a word I don’t recognize, I often assume it is the Puebla variety rather 

than a mistake. In Excerpt 5 below we are talking about what we did the previous day. The first 

repetition comes in line 3, when Lucía repeats the name of the restaurant I mention I had gone 

to (“ita noni”). This could be a communication strategy to gain time, or simply a discourse 

strategy to show surprise. The repetitions, however, continue in lines 8 and 9 “ndɨvɨ tya’a.” In 

this case, Lucía repeats the phrase with rising intonation, signaling that it is a question and that 

she is asking for confirmation. The communication hasn’t broken, but she is taking proactive 

steps to maintain common ground. In line 11, Lucía follows up with the conversation about 

food, asking me how many tortillas I have eaten: “Na dava: dita?” (line 11). She uses “dava,” the 

Puebla Mixtec word for “how many” and I repeat the question in line 12, though I use the 

Huitepec Mixtec word for “how many,” “ndava.” My intent here is not to correct and provide the 

correct form of Huitepec Mixtec, but to confirm that I have comprehended her question. 

Excerpt 5: Repetition 

 1 L: Ah: Na dide yo’o ku’u? 
   Ah: What did you do sister?  
 2 M: Ah (.3) Ñe’en ah: ñejii ita noni 
   Ah (.3) I went to eat at ita noni 
 3 L: Ah ita noni! Va’a ñejii? 
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   Ah ita noni! Was it good? 
 4 M: Va’a ñejii. Va’a ñejii ah: dita: ((nod)) 
   It was good. Tortillas were good. 
 5 L: Mhmm? ((nods)) 
   Mhmm? 
 6 M: Mhm. Ah: ndiɨ’ɨ ndɨvi. 
   Mhm. Ah: and eggs. 
 7 L: Ah: 
   Ah: 
 8 M: Ndɨvɨ tya’a 
   Eggs in salsa 
 9 L: Ndɨvɨ tya’a? 
   Eggs in salsa? 
 10 M: Aha ((nod)) 
   Aha ((nod)) 
 11 L: Mm Na dava: dita? 
   Mm how may tortillas? 
 12 M: Ah: Na ndava dita? Mm (.2) ñejii jɨmɨ dita ((gesture showing four fingers)) 
   How many tortillas? Mm I ate four tortillas ((showing four fingers)) 
 
When I do not recognize a word, rather than thinking it might be an error, I assume that she is 

either using the Puebla variant or that I haven’t learned the word. Reformulations as 

comprehension checks help participants negotiate meaning, checking for understanding. These 

strategies are constant and necessary in our novice learner conversation to make sure we are 

establishing common ground and we are in fact co-constructing meaning.  

Excerpt 6 below is the start of our first role play. Lucía and I greet each other and in line 

1, I pronounce the word for sister without the glottal stop (*”kuu” instead of “ku’u”). Lucía 

greets me back saying the word “ku’u” correctly in line 2. In this example, she is not repeating 

my utterance, but simply replying to the greeting, reformulating the word “ku’u” with the glottal 

stop. Her utterance in line 2 also functions as a recast, since I notice it, as shown by the uptake 

in line 3. When I ask the next question in line 3, I used the word “ku’u” again, this time with the 

glottal stop.  

Excerpt 6: Good Morning 

 1 M: Nku Kueeni kuu! 
   Good morning sister! 
 2 L: Nku Kueeni ku’u. 
   Good morning sister. 
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 3 M: Ahm: (.2) na: na nani yo’o ku’u? 
   What’s your name, sister? 
 4 L: Ahm, ndi’u nani Lucía. 
   Ahm, my name is Lucía. 
 
Even if not intended as negative feedback, this short conversation provides a learning 

opportunity. Because this role play is structured and we were anticipating each other’s 

utterances, the absence of the glottal stop does not affect meaning and does not result in a 

communication breakdown. Nevertheless, the interaction does provide an opportunity for me to 

take up the input.  

The two examples above show instances that could be interpreted as recasts. Because of 

how the participants align to each other horizontally as novice peers and communicate across 

two linguistic varieties, the repetitions are not necessarily meant as negative feedback, yet they 

may still lead to uptake. As Mori and Hayashi (2006) noted in their study looking at embodied 

completion, recasts can also be designed “to serve the interactional project of re-framing the 

ratified talk” (p.212). This seems to be the case of the repetitions here, serving rather as 

production or even communication strategies such as comprehension checks employed to 

maintain common ground. 

Uptake and Self-Repair 

In different places either Lucía or I initiate self-repair even in the absence of negative feedback or 

communication breakdown showing learning taking place in novice peer-peer interaction. When 

we are wrapping up the conversation during the last role play, we say good-bye to each other.  

Excerpt 7: Self-Repair 

 40 L: Ahm: (.4) koja’an tnee ku’u? 
   Ahm: see you tomorrow sister? 
 41 M: ((nod)) Uun, ah: ((wave)) nde tnee t- ku’u 
   Yes, see you tomorrow sr- sister 
 42 L: Nde tnee taa ku’u ((wave)) 
   See you tomorrow sr. sister 
 43 L: Oh. nde tnee ku’u 
   Oh. see you tomorrow, sister 
 
In line 41 I say “nde tnee t- ku’u.” In Mixtec, this expression changes depending on whom you 

are talking to. In class, we always used this phrase with our teacher, in which case we would 
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have said “nde tnee taa” (see you tomorrow sr.). I was about to make that error, but I noticed 

before completing the utterance and corrected myself. Then, in line 42, Lucía also used both 

“taa” and “ku’u” only to repeat her own utterance correctly in line 43. Whether this is self-repair 

or Lucía is taking up the input of my utterance in line 41, it happens without prompting or 

communication breakdown, showing that learning takes place even without negotiating meaning 

in the traditional sense.  

In Excerpt 8 below, I was telling Lucía about the mole that her grandmother had made. 

Excerpt 8: Mole 

 30 M: Na’an tyitna ndi’u ahm: ((gestures calling on the phone)) 
   Tell my grandmother 
 31 L: Aha 
   confirmation 
 32 M: Ndeyu va’a ñejii 
   The mole is very good. 
 33 L: Juun. ahm: tyitu: 
   Yes. ahm: full 
 34 M: Ah! Tyitna yo’o ((pointing at L)) 
   Ah! Your grandmother 
 35 L: Aha. tyitu tyitu yɨtɨ ndi’u 
   Aha. My stomach is full. 
 
In line 30 I ask her to tell my grandmother that the mole is very good. Lucía does not provide 

negative feedback but instead confirms “ah!” in line 31. Only 4 turns later do I initiate self-repair 

pointing at Lucía “Ah! Your grandmother” (line 34). 

In Excerpt 9 below, there is no self-repair, no negative feedback, and no communication 

breakdown. We can infer meaning from context and continue the conversation. 

Excerpt 9: California 

1 M: Ahm: ñu ah: (.4) ndi’- ahm: (.3) ñu- ah: ñuu yo’o ah!- Na nani ah: na nani 
ñuu yo’o ku’u? 
Town- ah: I- ahm: town-ah: your town ah!- What’s the name ah: What’s the 
name of your town sister? 

 2 L: Ah! Ndi’u nani ñuu California. 
   Ah! I am called California. 
 3 M: [Ah:] 
 4 L: [Ah:] na nani ñuu yo’o ku’u? 
   What’s the name of your town, sister? 
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In line 1, I ask Lucía what the name of her town is. In line 2, Lucía says she is called California to 

which I only respond “ah:” as a confirmation. I am not sure if I notice the error, and the 

conversation proceeds with no communication breakdown, as the noun “California” answers the 

question even though the grammatical structure of the answer is incorrect. We are both satisfied 

that we are achieving common ground. 

Lucía and I employ several strategies to help us co-construct and negotiate meaning. 

Given that we are novice learners and our linguistic resources are limited, non-verbal resources 

like embodied completion and mime become important strategies to help us maintain common 

ground and avoid communication breakdowns. Repetitions also occur very frequently 

throughout our role-plays. These can be interpreted as strategies to gain processing time or as 

comprehension-checks, again employed to maintain common ground. In some cases, repetitions 

contain reformulations of the previous utterance and could be interpreted as recasts; however, 

because Lucía and I align to each other horizontally as novice learners and communicate across 

dialects, I argue that rather than recasts, reformulations, like repetitions, function as 

comprehension checks. Yet regardless of the speaker’s intention, reformulations can still result in 

uptake. Language development is evident through that uptake as well as through instances of 

self-repair.  

Discussion 

The communication strategies discussed above (embodied completions, mime, repetitions, and 

reformulations) can be described as social and embodied affordances that aid learners like Lucía 

and me to maintain common ground before there is a “problem” in communication.  

Lucía and I share two languages (English and Spanish) which were not available to us 

during our role-plays. We do, however, have other non-linguistic shared resources and 

affordances like gestures, gaze, and context that play an important role in helping us sustain 

communication and co-construct interaction in Mixtec. These affordances play an especially 

important role in sustaining common ground considering our limited linguistic resources and 

the fact that we are communicating across dialects.  

It is difficult to distinguish between strategies that are used to problem-solve and those 

used to enhance communication and avoid problems in the first place. Co-constructing meaning 
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and negotiating interaction involves not only recovering from communication breakdowns or 

initiating explicit repair interactions. In fact, many of the communication strategies described in 

the literature do not involve repair and can be employed preventively to sustain communication. 

Repetition, for example, can be interpreted as a check for comprehension (preventing a 

breakdown of communication) or a request for clarification (after a communication breakdown). 

In both cases the confirmation that follows in the next turn signals the participants that 

communication is sustained and the conversation can continue.  

This study of negotiation of meaning does not necessarily point to communication 

breakdown, or the presence of explicit resolution. Scholars need to move beyond conceptions of 

negotiation of meaning or communication strategies as repair to understand all the benefits of 

interaction for language learning, thinking of negotiation of meaning as the constant, ongoing 

effort to sustain communication and construct meaning in interaction. Looking at negotiation of 

meaning as an ongoing process from a sociocognitive perspective also leads to consideration of 

the myriad social and embodied tools that individuals employ to align themselves to their 

interlocutor and the language being learned as they work toward sustaining common ground.  

Conclusion 

This study sheds some light on the strategies that two novice learners of Mixtec use to maintain 

common ground. A sociocognitive lens illuminates the context and limitations of learning an 

Indigenous language that has many varieties and few speakers. The traditional text-based 

teaching method, the tonal structure of the language, and the participant’s relationship as friends 

and peers with similar levels of competence (though with knowledge of different varieties of the 

language) all influence our interactions and how we used these strategies to create meaning in 

Mixtec.  

This study points at the need to look holistically at SLA, and the variety of interactions 

that afford many learning opportunities even in peer-peer novice learner interaction and when 

focused on meaning. This is especially important in the context of Indigenous language 

revitalization where the input from advanced speakers is often limited and where one language 

can have many different, non-standardized varieties. A view of negotiation of meaning as the 

ongoing process, facilitated by communication strategies to sustain communication and co-
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construct meaning, can shed light on the many sociocognitive affordances that mediate learning 

in non-traditional contexts.  
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Appendix A 

Transcription Conventions 

[  beginning of overlapped talk 
]  end of overlapped talk 
:  lengthened sound 
CAPS   relatively high volume 
?  rising intonation 
.  falling intonation 
,  continuing intonation 
(words) unintelligible stretch, guessing words 
#  inaudible word or stretch 
((words)) comments by the transcriber 
-  sudden cut-off of the current sound 
(.2)  pause of two seconds 
Italics  English translation 
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Power and Privilege in Adult ESL Classrooms 

Ilse H. Griffin, Hamline University 

Many researchers have contended that there is room for growth in TESOL teacher 
training programs regarding discussions on sociocultural issues, such as how race, 
privilege, and power affect adult ESL classrooms (Crump, 2014; Kubota & Lin, 2006; 
Motha, 2014). A majority of teacher training programs include extensive instruction on 
teaching methodology and grammar; however, discussions on historical context and 
larger discriminatory forces should also be included (Vazquez, 2000). Particularly 
because so many TESOL practitioners are white or representative of the dominant U.S. 
culture, it is important to investigate how social construct and privilege may manifest 
themselves in the classroom (McCann, 2012). As discriminatory forces are still very 
present in U.S. society, the researcher believes it valuable to reflect on pedagogical 
practices, so that they challenge rather than perpetuate harmful power dynamics. This 
paper will be valuable for TESOL professionals who are interested in discussion on the 
historical context of English language teaching and current white normativity, especially 
in how they can exist in adult ESL classrooms. The research will include a foundation of 
theoretical approaches that can be translated into tangible solutions toward resolving 
postcolonial practices in classrooms. 

Postcolonial forces that affect immigrants in wider U.S. society can also manifest themselves in 

TESOL contexts and ESL classrooms. This analysis provides valuable background information 

that can help foster reflection in White, English-monolingual teachers from the dominant 

culture. This paper includes proposals of potential solutions towards reconciling hierarchical 

power structures in adult ESL classrooms that can emerge due to White, native English-speaking 

teachers’ uncritical view of TESOL. The following research question guides this paper: How can 

TESOL teachers in the United States create more equitable classrooms that value student voice? 

Teacher Recognition of Privilege 

Due to the intersectionality of race with power structures in the U.S., I will often refer to the 

Whiteness that exists in TESOL culture. Whiteness in this paper refers to the dominant, White 

cultural identity that stands as the invisible and powerful norm in U.S. society (Adair, 2008; 

Kubota & Lin, 2006). The research shows Whiteness to be invisible to White, native English-

speaking teachers, with a troubling lack of teacher training on the sociocultural implications and 

contexts of English language teaching. Many researchers suggest a link between understanding 
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context, including latent power structures, and the subsequent ability to be better teachers and 

social justice advocates in the classroom (Kumaravadivelu, 2001; McCann, 2012; Motha, 2006; 

Taylor, 2006). In order to understand the implications of race and privilege in their classrooms, 

teachers should untangle their own complex identities, which many White teachers have yet to 

do (McCann, 2012; Solomona, Portelli, Daniel, & Campbell 2005). My own MA TESOL 

program includes an entire course devoted to examining and reflecting on the contexts for 

English teaching and learning. The explicit instruction on historical power structures inherent in 

English language teaching compelled me to consider my privilege, challenge my preconceptions, 

and change my teaching practices. McCann (2012) spoke to the importance of awakening 

teachers to the deleterious effects that unexamined privilege can have on ELs, and that this 

awareness leads to a deeper understanding of ELs’ contexts and expectations.  

Another important step toward reflecting on privilege is problematizing the connection 

between race and “standard” English, and the connotations of teaching and correcting to this 

form in classrooms (McCann, 2012). There are some MA TESOL programs that address different 

varieties of English, such as the concept of Global Englishes. Such programs prepare teachers to 

have more understanding and acceptance of diverse Englishes, particularly in how their learners 

may use or interact with the language (Nero, 2005). ESL teachers should also understand the 

power inherent in standard or native-like speech and how pursuit of this variety finds its source 

in a wider belief in the superiority of a colonizing language, which in the case of English is 

deeply intertwined with Whiteness (Motha, 2014).  

Teachers able to reflect on the intersection of race, language, and power will undoubtedly 

perceive identities that are more complicated than teachers who cannot see the forest for the 

trees (the forest being the White dominant culture that they live within) (Adair, 2008). Teachers 

who recognize social constructs for what they are, and who are cognizant of historical forces, 

may be more accepting of the dynamic identities and languages of their ELs, and also more 

willing to value their voices. If teachers are better educated about power structures and White 

privilege, then they will be better able to address these issues and foster more equitable 

classrooms (McCann, 2012).  
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Equitable Classrooms with a Focus on Student Voice 

Once teachers are aware of systemic forces, the next step is to translate this knowledge into the 

creation of equitable classrooms that honor student voice and disrupt power structures. Freire 

(1968) was an early proponent for overthrowing the traditional power dynamics found in 

classrooms and for challenging colonialist forces that masquerade as charity. He rejects the 

banking method of education, wherein knowledgeable teachers gift knowledge to their students; 

this concept reveals the stark power gulf between ignorant, passive recipient students and 

benevolent, wise teachers. An ideal classroom is one in which teachers and students are equals—

all teachers in their own right—who come together to co-create knowledge and forge liberating 

identities through problem-solving and mutual humanization. Furthermore, in this pedagogical 

model, students are not being integrated into existing oppressive systems, but rather are thinking 

and acting for themselves. There is much to gain from Freire’s work; it provides a jumping-off 

point when considering how ESL teachers can articulate pedagogically liberating philosophies 

into practice. In order to begin this process, a look at classroom repositioning is warranted, as a 

radical paradigm shift in classroom dynamics can trickle down to many aspects of teaching and 

learning. 

Re-Positioning 

Acts of Positioning 

Colonial-like power hierarchies can be reinforced through acts of positioning in adult ESL 

classrooms that deny EL voice and agency. Many educational settings contain acts of positioning, 

with the teacher normally situated as the more knowledgeable person than the students. When 

turning to adult ESL classrooms, the implications of positioning are more dire because the 

students are also adults, and furthermore, from diverse communities. Freire (1968) was an early, 

influential opponent of traditional classroom positioning, speculating that teacher-centered 

classrooms are oppressive, “projecting an absolute ignorance onto others” (p. 72). If we think 

now of adult ELs, images of recent, hapless immigrants may surface: adults wandering down the 

aisles of department stores without the language to ask clerks for assistance, without the cultural 

know-how to stand quietly in line. ESL teachers may step up to the job not only seeing 

themselves as potential givers of language, but also bestowers of culture to adults who know little 
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to no English and little to nothing about White culture. The banking method of education can be 

problematic in any setting, but particularly when considering teaching immigrant adults. 

Positioning ELs as empty receptacles to be filled by their teachers denies their rich life 

experiences, knowledge, and humanity, while inflating these qualities in the teacher. In this 

limited pedagogy, learner identities are passive, deficit-based, and dependent on the charity of 

the all-knowing teacher (Freire, 1968). Examples of banking education are illustrated in the 

positioning acts below.  

Naming, or categorizing, students based on class or testing levels can reflect problematic 

ideologies (Jenkins, 2015; Nero, 2005). ELs are often labeled to indicate their assumed capability 

in English; nonetheless, the act can portray students as passive groups defined by levels rather 

than individual traits. The gap between ESL teacher and ELs is further widened in classrooms 

where learners are named thusly; in addition, when one group categorizes another, power 

hierarchies can be reinforced. Indeed, EL categorization can be even more insidious; for 

example, Sacklin (2015) referenced a situation where a learning center director positioned the 

ELs as “welfare recipients” (p. 10), which could surely limit the director’s nature of relating with 

and supporting the learners.  

ELs are also positioned through persistent, prescriptive corrective feedback toward 

standard English. It can be argued that providing feedback is an essential responsibility of a 

teacher; indeed, many believe it is a disservice to ELs if correction is neglected in a language 

classroom. With the complexity of the issue in mind, it is still important to unpack the intention 

behind correction, particularly in situations where intelligible utterances are corrected to be 

more standard. When teachers from the dominant culture label students’ attempts as correct or 

incorrect, the underlying meaning is that varieties other than White American English are 

unacceptable (McCann, 2012). If teachers do not reflect on their corrective feedback practices, 

they run the risk of signaling ELs’ Otherness. The practice of correcting students’ accents and 

speech patterns to match the standard supports the dominant culture’s monolithic appraisal of 

one correct form of English (Motha, 2014).  

ESL teachers can begin to disrupt colonial forces in classrooms by repositioning their 

students and themselves. To avoid practicing the banking method of education which situates 

ELs within colonial discourses, ESL teachers can reposition their students by making them fellow 
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teachers. While scholars such as Freire (1968) provided the theoretical framework for this, there 

are many researchers and educators who have proposed tangible steps towards this end.  

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968), Freire presented a list of problematic items that 

characterize the banking method of education. Items (a–h) support the colonial roles of teacher 

and students, and mirror oppressive society at large: 

a) the teacher teaches and the students are taught; (b) the teacher knows 
everything and the students know nothing; (c) the teacher thinks and the students 
are thought about; (d) the teacher talks and the students listen meekly; (e) the 
teacher disciplines and the students are disciplined; (f) the teacher chooses and 
enforces his choice, and the students comply; (g) the teacher acts and the students 
have the illusion of acting through the action of the teacher; (h) the teacher 
chooses the program content, and the students (who were not consulted) adapt to 
it; (i) the teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his or her own 
professional authority, which she and he sets in opposition to the freedom of the 
students; (j) the teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while the pupils are 
mere objects. (p. 73) 

By examining and counteracting the themes from these items, potentially liberating practices 

start to emerge. In (a) and (b), the liberating counter practice would be to reposition students as 

individuals with rich life experiences and knowledge to share. In items (c) and (d), ELs could be 

re-conceptualized as active constructors of knowledge rather than passive objects. Items (e) and 

(f) are especially problematic as they support the reenactment of colonial-like authority in the 

classroom. A humanizing alternative to these items is to shift discipline policy into the hands of 

the students themselves. The remaining items (g–j) are all similar in that they surround the 

notion of active versus passive learning. Items (g) and (h), and (j) are closely related to preceding 

items, in that they focus on agency and authority in the classroom. Item (h) can be very 

concretely challenged by giving ELs’ choice in program content. When considered as a whole, 

the items all work together to vest power in the teacher. The summative, liberating opposite 

would be a redistribution of voice among the students—with the teacher simply another voice in 

this new classroom choir. Next, a look is needed at orientations that directly challenge the 

principles espoused in banking education and start the process of repositioning.  
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Table 1. Banking Method Practices and Counterpractices 

Banking method practices Counterpractices 

A. The teacher teaches and the students are 
taught. 

Reposition students as individuals with rich life 
experiences and knowledge to share. 

 
B. The teacher knows everything and the 

students know nothing. 

C. The teacher thinks and the students are 
thought about. 

Students could be re-conceptualized as active 
constructors of knowledge rather than passive 
objects. 

D. The teacher talks and the students listen 
meekly. 

E. The teacher disciplines and the students 
are disciplined. 

Shift discipline policy into the hands of the 
students themselves. 

F. The teacher chooses and enforces his 
choice, and the students comply. 

G. The teacher acts and the students have the 
illusion of acting through the action of the 
teacher. 

A redistribution of voice among the students—
with the teacher simply another voice.  

 Student choice in program content. 

 

 H. The teacher chooses the program content, 
and the students (who were not 
consulted) adapt to it. 

I. The teacher confuses the authority of 
knowledge with his or her own 
professional authority, which she and he 
sets in opposition to the freedom of the 
students. 

J. The teacher is the Subject of the learning 
process, while the pupils are mere objects. 

 

Renaming 

A tangible way for ESL teachers to encourage repositioning in their classrooms is to reflect on 

how they name their ELs and themselves. Keeping in mind that teachers often use such terms in 
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a practical manner, it is still important to be thoughtful when naming learners. In this paper, I 

have referred to a wide, diverse group of adult learners as ELs for the purpose of ease. In reality, 

the learners in ESL classrooms are individuals with different names, identities, backgrounds, and 

aspirations; they should not be identified solely based on their level of English, particularly when 

the terms are deficit-based, like non-native English speaker (NNES). Jenkins (2015) made a 

cogent case for reconsidering the traditional terminology, suggesting new terms that focus on EL 

strength, especially in regard to multilingual abilities. Nero (2005) pointed out the underlying 

monolingual bias that favors the native-speaker construct, and how this bias belies a fluidity of 

language and identity that ELs have. In reality, many ELs are bi- or multilingual speakers able to 

move between and within different communities much more adroitly than monolingual teachers 

(Nero, 2005). Jain (2014) proposed a new paradigm in viewing and naming ELs’ linguistic and 

cultural identities as translingual, a dynamic term that runs counter to the colonial binaries of 

non/native. Despite society-wide attempts to label ELs and immigrants as Other due to the 

ideology that values monolingual, native speakers (Motha, 2006), ESL teachers can rename their 

ELs in more empowering ways that emphasize their strengths. Reconsidering terms for students 

addresses the first humanistic counter principle, in that it repositions students as individuals 

with rich life experiences.  

ESL teachers can also rename themselves to highlight the complexities of their own 

identities and demonstrate their cultural constructs. Kumaravadivelu (2001) wrote that the 

acknowledgment of both student and teacher positionality, including race, can prompt challenge 

of the hierarchical status quo. If White ESL teachers explicitly speak to the privilege in belonging 

to the dominant culture, this may open up avenues for engagement with important topics 

(Solomona et al., 2005). Self-identifying as part of the White, dominant culture, or as 

monolingual, will invite discussions of White normativity and the limits of existing within a 

monolingual and monocultural orientation. Just as ELs can be renamed to emphasize their 

strengths, ESL teachers can be renamed to acknowledge limitations; the act of renaming can 

open up opportunities for the former to teach, and the latter to learn. Slowinski (2002) argued 

that the practice of self-identifying culture, positionality, and limitations as ESL teachers has 

been given less attention in TESOL; however, there is ample opportunity to integrate this simple 

step into classrooms. As an example, when addressing learning strategies to use in the home, a 
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monolingual ESL teacher may draw upon the knowledge of a multilingual student who has 

experience navigating language use with children and family members. In this example, the 

teacher acknowledges and supports the students’ abilities and experience as a multilingual 

individual.  

Recently, after witnessing many of our Muslim students praying on paper towels at 

school, I asked Rukiya, a female Ethiopian student, for advice on how to make the situation 

more comfortable. Wisely, she recommended purchasing prayer rugs, and also suggested a local 

business. With the acknowledgment of her knowledge, we were able to come together as equals 

to solve a problem, with the student an expert on her culture. Such an acknowledgement starts a 

path toward a reconceptualization of ELs as individuals with skills and experiences to share, and 

reveals ESL teachers not to be inherent experts (and certainly not on all things culture).  

Taking the above steps can begin a process of divesting teacher authority, which is 

necessary for fostering equitable classrooms (Freire, 1968). If renaming can be thought of as 

acknowledgment of culture, then this is a necessary step toward teachers recognizing their racial 

identity and how it may affect ELs (Solomona et al., 2005). If power differentials are reconciled, 

ESL teachers can step into a much more impactful role, that of a transformative individual who 

works for emancipation through problem-posing and participatory pedagogy (Dogancay-Aktuna, 

2006). 

Learner Identity as Shaper of Pedagogy 

When students are repositioned as fellow teachers in the ESL classroom, teachers can learn from 

their knowledge, experience, skills, and concerns to shape curriculum and pedagogy. It has been 

argued by many that learning is only effective when it is relevant for learners and when it 

activates their prior knowledge (Tarlau, 2014). To push this point further, Norton (2016) 

contended that harnessing the dynamic, translingual identities of ELs will have the powerful 

effect of positively enhancing language learning and possible future identity transformation. 

Therefore, student identity will not only benefit from the implementation of a relevant, 

contextual curriculum, it can also be the direct shaper of pedagogy. The social and political 

forces in ELs’ lives have undoubtedly shaped them as individuals; their lived experiences should 

also affect pedagogical practices (Kumaravadivelu, 2001). EL identity itself, in its fluidity and 
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plurality, is a challenge to White normativity because it challenges the essentialist binaries of 

identity given through dominant narratives (Taylor, 2006). The dynamic identities of ELs can 

puncture and expose the socially constructed bubble of White normativity in their refusal to be 

summarily categorized and othered (Taylor, 2006). 

Norton (1997) presented a case study of an adult EL who became disengaged due to class 

activities that provided a monocultural perspective. The EL felt, rightly so, that her complex 

identity was not being addressed, particularly after a stretch of lessons that focused on the 

monocultural experiences of a European American individual. Her own identity, a constantly 

evolving interplay of Vietnamese and now North American culture, called into question such a 

monocultural approach. Immigrants and refugees, as they are inherently involved in the merge 

and clash of multiple cultures and languages, do not have simple or fixed identities. A lack of 

activities that invite exploration and comparison of ELs’ experiences in the US and in their home 

countries may lead to a loss of engagement (Norton, 1997). Jain (2014) advocated for an 

approach that honors and complements ELs’ translingual, dynamic identities. Because ELs bring 

a wealth of linguistic and cultural resources, ESL teachers should learn and draw from their 

translingual identities and instill teaching practices that reflect and validate these identities.  

Pedagogy that Empowers 

With ELs’ identities in mind, ESL teachers can create more equitable classrooms by adopting 

empowering, student-driven approaches to curriculum and pedagogy. Unfortunately, it is not 

always possible to throw out or completely rework existing curricula for a wide variety of 

reasons. The hope is that, even when ESL teachers are bound to a set curriculum, they can still 

incorporate and embed empowering practices into their pedagogy. There have been many 

models for empowering curriculum suggested (Auerbach, 1992; Chun, 2016; Crump, 2014; 

Freire, 1968; Jain, 2014; Kumaravadivelu, 2001; Yosso, 2002), all challenging the pedagogical 

banking method of education by prioritizing student voice, discussions on sociocultural issues, 

and relevant content.  

Relevant curriculum requires transcending traditional focuses on grammar and lexis to 

consider the complex identities and needs of ELs. Freire (1968) introduced the concept of 

problem-posing education that emphasizes critical thought, real-world issues, and a co-teaching 
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situation where teachers learn alongside students. Auerbach (1992) transmogrified Freire’s 

earlier ideas into the participatory approach to pedagogy, which heightens real-world context 

and student involvement through an EL-centered process of critical thought on their reality and 

a search for alternative solutions. Similarly, Kumaravadivelu (2001) argued for a post-method 

approach that asks teachers to move beyond discussions of methodology to focus on more 

pressing, context-sensitive pedagogies of possibility, with EL identity and surrounding 

sociopolitical reality as the most salient concerns. Freire’s alternative pedagogies also influenced 

the Critical Pedagogies Approach, which involves getting outside of one’s own sociopolitical 

sphere through critical awareness of racialized discourses and consideration of multiple 

perspectives (Chun, 2016). Many experts advocated for such a critical pedagogical approach: 

Yosso (2002) made a case for the adoption of a Critical Race curriculum which seeks to expose 

and challenge contemporary forms of racism, and Crump (2014) suggested the closely related 

LangCrit as a theoretical framework for exploring the intersection of race, racism, and language. 

An explicit focus on examining racialized constructs in the classroom can be used in 

intermediate or advanced classes in the form of text analysis and deconstruction, and in 

beginning classrooms (and indeed all classrooms) as the consideration of multiple perspectives 

on topics that are usually considered solely from a dominant culture lens.  

The ESL curriculum developed by the Minnesota Literacy Council (2013) offers an 

example of a classroom activity that considers diverse perspectives and also invites comparison 

between U.S. culture and EL home cultures. This activity prompts discussion and sharing on 

different conventions of gender and work by considering the multiple perspectives present in 

classrooms of adult ELs. The activity begins with discussion of questions such as Do women 

work outside the home in your country? and Do women get paid the same as men? It ends with 

students writing a meaningful text that summarizes their answers to the discussion questions. 

Both parts of this classroom activity provide opportunities for everyone in the classroom, 

including the teacher, to learn from each other. Significantly, the activity does not include 

presumptions about the students’ experiences or views, as cultural essentialization can be a 

reality in adult EL activities and texts (Chun, 2016). Activities like these widen the lens through 

which the topic is viewed and create a classroom co-teaching situation where everyone’s 

experiences and opinions are at the table.  
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Curricula 

Curriculum itself, and how it is delivered and adapted (or, significantly, unadapted) can also 

reify colonial forces. It is possible that inequalities in ESL classrooms find root in a hidden 

curriculum, or an underlying attempt to prepare ELs for survival and not success. Auerbach and 

Burgess (1985) contended that these survival texts, which are often found in adult ESL 

classrooms, have an unspoken goal of maintaining a degree of EL subservience that will keep 

them at the bottom of the food chain. Survival texts are characterized by over-simplified 

dialogues, are often written with a middle-class perspective, and can fail to acknowledge realistic 

situations or problems that ELs may encounter (Auerbach & Burgess, 1985). 

Cultural essentialization and assimilatory undertones can also exist in curricula. Kubota 

(2002) highlighted the problematic inclusion of racial stereotypes in ESL class materials. Racial 

stereotypes and the essentialization of cultures often result from attempts toward multicultural 

discourses in textbooks (Chun, 2016). Such attempts often reinforce power hierarchies because 

they are a demonstration of who has the power to construct identities, and who is passively 

being defined (Chun, 2016). Rather than having an active role in the portrayal of their own 

identities, ELs are defined by dominant narratives that essentialize members of their community, 

such as portraying them as dishwashers or other beginning-level employees. Such instances can 

escape our notice if the narratives are presented as normal, or in other words, as White. For 

White teachers immersed in the dominant culture, these visible acts of oppression may remain 

invisible (McCann, 2012; Shuck, 2006). An example of cultural essentialization can be found in 

an adult ESL textbook by Foley and Neblet (2001). In one textbook activity about jobs, the 

positions mentioned are all menial hotel staff positions, such as valet, waitress, desk clerk, and 

housekeeper; significantly, there is no mention of managerial positions. A follow-up activity asks 

ELs to mark job skills that they have, most of which are catered toward unskilled labor, such as 

“I can repair equipment” and “I can cook well” (Foley & Neblet, 2001). The exercise leaves only 

one blank space for ELs to fill in other skills.  

Curricula often carry U.S.-centric values that reflect the privilege of the dominant White 

population (Auerbach et al., 1985; Jain, 2014; Kubota & Lin, 2006). Kubota and Lin (2006) 

noted that Whiteness is demonstrated in ESL/EFL textbooks through their ability to construct 

norms of legitimate linguistic and cultural knowledge. Many ESL/EFL textbooks and materials 
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are dominated by culturally irrelevant materials and written in prescriptive, standard English 

grammar. Together, these features fit into the constructed norms of a cultural and linguistic body 

of White, monolithic knowledge. Kubota (2001) suggested that the ultimate goal of curricula 

with such features is successful entry into White America. The hidden curriculum of assimilation 

can sometimes be obvious. Another example from the ESL textbook by Foley and Neblet (2001) 

showcases a series of photographs that reflect activities that are normal for members of White, 

middle-class America, but perhaps irrelevant for many ELs, such as sunbathing.  

Not all curricula or materials available to teachers have relevant or empowering features. 

However, ESL teachers can enrich their curriculum to match the dynamic nature and unique 

needs of their ELs. Relevance often hinges on the teacher’s willingness to co-adapt an existing 

curriculum or co-create a new curriculum alongside their ELs. Auerbach’s (1992) participatory 

approach requires teachers to first critically reflect on existing materials, and to consider what 

implicit norms are being enforced and how much student voice is being incorporated. In many 

cases, changes will have to be made. Many adult ESL programs use a thematically organized 

curriculum that is easily adaptable through a needs analysis or gathering of student input. 

Different themes and issues can be elicited and then embedded into the different units. To 

perform a participatory needs analysis, Auerbach recommended listening for student themes that 

may arise during class and through structured activities intended to elicit them. A common unit 

in thematic curriculum is Neighborhood and Community. This unit often includes basic survivalist 

themes such as asking for directions or different places in communities. Through a needs 

analysis, Auerbach enriched this unit by identifying relevant, student-generated issues:  

Neighborhood and Community. Quality of life: safety, loneliness, lack of safe 
play space for children, mutual support and sense of community (or lack of it); 
ways of helping neighbors; community issues (school closing, police harassment); 
tensions between cultural groups, racism and discrimination. (p. 60)  

The themes identified in the Neighborhood and Community unit go beyond a cursory overview; 

they target real-life concerns that adult ELs and people of color may experience in the current 

U.S. climate, such as police harassment (Shin, 2016). Units such as Families can also be 

oversimplified in survival texts and may avoid real-life concerns that many adult immigrant ELs 
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face in their homes (Auerbach & Burgess, 1985). Through Auerbach’s (1992) participatory 

approach, this unit can be fleshed out to be contextual and useful for ELs: 

Family. Men’s/women’s roles: housework, work outside the home; language use; 
tensions created by changing roles in new culture; women’s independence. 
Parents’/children’s roles: roles reversals, loss of respect/authority/control, parents’ 
dependence on children; children as link to new culture, parents’ hope; children 
feeling burdened; mutual support of parents and children; mothering; parents as 
teachers; separation from children. Language use in the home: contexts for native 
language vs. English use; attitudes towards native language, emotional 
significance of language choice; how to maintain native language and culture.  
(p. 60) 

The student-generated issues above probe into the very real clash of culture and potential loss of 

home language that translingual EL populations face. As part of the participatory curriculum 

development process, Auerbach (1992) recommended developing instruction around student 

themes through reading selections, collaboratively written texts, individual writing, oral histories, 

and photo stories. In participatory pedagogies, curriculum is tailored to the group of ELs, rather 

than the other way around as in banking education. Learner rights, or the incorporation of 

student voice (Hyland, 2006), requires the adaptation of curriculum. A curriculum is 

emancipatory if it allows for learner rights, rather than pushing through (often irrelevant) 

material. Co-adaptation or creation of curriculum supports the humanistic counterpoint for item 

(h) (see Table 1), because students are directly shaping class content. To go a step further, ELs’ 

voices can be bolstered through discussion and challenge of dominant discourses that are often 

found in ESL class material.  

Critiquing, Challenging, and Discussing Dominant Narratives 

Another liberating approach to fostering equitable classrooms are activities that encourage 

critique and challenge of dominant narratives. Perry (2015) defined dominant narratives as a body 

of stories authored by the privileged that maintain power hierarchies through strong, ideological 

undertones. An example of a dominant narrative is the concept of the American Dream, which 

not only supplants the reality of White normativity with meritocratic success, but pretends to be 

an attainable goal for everyone (Perry, 2015). ELs can engage in critiquing and challenging the 

status quo through tasks that involve engagement and analysis of dominant narratives found in 

attitudes, discourses, and texts. Often this process can be prompted by providing ELs with either 
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racialized texts that can be critiqued, or readings that directly question the dominant narratives. 

For the former option, racialized or otherwise problematic texts can be used in class. Chun 

(2016) advocated for Critical Pedagogies as an approach to encourage deeper student 

engagement with curriculum materials through investigation of problematic discourses. The ESL 

learning environment can be profoundly effective due to the intersectionality of power, language, 

and identity; as such, there is ripe opportunity to challenge dominant ideologies that are replete 

with value judgments on culture (Vazquez, 2000). For instance, the textbook activities 

summarized earlier can be analyzed by ELs in terms of their culturally essentializing undertones. 

The teacher can pose questions to the ELs with the aim of opening up a dialogic space (Chun, 

2016). An example could be: What do you notice about the positions and/or skills mentioned in 

this activity? or Whose perspective is this activity considered from? The teacher could also have 

ELs re-write these textbook activities so that they reflect more diverse and relevant positions and 

job skills. Posing questions and directly re-writing texts are two of many ways to initiate 

discussions on social issues and critique the dominant cultural lens by considering multiple 

perspectives. As they stand, dominant narratives are unsurprisingly embedded in many types of 

discourse (Yosso, 2002); therefore, there is much opportunity for ESL classrooms to engage with 

and critique problematic texts.  

ELs can also be provided with texts that explicitly challenge the status quo. Fictional 

novels like The House on Mango Street (Cisneros, 1984) or nonfictional books like A Good Time 

For the Truth: Race in Minnesota (Shin, 2016) can be great ways to invite discussion on relevant 

sociocultural issues, and expose the fault lines in the idea of the American Dream. Such texts are 

counter-narratives, stories that act in opposition to dominant voices; they are written by 

marginalized individuals and illustrate their lived experiences (Perry, 2015).  

Counter-narratives can be starting blocks toward understanding racial injustice in a 

society where the dominant group is the one telling the story. Perry (2015) also wrote of how 

counter-narratives deconstruct the dominant construct by providing complex views of cultural 

and racial identities, illustrating lived discriminatory experiences and giving voice to the 

marginalized. Both books mentioned tell the story of U.S. immigrants and people of color who 

show resilience in the face of systemic racism and other power structures. The House on Mango 

Street also dismantles the myth about culturally absolute categories, as the story is a dance 
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between different cultures, languages, and identities. It honors many EL’s translingual identities 

and is a welcome antidote to essentializing discourses. Counter-narratives can be used in a 

myriad of ways in ESL classes, and indeed should be more of a backbone for instruction, as their 

use validates the knowledge, voices, and identities of immigrant communities of color (Yosso, 

2002). Teachers can use published counter-narratives in class by linking the texts to the ELs’ 

experience. Additionally, counter-narrative texts can serve as models to help ELs to write their 

own stories. 

Storytelling 

ELs can actively challenge the dominant narratives of the U.S. through their own storytelling. An 

example of the power of counter-storytelling is given in Adair’s (2008) study of several White 

pre-service teachers who become the minority in their diverse teacher training program. At first, 

the White students dominated class conversations and remained inside their sociocultural 

worldview. However, as these individuals listened to their classmates recount personal 

experiences in the U.S. and the teaching field as multilingual people of color, their foundation of 

White privilege became more visible, and the accompanying dominant narrative of White 

normativity started to crumble. The group of White students learned immensely from the stories 

of their classmates, who drew on their expert knowledge on topics like bilingual education and 

racial inequity. In a similar vein, Taylor (2006) studied a diverse cohort of high school ELs, and 

their learning curve when participating in an anti-racism leadership program. Significantly, ELs 

who were not visible minorities were able to more clearly discern Whiteness after listening to 

immigrant ELs of color tell stories about lived racist experiences. A Serbian student, after 

listening to the stories of other ELs, observed that, “[people] couldn’t really see that I was an 

immigrant unless I told them I was. And I guess that’s why I didn’t encounter as many racial 

problems” (p. 535).  

Both these studies document an unveiling that occurs when people of color recount 

stories of experienced marginalization to people who are from or appear to be from the 

dominant culture, like the Serbian student in the previous paragraph. Sacklin (2015) posed a 

powerful question to ESL teachers: How much insight would we gain if we listened to our ELs’ 

stories through a centering on their voices? In a way, Sacklin (2015) answered her own question 

through research, in which she carried out a personal and in-depth study of one individual EL’s 
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story, and the insight that she gained about identity, context, and investment in the classroom. 

As an example of application into the adult ESL classroom, I would like to introduce Journeys, an 

Anthology of Adult Student Writing. Journeys is an annually published book of stories gathered 

from Minnesotan adult ELs. Journeys serves as a model and a practical way to encourage student 

voice in the ESL classroom. Although many stories are more superficial texts about holidays and 

hobbies, there are also significant examples of counter-storytelling. In two such stories, the 

writers described feelings of frustration with how they are treated by the “majority” group of 

people in the US. In one story, the EL documented an instance of discrimination that she 

experienced while shopping in a high-end department store, and then wrote, “The majority 

group of people stereotypes the minority people because of their lack of understanding. 

Therefore, they segregated and mistreated us for many years” (Bojorjes, 2014, p. 116). This story 

tells of lived discrimination and gives insight into the reasons behind stereotypes: lack of 

understanding. On the following page, a different EL wrote of his journey from being persecuted 

in Burma to being oppressed in the U.S.: “The other thing I don’t understand is why powerful 

people want to step on the weak. We are people from a different country that have been chased 

out by our own people!” (Htoo, 2014, p. 116). Both stories provide personal counter-narratives 

to the American Dream, and are powerful mediums demonstrating inequality.  

Counter-narratives are not only stories about lived discrimination and injustice, they are 

also stories about complex and unique humans who cannot be categorized or Othered. Stories 

like these chip away at society-wide perceptions of immigrants, such as the following description 

that an EL writer gave about his background: 

I was born in Mogadishu, Somalia in 1950... I started my education at around 
seven years old and continued until I finished high school. Then I got a 
scholarship to study outside the country. I went to Russia and attended the 
university, and I graduated there in 1982. Then I taught auto mechanics at the 
technical institute in Odessa for five years. I speak Somali, Russian, Arabic, a little 
Urdu, and some English. I worked in the United Arab Emirates for 10 years and 
in Kenya for one and a half years. When I returned to Somalia, I worked at the 
Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Labour and Sports. After several wars in 
Somalia, I moved to the U.S. in 2013. (Mohamed, 2015, p. 206) 

Such a personal story precludes cultural essentialization and labeling of immigrants as passive, 

because it echoes the resilience and agency that the writer exhibits. Additionally, the story 
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recounts the EL’s linguistic, academic, and professional skills in a variety of international 

settings. Personal stories like this one can easily be integrated into ESL classrooms. In lower-level 

classes, ELs can tell stories through pictures or simpler grammatical structures. There is ample 

opportunity to integrate storytelling into pedagogy; indeed, it is a very literal way of centering 

ELs’ voices (and identities) in the classroom.  

Summary of Solutions 

There have been significant limitations in my study. The most obvious is the lack of direct 

student voice to add to the conversation. A reframing of power dynamics surely would be more 

impactful if it included more direct student input. Additionally, I have written this paper and 

product based on the experience of White ESL teachers, and thus have not considered 

perspectives from teachers of color in TESOL. The lack of this perspective stems not from a 

personal devaluation, but because I believe such a topic merits its own focus, and I was not 

prepared to approach this in my own research.  

I have presented several solutions to the question: How can TESOL teachers create more 

equitable classrooms that value student voice? I began by outlining a general paradigm shift that 

counters the banking mode of education by including humanistic principles that give ELs agency 

and voice in the classroom. Then, I continued with a synthesis of tangible strategies to begin the 

process of re-positioning in the classroom, with the focus shifting to EL agency but the onus 

remaining on the ESL teacher (to create an equitable classroom environment). The solutions 

presented are not intended to be exhaustive; a myriad of ways exist to enact social justice in ESL 

classrooms, but I believe that they all start with the idea of student voice and agency. In the end, 

of course, EL identity is about ELs—not about teachers. Much of what we can do as ESL teachers 

(which is quite a task indeed) is to create a transformative, equitable classroom environment so 

that ELs can do the real, active work of forming empowering identities and challenging 

hegemony. All of the humanistic counter-principles to Freire’s (1968) principles of banking 

education support active EL roles as active constructors of knowledge. When ESL teachers are 

ready to name ELs as equals and as fellow teachers, with challenges and rich life experiences that 

shape class discussion and direction, then they are practicing emancipatory pedagogy.  
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Technology, Mobility, and Transnational Reality: 
Reconsidering the Speech Community 

Jen Vanek, University of Minnesota 

The paper summarizes a contemporary sociolinguistics perspective that technological 
ubiquity and globalization contribute to a transnational reality for migrants, requiring 
translingual pedagogies in educational programming, instruction, and policy. This paper 
discusses the impact of technological ubiquity on language use and learning, showing 
how communication afforded by the Internet is both a product and magnifier of 
globalization, a magnifier that ensures a transnational reality for migrants in the US. I 
describe how transnationalism has made more complex the sociolinguistic concept of 
speech community (Gumperz, 1968). I refer to literature on how networks of 
multilinguals are key to the development of superdiverse communities (Creese & 
Blackledge, 2010; Vertovec, 2007). Additionally, I share new thinking in sociolinguistics 
about how language as a specific bounded system is insufficient for describing the 
translingual practices evident in these communities (Blommaert, 2010; Creese & 
Blackledge, 2010; Jørgensen, Karrebæk, Madsen, & Møller, 2011).  

Because of technological innovation and globalization, refugees and immigrants in the U.S. are 

no longer fully separated from their homelands. Indeed, through the Internet, they might have 

access to transnational interactions that help shape their identity(ies) as speakers of their home 

languages, newcomers, and English language learners. Research on how newcomers use 

technology to communicate transnationally can inform instructional strategies based on 

leveraging online interactions, and the translingual practices represented within, in support of 

second language learning. This paper first defines key theoretical constructs important to 

consider in such research, traces how these constructs are represented in current and seminal 

literature, and discusses with how one such construct, speech communities, requires 

reexamination. The paper closes with a sketch of my own research that touches on these issues. 

Communication in a Modern World 

The rapid development and adoption of information and online communication technologies 

(ICTs) over the past twenty years has made more complex and varied the means by which we 

use language, and it has broadened the pool of people with whom we interact (Appadurai, 2000; 

Blommaert, 2010; Vertovec, 2007). For immigrants, refugees, and migrants, this means leaving 
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home is not an absolute disconnection to homeland or the end of the use of a home language 

(Vertovec, 2007), which complicates the sociolinguistic concept of speech community 

(Gumperz, 1968). Further, translingual practices evident in newcomer communities around the 

world have contributed to a new conceptualization of language. Canagarajah (2013) defined 

translingual practices as “processes and orientations” (p. 5) employed when interlocutors draw 

on multiple linguistic and semiotic resources to express and understand meaning. In this view, 

language is the use of a flexible range of linguistic resources required for communication in 

situations where multiple languages and dialects are present (Blommaert, 2010; Creese & 

Blackledge, 2010; Jørgensen, Karrebæk, Madsen, & Møller, 2011). Taken together, these two 

points have great impact on identity, integration, and language use and learning (Duff, 2015). As 

newcomers who live in diverse communities integrate, encounter, and possibly make use of a 

range of linguistic resources, they are likely simultaneously sustaining home language 

connections through use of the internet. This, in turn, has implications for second language 

acquisition (SLA) research and the pedagogical practices on which it is based.  

Definition of Key Concepts 

To begin, I share definitions of key terms that are common in discussion of language use in our 

technologically rich age—globalization and transnationalism—and then revisit an old 

construct—speech communities. These theoretical lenses are incredibly important to consider 

with respect to language use and learning. 

Globalization  

Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai (2000) described globalization as global circulation of objects, 

including “ideas and ideologies, people and goods, images and messages, technologies and 

techniques” (p. 5), that are conveyed through media and the technologies that serve as 

“containers of cultural products” (p. 2). Sociolinguist David Block (2004) referred to sociologist 

Anthony Giddens, defining globalization as “the intensification of worldwide social relations 

which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring 

many miles away and vice versa” (Giddens, 1990, p. 64). Block wrote that to be considered 

useful within sociolinguistics, accounts of globalization need to describe its impact on the use of 
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language in migrant communities, including how linguistic resources in diverse communities are 

valued and drawn upon in communication.  

Blommaert (2010) presented globalization through the metaphor of the marketplace, 

where there is a market for and competition amongst communicative resources. He developed 

the concept of “sociolinguistics of mobility” to support his views on globalization, suggesting a 

view of “language in motion” (p. 5) where patterns of language use are ranked hierarchically, 

given language ideologies present in context. Blommaert’s work complicates a more traditional 

view of multilingualism to one that includes ideology. A sociolinguistics of mobility deals with 

resources used in contexts, where access to and control of linguistic resources is not equitable. 

Unlike in studies of geographical distribution of languages, space is not viewed as strictly 

horizontal but also vertical. Vertical space is characterized by “socially, culturally and politically 

salient distinctions” (p. 5). This affords orders of indexicality, a ranking of linguistic resources in 

a given context, that create stratified and normative distinctions about language and language 

use. The result is that, in any given context, there will be many available linguistic resources, 

some of which are more valued and sought after than others, and that access to these valued 

resources illustrates social capital.  

Transnationalism  

Anthropologist Michael Kearney (1995), in his seminal work defining transnationalism, 

characterized the difference between transnationalism and globalization as a consideration of 

scope: “Whereas global processes are largely decentered from specific national territories and 

take place in a global space, transnational processes are anchored in and transcend one or more 

nation-states” (p. 548). Vertovec (2001, 2004) referred to transnationalism more generally, as 

anything pertaining to cross-border connections, particularly the activities of migrants 

themselves.  

In the field of sociolinguistics, transnationalism has been taken up as a way to 

characterize language use, recognizing that social interaction of migrants is not limited to the 

borders of the place where they currently reside (Block, 2004; Blommaert, 2010; Creese & 

Blackledge 2010; Duff, 2015). Transnational practices are common in migrant communities 

marked by great diversity and sustained by the presence of international phone cards, money 
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transfer, and Internet cafés (Blommaert, 2010). This allows for transnational interaction, 

meaning a migrant is not “of” just one place. Migrants move frequently and might live in 

multiple highly diverse places before reaching what is likely to be a diverse community in a more 

permanent host country. Along the way, they build virtual networks of other transnational 

people, sustained by social media and the internet after they arrive. In these ways, traditional 

notions of speech community are disrupted. 

Traditional View of Speech Community 

Gumperz (1964, 1968) introduced the term speech community to describe a group marked by 

frequent interaction in which systematic behavior is characterized by use of commonly 

understood patterns of semiotic signs (language, gestures, etc.) that differentiate one group from 

other groups. Gumperz (1964) drew on the work of Dell Hymes (1964) and his assertion that 

linguistic research should be focused on the use of a language in a community, rather than on its 

structure alone to account for what might appear to be deviation from a standard linguistic 

structure. Contrary to a view taken by structural linguists, Gumperz suggested that such 

deviation may actually represent intended patterns of use that reflect shared meaning to 

members of a group.  

The construct of speech community stems from the connection between grammatical 

rules and their relationship to usage and representations of social structure that reflect norms in a 

community. Gumperz (1964) called the resources represented in the linguistic repertoire of a 

speech community “the weapons of everyday communication” (p. 138). The choices that 

determine which vocabulary or grammatical structures can be used in this range of possibilities 

are subject to both “grammatical and social restraints” (p. 138) and what is both intelligible and 

socially acceptable. 

Gumperz (1968) asserted that speech communities were not necessarily geographically 

bound; rather, they could be defined by shared behavior, actions, or interests, and used to 

accomplish particular activities by specific groups. Hence, speech communities are identifiable 

not solely because of geographical location but also because of the verbal repertoire evident or 

the difference between the speech of a community and other groups. This description remains 
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relevant in analysis of language use in our current globalized world today; however, the current 

new transnational reality requires us to rethink how it works. 

Globalization and Speech Communities: Current Research 

Because globalization, transnational interactions, and the Internet all afford translingual 

communication, the traditional read of a speech community falls short. Blommaert (2010) 

argued that globalization complicates the link between locality, speech community and 

communicative function” (p. 108). This is because communities around the world are impacted 

by migration that both allows linguistic resources and language varieties to circulate globally 

(Blommaert & Rampton, 2012), and consequently, separates language, identity, and linguistic 

practice from national identity. Furthermore, this unboundaried communication makes it 

difficult to define language competence by one monolingual standard (Creese & Blackledge, 

2010).  

In this way, the traditional view of speech communities becomes disrupted, becoming 

simultaneously less geographically bound and more difficult to disentangle or discern because of 

intense linguistic diversity in a geographic setting; the rich pool of semiotic devices presented in 

media; and the new technologies of communication that create new means to access information, 

interact, and enact social capital. Blommaert and Rampton (2012) suggested that the construct 

speech community is antiquated, in their words, “superseded by a more empirically anchored 

and differentiating vocabulary like ‘communities of practice,’ or ‘networks’” (p. 11), which are 

more mobile, flexible, and dynamic. Participation in a network expands opportunities for 

interaction and the range of linguistic resources employed. Androutsopoulos (2013) suggested 

networked multilingualism as a label for multilingual practices made possible when one interacts 

with others digitally and participates in the “global digital mediascape” (p. 4).  

There are a handful of sociolinguists who have written useful interpretations of these 

shifts. For example, in Duff’s (2015) comprehensive literature review describing current applied 

linguistics research on transnationalism, identity, and multilingualism, she touched on the 

impact of digital technologies on the experience of migrants’ interactions, education, 

resettlement, and language use. She suggested that migration is a readily recognizable means by 
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which to engage in transnational practice. However, equally significant, she asserted, are 

interactions via ICTs. She made the following argument:  

With Skype, mobile phones, messaging tools, and online social networks such as 
Facebook and other websites, physical borders and distance do not pose the same 
degree of constraint over travel, return or reverse migration, communication, 
assembly, or movement... Digital technologies also provide the means and spaces 
for exploring and representing linguistic, cultural, and transnational identities and 
hybridity. (p. 73) 

Exemplar Studies 

There are several studies that explore different aspects of this hybridity. Best known, probably, is 

the work of Creese and Blackledge (2010), who, working with youth and young adults in 

Bengali schools in Birmingham, U.K., found that “digital communication made available 

[linguistic] resources which superseded territorial boundaries…” (p. 569). Furthermore, they 

observed that the range of linguistic resources employed depended on varied degrees of access to 

those technologies, and this, in turn, impacted individual identity and the community itself. 

An example of particular interest is Noguerón-Liu’s (2013) work with adult English 

language learners, in which they explored the impact of transnational social networks on the 

digital literacy development and use of those skills in support of further education and 

resettlement of adult Spanish-speaking immigrants. The case studies showed how supported use 

of the Internet (both peer-to-peer support and formal coursework) made participation in local 

and transnational social networks possible, helped sustain home-country relationships, and 

made possible both English language and computer literacy learning.  

Further, Creese and Blackledge (2010) suggested that language use was always the work 

of “a situated speaker” making use of “contextually embedded” linguistic resources (p. 555). 

Because migrants are able to use communication technologies for transnational communication, 

they are contextually embedded in a range of global interactions afforded via the Internet. This 

makes it possible to sustain home language connections that shape language use by 

simultaneously supporting maintenance of home language(s), SLA, and the development of 

entirely new ways to communicate locally that draw on all linguistic resources represented in the 

geographic local, homeland, and other international communities of the diaspora. 
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A common characteristic of these studies is that their participants were living 

transnational experiences afforded by the Internet and their diverse local communities. Their 

speech communities were, therefore, both more dispersed and more linguistically diverse than 

the communities that Gumpertz observed. The traditional approach to describing a speech 

community was based on a monolingual perspective—looking to see the use of one language. In 

the globalized world reflected in the studies, speakers in a community may not possess equal 

proficiencies in the languages they use to communicate, to understand, and to be understood. 

They dynamically employ all of their language assets for both receptive and productive tasks 

(Canagarajah, 2013).  

Representations in My Research 

I have drawn on this literature and its implications to support my research investigating the 

impact of this new reality on newcomers, particularly adolescent and adult migrants still engaged 

in learning English language and literacy in the U.S. My research is motivated by a desire to 

define instructional strategies that support them as they not only cope with daily technology 

demands but learn how to master technology for learning and in support of the transnational 

interactions afforded by the Internet. Two of these works described below focus specifically on 

use of social media to support use of translingual practices in a classroom. The final work is a 

study on the development of digital literacy of refugees and migrants, undertaken with the view 

that digital literacy is essential for buoying the translingual practices or transnational 

communication that make space for the use of home language in a mostly monolingual English 

speaking context. Taken as a whole, these studies represent my early attempts to deepen my 

understanding of how technological ubiquity has changed the way adult and adolescent migrants 

communicate, how it shapes language they use within different networks, and how these new 

processes and orientations (Canagarajah, 2013) and technologies might be employed in support 

of language learning. 

Translingual Practices, Refugee Teens, and Facebook 

I co-conducted the first body of research in two week-long English Language Arts workshops 

focusing on media literacy completed in two consecutive summer school sessions. Together with 

my co-authors, we employed Facebook for online communication in and out of class and to 
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support the development of projects focusing on representations of culture. Data for the work 

included the students’ Facebook posts, transcripts of key moments in class discussion, informal 

interviews with students about their work, and the actual digital artifacts created by the students 

and posted on the Facebook sites. We analyzed these data qualitatively, looking to see, in the 

first study, the impact of technologies on student language use and work product, and, in the 

second study, how choices about language impacted student collaboration. These studies 

resulted in two manuscripts that share findings on how the use of social media and 

translanguaging collaboratively impact classroom English language learning (Bigelow, Vanek, 

King, & Abdi, 2017; Vanek, King, & Bigelow, in press). 

Study One 

The first study and resulting article, Social Presence and Identity: Facebook in an English Language 

Classroom (Vanek, King, & Bigelow, in press), focused on how to leverage the strengths of social 

networking sites, and the multilingual refugee youths’ experience using them, as a tool to 

encourage written communication. Facebook was the venue for participating in online 

discussions on aspects of learners’ identities. The student writing served as pre-writing in 

development of a final presentation, which required the learners to create a digital object, post it, 

and then orally present it to the class. The object, most commonly an infographic or slideshow 

created using HaikuDeck (https://www.haikudeck.com/), was meant to help students add to the 

body of work found online about their cultures or identities. In this study, we found that the 

affordances of Facebook, such as ease of posting multimedia and obvious placement of “like” 

buttons, created an affirming online environment where the youth felt at ease expressing 

identities that might have been contested in the actual classroom, where restrictive conventions 

of schooling and religion were more deeply felt. For example, one student who was completely 

veiled in class, posted pictures of herself online that showed her face. This ease, afforded through 

Facebook, resulted in student writing that exceeded the classroom teacher’s expectations and 

was more voluminous and developed than had been produced in more traditional classroom 

writing activities (Vanek, King, & Bigelow, in press). 
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Study Two 

In the second Facebook study, Literacy as Social (Media) Practice: Refugee Youth and Home 

Language Literacy at School (Bigelow, Vanek, King, & Abdi, 2017), we explored the learners’ use 

of translingual practices in the construction of a final project reflecting their “take” on their home 

cultures. We assigned this project to provide a way for the youth to speak back to 

representations of their culture(s) found online and to give them a chance to add their own 

works reframing cultural representations as they saw fit. Again, we used Facebook to support our 

classroom work. For this study, we set up same language groups for the Spanish, Oromo, and 

Somali speakers in the class and encouraged the youth to draw on home language and discussion 

in homogenous language groups to support their work on the project.  

We expected to see much home language conversation in these Facebook groups, but 

were surprised by what actually happened. First, in the whole-class Facebook group used by all 

of the students, the students mostly wrote in English. We suggested that use of English was 

perhaps as a strategy of inclusion employed by the majority Somali speaking student group to be 

sure the Spanish speakers felt welcome to participate in the discussions. We also noticed that the 

Somali Facebook group became the site used by both the Somali and Oromo speaking students 

that could also speak Somali, and that Oromo site was left unused. Communication on this page 

included both Somali and English.  

Through working in these multilingual groups, the students engaged in lively critical 

presentations of culture. In one memorable episode in class, the students contested 

representations of refugee living conditions as examples of Somali culture. This occurred when 

one student shared her digital collage showing a house in Somalia. The house she showed 

featured a hastily constructed temporary dwelling in a refugee camp. Students reacted strongly to 

the idea that the refugee house represented Somali culture. The engagement in deconstructing 

this example was notable because it had not been evident in our prior discussion of culture, 

which had occurred before the youth used Facebook as a venue for writing and sharing and 

before they had been encouraged to use their home languages. 

As in the first study, it seemed that the opportunity to use social media as a venue for 

writing and the endorsement of home language use prompted richer oral and written 

production. A possible explanation for this is that the youth were used to multilingual writing in 
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Facebook through their previous personal use. It was also obvious that they enjoyed searching 

for and sharing images that helped them to convey meaning by scaffolding the message they 

were trying to write. They were actively engaged in the work. Overall, the study pointed to the 

strengths of use of translanguaging pedagogy combined with social media as a means by which 

to elevate quality and sophistication of student work (Bigelow, Vanek, King, & Abdi, 2017). 

Theoretical Implications 

There were two shared goals of the studies described above. The first was to examine the impact 

of refugee youth using social media as a venue for producing English writing and conducting 

critical analysis of media. The second was to employ pedagogical practices supporting 

translanguaging, “defined as an act of bilingual performance, as well as a bilingual pedagogy of 

bilingual teaching and bilingual learning” (García & Leiva, 2014, p. 199I). Together, my co-

authors and I were hoping to create opportunities for learners to mirror both the translingual 

practices and the modes of communication they use outside of class in order to see if both could 

be leveraged in support of their learning in class. While the focus of the work was certainly not 

articulated as defining a speech community, we observed that the learners found common 

linguistic ground, which employed translingual practices, broad enough to be inclusive of most 

of the students in each of the sessions. The students demonstrated facility using Facebook, 

indeed in both studies most students already had accounts, and a comfort weaving in and out of 

different languages, flexibly employing a range of linguistic resources within their posts. The 

translingual practices referred to in the literature above were certainly evident and leveraged in 

support of English literacy development. For example, the participating teacher in the first study 

observed that the students had written more in one week than they had previously that summer. 

In the second study, the complexity of student discussion and resulting writing was supported 

by preparation activities employing home language use.  

Digital Literacy for ELLs 

A second set of studies that address the impact of technology on language learning and speech 

community(ies) of migrants deals with the issue of digital literacy. In this body of work, I 

explored the difficulties faced by many migrant, refugee, and immigrant adults preparing for the 

digital world by building digital literacy skills rather than language learning. The work was 
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motivated by the understanding that adult migrants must be able to make use of digital 

technologies, particularly the Internet, if they are to maintain home language proficiency, 

leverage technologies to support English language learning, and open paths to resources needed 

to support migration. 

I worked with a group of AmeriCorps members to define instructional challenges 

common in the basic computer classes they facilitated in their service sites. The work was done 

to answer this overarching question: What support is needed to help teachers provide quality 

digital literacy instruction to English language learners who are struggling to resettle and 

integrate in a technologically rich society? I used Design Based Research to collaboratively and 

iteratively research, define, build, and implement an instructional intervention while 

contributing to knowledge regarding issues of digital literacy and language learning. The 

intervention, more aptly referred to as a resource, was called the Digital Homeroom (Figure 1), a 

website created by the corps members to house the many online learning recourses (e.g., 

YouTube videos, interactive learning objects, PDFs, etc.) that they used in class. Use of the 

Digital Homeroom made possible both differentiated instruction in class and independent study 

at home. 

Figure 1. Digital Homeroom, Homepage 

  
 

What I learned, among other things, was that the migrants in the study privileged digital 

literacy learning opportunities, at times over English language classes, and that the quality of the 
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instruction they encountered impacted their identities as authentic participants in the classroom 

and as digital citizens. Further, to help untrained or minimally-trained facilitators overcome 

instructional challenges, the programs that host them must ensure access to vetted learning 

resources that can both support the learners and provide a pedagogical scaffolding for the 

facilitators themselves—both in terms of computer skills and English language required to learn 

them. 

Theoretical Implications 

These findings are important when considering the impact of digital literacy for participation in 

transnational interactions accessed through the internet. Without digital literacy, these adult 

migrants are left out and lose a valuable opportunity to sustain or even further develop home 

language literacy. They lose access to a potentially valuable speech community and this, quite 

possibly, impacts their learner identity. In this age of nativist, anti-immigrant, and racist rhetoric 

delivered from the highest elected public officials in the U.S., access to a homeland or diaspora 

community with shared language and ethnic identity can serve as an antidote to unwelcoming 

and isolating discourses that dominate popular media.  

Conclusion 

Communication afforded by the Internet is both a product and magnifier of globalization, a 

magnifier that ensures a transnational reality for migrants in the U.S. and in other income-rich 

receiver countries. However, this transnational reality is not always a privilege afforded to 

refugees and migrants as they work to achieve linguistic, economic, and civic integration in their 

new communities. The literature presented previously describes the positive impact of providing 

opportunities to develop digital literacy and employ translanguaging in schooling and, more 

broadly, the benefit of transnational interactions and facility with digital technologies in daily 

life. It is my hope that this paper serves as a nudge for SLA researchers to push into these issues 

more deeply and to remember the impact of those new realities on familiar theoretical 

frameworks when conducting research on language use, language learning, and migrant identity.  
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