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Abstract 
 

Advancing the ‘social turn’ in Second Language Acquisition research requires further 

research exploring the relationship between identity and L2 acquisition in different 

contexts and with different groups of L2 learners. Identities considered most relevant 

to L2 learning and communication are identified. A mixed methods approach – 

combining focus group interviews and self-completed diaries - is endorsed as an 

effective strategy for capturing and understanding the relationships.  

 

Data was collected from fourteen postgraduate Vietnamese students in UK higher 

education establishments over a period of twelve weeks. Participants were required to 

keep daily structured diaries and attend monthly focus group interviews. This study 

utilises Norton’s definition of social identity, Barna’s definition of communicative 

competence and Giles and Byrne’s Intergroup Model to understand how ‘identity’ is 

implicated in shaping participants’ L2 interaction experiences and their L2 

communicative competence. The findings confirm the relationship between ‘identity’ 

and both the patterning of social interactions and communicative competence. Each of 

the three main theories engaged with offers explanations for participants’ L2 

experiences. However, few exceptional cases, and the ‘between-subject’ variation and 

‘within subject’ routinisation are not yet fully explained by the key theories.  
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 
 

This chapter aims to set the context for this study. The chapter is divided into five 

parts. It begins with telling the readers what inspired me to initiate a study on the 

possible influences of the identities of Vietnamese students on their communication 

experiences in English language in the UK context. It follows by presenting the 

research aims, then the significance of the study. In the next part, research questions 

that the study seeks to answer are discussed. Finally, it outlines the structure of the 

thesis. 

1.1 My inspiration to start this study  

 
My interest in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) developed from my own positive 

and negative experiences as a language learner. When I studied MA TESOL in 

Vietnam I was exposed to SLA theory and was able to reflect on my own experiences 

as a learner. However, I did not pay much attention to the terms ‘identity’, 

‘intercultural communication’ during the time. Later as a teacher of English in 

Vietnam the majority of my peers were also Vietnamese and, of course, my students 

were all young Vietnamese nationals. However, several fellow teachers were from 

other countries, including the UK, Australia and America, and were native English 

speakers. I became close friends with them and watched as they attempted to learn 

Vietnamese in Vietnam, in mainly naturalistic settings. Some were more interested in 

learning Vietnamese than others; some were better at doing so than others; some 

immersed themselves in Vietnamese culture whilst others remained distant and largely 

restricted their relationships and socialising to other westerners and native English 

speakers. My western friends used to come to me for advice and possible explanations 

when they met any puzzles regarding the cultural practices and norms of 

communication. And each time I received any questions from my friends, I was trying 

my best to help them to adjust and understand more about Vietnamese culture and the 

language. On many occasions, I did not succeed. In retrospect, I simply was not able 
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to give my friends any sensible answers because I could not see their ‘problems’ from 

their own perspectives. However, this was when I began to vaguely understand the 

significance of culture and identity to processes of second language acquisition and 

communication. I already suspected then that the contribution of identity and culture 

to second language acquisition may be magnified in study abroad contexts.  

 

Enrolling at the University of York was my first visit to an English-speaking country, 

which was a long dream for me since I started learning English at 12 years old. I was 

quite confident about my English level, having passed IELTS with high scores, been 

teaching English and been complemented by my students and colleagues, including 

native speakers. It was a shock when my own perceived strength - English language - 

suddenly became a weakness in a native environment. I experienced, directly, the 

status of ‘other’ – of being culturally dissonant. I felt York was too ‘white’ and I 

found myself as an Asian woman to stand out when I walked around in the city centre 

for example. I remember during my first days, I used to check around and feel happier 

and more secure when I saw another Asian person. Within a short period of time I 

found myself in the situation that my western friends experienced in Vietnam. Even 

though my English proficiency was much better than their Vietnamese, I still had 

difficulties in communication. The issues of identity and cultural orientation once 

again loomed large, and appeared to be shared among many international students that 

I acquainted at the University of York.  

 

My original idea (which was also related to my background as an IELTS teacher) was 

to conduct an international investigation of Vietnamese English language learners’ 

attainment in the IELTS test, comparing the scores of those who had studied English 

in a Vietnamese classroom with those who had studied abroad (in Australia; the 

United States; Canada and the UK). However, within a year and a half of arriving in 

the UK to do my PhD, I experienced problems accessing international IELTS data and 

was forced to reconfigure my research.  

 

My own experience as an English language learner, teacher and now an international 

student in the UK inspired me to draw more attention to the communication in TL 

language in TL country. Forced to reconfigure my research proposal and drawing on 

my interest in learning contexts I therefore turned to focus on the contribution of 
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culture, identity and social roles to language learners’ communication experience in a 

naturalistic and study abroad setting. I understand that I should not interpret accounts 

of the participants through my personal experiences, which shall only function as a 

source of motivation for me, and may help to inform the study.  

1.2 The research aims  

 

The overall purpose of this thesis is to explore the contribution of second language 

(L2) learners’ identity in their experience of L2 communication: in particular, how 

language learners’ identities and social roles impact their efforts to access 

opportunities to improve their L2 in a native environment. Improvements in L2 

speaking and listening skills are measured according to how successful participants 

judge their communication in the English language to be - how competent participants 

believe they are as communicators in an intercultural context. Therefore, investigating 

the impact of identities on SLA proficiency also means investigating the impact of 

identities on intercultural communicative competence.  

 

The social turn in SLA theory is of growing importance (see below) and in addition to 

the personal motivations/experiences described above this research can be understood 

as a response to Block’s (2007) call for further research on the importance of identity 

to the L2 acquisition process, in different contexts and with different groups of L2 

learners (Vietnamese L2 learners are an under-researched group). Much of 

contemporary SLA literature emphasises the importance of identity as an explanatory 

tool – there has been a ‘social turn’ in SLA theorising. However, there is widespread 

confusion in terms of defining what is meant by ‘identity’ and identifying those types 

of identity that are most likely to impact on SLA. Overall, significantly more research 

on identity is needed to establish its explanatory power, and to evaluate this vis-à-vis 

other (perhaps more traditional) factors assumed to affect the SLA process. This 

research can therefore be positioned as part of a steadily growing body of literature 

seeking to ‘nudge’ the social turn along and is focused on the SLA experiences of a 

small cohort of postgraduate Vietnamese students in two cities in the North of 

England, UK. It is hoped that findings from the research will benefit Vietnamese 
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students in the UK or international students in SA context to be better at their 

communication experiences in the TL environment.  

1.3 Research Questions and Research Strategies 

 

My research questions flowed from my literature survey (Chapter 2) following which 

I began to develop an informed proposition: that identity/culture/social roles and 

context are concatenated and will influence the extent and types of target language 

interactions that L2 learners will have and therefore their L2 communicative 

competence. For example, L2 learners who are curious to learn about UK culture 

and/or able to exercise their curiosity by accessing intercultural opportunities will be 

exposed to larger amounts of L2 learning opportunities compared to L2 learners who 

are less curious and who restrict their L2 communication to a bare necessity (such as 

those required for successful completion of their course of study and the range of 

simple transactions required in everyday living, such as shopping). The contexts in 

which L2 learners find themselves – in which they seek to operationalise their identity 

and culture - is also considered important. For example, Vietnamese L2 learners 

undertaking employment to fund their studies may be using the target language more 

than those who do not work. Similarly, if a ‘tight knit’ Vietnamese community has 

coalesced it may restrict its members intercultural interactions resulting in less L2 

encounters. Context is therefore important and my research therefore seeks to capture 

the ‘lived realities’ of my participants in order to understand the context-culture-SLA 

relationship. ‘Identity’, ‘culture’ and ‘social roles’ are contested and overlapping 

concepts and are discussed in more detail in Chapter 2. The overall research question 

is therefore: does identity influence the L2 acquisition process for postgraduate 

students in a study abroad/naturalistic context? This question can be unpacked to 

produce three researchable questions: 

 

1.  Which types of identities are reported by Vietnamese students in UK higher 

education establishments? 

2.     How – if at all – is identity implicated in Vietnamese students’ interactions in the 

English language?   
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3.  Does the possession/construction of identity affect an individual’s own sense 

of intercultural communicative competence? If so, how?  

 

In order to answer the three research questions, a mixed methods strategy was 

employed which includes both self-completed diaries and a series of focus group 

interviews. Diaries were completed on a daily basis to answer question 1 - which 

types of identity are reported by participants during the data collection period? For 

questions 2, 3 triangulation and synthesis of both diary and focus group data was 

attempted. The triangulation process helped to validate the reliability of data collected 

from the diaries and interviews alone. Pilot focus groups were conducted in two 

different locations in the UK between May and August 2008. The data collected from 

the pilot focus groups was used to inform the process of designing a semi-structured 

diary for participants to complete each day for the duration of the study. The diary 

was then piloted in early 2009. The findings from the pilot studies suggested that diary 

and focus group interviews are effective tools for collecting data capable of answering 

the three research questions. The diary template and interview agendas were reviewed 

and amended in accordance with feedback received from the pilots in preparation for 

the main study. The main study (diary) lasted from February – April 2009. Focus 

groups were held regularly between March – May 2009. Participants were recruited 

via approaches to the Vietnamese Societies of the Universities of York and Leeds. 

Fourteen MA students - 2 from York and 12 from Leeds  - agreed to participate in the 

research by maintaining a daily diary and attending monthly focus group interviews.  

1.4 The significance of the research  

 

The context of the research is unique in that the participants were enrolled on a range 

of MA courses rather than formally studying English in a ‘study-abroad’ context. 

They were not in receipt of any formal instruction in the English language (but all 

participants were desirous of improvements to their L2). The context of the research 

therefore falls in-between the two, arguably most common, targets of SLA research: 

the naturalist context and SLA study-abroad (SA). The research is an attempt to draw 

attention to this relatively underexplored middle ground (also see Chapter 2). Findings 

relating to a context pertaining to one particular L2 learner group can not be easily 
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‘read-across’ to other L2 groups (see Appendix L for discussion of problems in 

categorising SLA contexts). However, the desire for simple models in SLA research 

has resulted in most research focusing on one particular context - either the 

naturalistic context or second language context – and a failure to acknowledge the 

diversity that really exists. This leaves a gap for research into those contexts which 

fall in-between.  

 

The research context does not fall into any particular SLA contexts which have been 

categorised in the literature. It includes both the naturalistic context (Block, 2003) and 

out-of-class interactions (Freed, 1995). As presented in Figure 1.1, the research 

context also differs from SA (study abroad) context: there is no formal English 

instruction. Learning opportunities are likely to come from natural situation, out-of-

class interaction and in-class activities (to learn other subjects). The interactions in 

both out-of-class and naturalistic settings cover those between non-native speakers 

(NNS) and native speakers (NS); among NNS of one particular language (in this case 

English); and learners who speak the same mother tongue (Figure 1.1). 

 

  
 

Figure 1.1: Context of the research     
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There has been little research on the actual English-speaking experiences of 

Vietnamese students, and hardly any on Vietnamese Masters students. This may 

sound trivial, but the ‘testing’ of identity and social roles as determinants of SLA 

demands that we operationalize the social turn to both different contexts and to 

different groups of L2 learners so that knowledge may accrue. It is hoped that not only 

will this contribute to a general understanding of the SLA process, but will also 

provide insights into the problems that Vietnamese students encounter in their daily 

experiences of speaking English. The research may therefore be of some use to 

Vietnamese students who are studying or thinking about studying in an English-

speaking university.  

 

In terms of methodology, the majority of research on identity is primarily qualitative. 

Data is typically collected from participants’ ‘stories’ (also see Chapter 3). This 

research is of mixed methods design and uses both qualitative and quantitative 

methods to explore the contribution of identity to the L2 acquisition process. This will 

hopefully help future SLA researchers who are interested in using a mixed methods 

approach. 

1.5 Synopsis of the thesis 

 

The thesis comprises of 7 Chapters. 

 

Chapter 2 critically reviews the SLA literature to set out the context for the research. 

Then it discusses contemporary research on identity to generate a working definition 

of identity that can be adopted in the research. The latter part of the chapter focuses on 

three main influential theories which inform the ‘social turn’ and implicate identity in 

the SLA process: social identity and investment (Norton, 2000) in the field of SLA;  

six stumbling blocks in communication in the field of Intercultural Communication 

(Barna, 1998); and the Intergroup Model (Giles & Byrne, 1982). These theories are 

drawn on throughout the thesis – both to make sense of the data and in order to be 

‘tested’ by the data. 
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Chapter 3 discusses methodology and the research design. The chapter justifies and 

explains the use of self-completed diaries and focus group interviews at both the pilot 

and main study stages. The chapter describes each of the main stages of the research, 

providing details of the data collection and analysis processes, the design and thinking 

that influenced the diary, the rationale behind and conduct of the focus group 

interviews and a description of the basic content analysis conducted on the qualitative 

data. Some ethical matters regarding participants as well as issues regarding reliability 

and validity of the data collected are also addressed. 

 

Chapter 4 discusses the process of data analysis presents findings of diary data with 

reference to data of diary collected in pilot study. 

 

Chapter 5 is structured similar to chapter 4, but addresses the focus groups in the main 

study, with reference to data from the pilot study. It describes the process of data 

collection from the focus group, then analyses the data to generate findings.  

 

Chapter 6 combines the findings from Chapters 4 and 5. The combination of findings 

is part of the process of triangulating data from focus groups and diary for the 

purposes of validating and establishing the reliability of the data (as set out in Chapter 

3 – Methodology). The findings are then evaluated with reference to three main 

theories: Social Identity (Norton, 2000); Stumbling block in Intercultural 

Communication (Barna, 1989) and Intergroup Model (Giles & Byrne, 1982). This 

chapter seeks to answer the research question regarding the implication of identity for 

participants’ interactions in English.  

 

Chapter 7 is the concluding chapter which summarises the key findings of the 

research. The conclusions are discussed with reference to relevant theories.  Then, the 

chapter considers the implications and recommendations for Vietnamese students and 

future SLA theorising. Finally, the chapter discusses some limitations of the research 

and makes several suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Literature Review 
 

In this chapter, I will present and discuss aspects of the theories of identity 

underpinning this study. The chapter includes three sections. First, I will discuss the 

theories of identity in second language acquisition (SLA) relevant to this research. 

Second, I will briefly review the theories of identity in L2 communication, as part of 

the SLA process, that have informed my study. Third, I will discuss the theoretical 

framework of the study, which is based on three theories: social identity and 

investment (Norton, 2000); six stumbling blocks (Barna, 1998); and the Intergroup 

Model (Giles & Byrne, 1982). Also in this chapter, I will present the cultural 

values/backgrounds in Vietnam that are considered to impact the identity and L2 

communication of Vietnamese students.  

 

2.1 Overview of identity 

 

Omoniyi (2006) acknowledges that identity has now emerged as a key concept in 

social and behavioural science.  In the field of SLA, identity has recently come to the 

fore (Bayley and Schecherter 2003; Isabelli-Garcia 2006; Kanno 2003; Kinginger 

2004; Maiworm et al. 1991, 1993; Miller 2003; Norton 2000; Pellegrino 2005; Siegal, 

1995, Norton Pierce 1995; Toohey 2000). The focus on identity is driven in part by 

the failure of SLA theories “to develop a theory of social identity that adequately 

integrates the language learner and the language learning context” (Norton Pierce 

1995:12).  

 

In fact, the importance of context to language learning had already been 

acknowledged, more than 30 years ago, in Schumann’s famous Acculturation Model 

(1978) and in Gardner’s and Lambert’s (1972) research investigating integrative 

motivation. However, SLA researchers such as Norton (2000) are increasingly 

privileging identity as a key concept with which to understand the complexity of the 

social context within which L2 learning occurs (Norton, ibid). I will start this section 
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by describing how identity re-theorises the two key theories in SLA (Acculturation 

Model and Integrative Motivation). I will then present the definition of identity 

operationalised in this research. Next, I will provide an account of how identity is 

used in SLA research; in particular, showing the relationship between identity and L2 

interactions and communication.  

 

2.2 Some key SLA theories utilising the concept of identity  

 

Acculturation (Schumann, 1978) is expressed in terms of the social and psychological 

integration of the learner to the TL group. So we can think – and measure - social 

integration in terms of the extent to which an individual interacts with TL speakers 

and culture (including accessing English language media). Psychological integration 

can be understood as the extent to which an individual is prepared and able to 

experience, understand and even assimilate a target culture. Schumann’s research 

proposes that learners can be positioned on a continuum of “social and psychological 

distance and social and psychological proximity to speakers of the TL” and argues 

that the “learner will acquire the second language only to the degree that he 

acculturates” (1978: 29). Among Schumann’s six participants (two children, two 

adolescents and two adults), Alberto, a 33 year-old Costa Rican immigrant to the 

USA, developed only very limited English. Schumann attributes this failure to 

Alberto’s unwillingness to acculturate to the Americans. He was considered to be 

socially distant from the TL speakers, as he belonged - and appeared to prefer to 

belong - to a working class Latin American community. This community was self-

contained and isolated from the host community, and Alberto socialised mainly with 

other immigrants in his neighbourhood, where Spanish was widely spoken. 

Schumann’s findings are controversial because Alberto was found to hold positive 

motivation and attitudes towards English speakers (obtained and measured by a 

questionnaire at the end of the study). Schumann explains this contradiction by casting 

doubt over the honesty of Alberto’s answers to the questionnaire, suggesting that he 

might have wanted to please the English-speaking researcher. There were certainly 

contradictions between Alberto’s answers and his behaviours: he did not make efforts 

to communicate with English speakers; he refused to own a TV (he claimed it was 

impossible to understand) and instead listened to Spanish music; he chose to work at 

nights (when contact with NS was limited) and did not attend the English classes that 
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were available locally. An assessment of Alberto’s lifestyle led Schumann to conclude 

that Alberto lived in high anxiety and experienced high levels of protracted cultural 

shock. 

 

Schumann’s research is significant in that it acknowledges social and psychological 

factors as contributing to the process (and ‘end-state’) of SLA. Alberto is an example 

of a learner who had no cognitive deficits or biological difficulties capable of 

hindering his learning process. Alberto’s lack of acculturation to the target language is 

the main cause of his poor attainment in the L2. Schumann’s emphasis is on 

‘environment’ (as a causative factor) and the extent to which it exposes learners to 

sufficient contacts with the TL culture to be of benefit, but also on the learner’s own 

psychological openness to take advantage of such contacts with TL speakers.  

 

However, Schumann’s model was later refuted by a number of researchers: DeKeyser 

(1991); Freed (1990); Higgs & Clifford (1982); Segalowitz & Freed (2004) and Spada 

(1985, 1986). Among those who disagree with Schumman’s findings, Schmidt’s 

(1983) study of Wes, a Japanese photographer based in Hawaii is worth considering in 

detail. Like Alberto, Wes’s English remained very limited. However, unlike Alberto, 

Wes displayed high levels of social interactions with NS and very low levels of 

anxiety. However, Wes displayed high levels of social interaction with NS and very 

low levels of anxiety, unlike Alberto. More recently, Norton (2000:115) criticizes 

Schumann (1976b) of “only hear(ing) what he (Schumann) wants to prove”. She 

believes that Alberto did, indeed, tell the truth in his questionnaire (which showed that 

he had a positive attitude towards Americans). Schumann simply dismisses it and 

concludes that Alberto is unmotivated to acculturate and as a result his language 

pidginizes (a concept developed by Schumann to indicate reduced and simplified 

forms of English). Norton argues that Alberto should have been understood as a 

learner who had been marginalised by the target community despite his efforts to seek 

opportunities to speak the TL. Alberto is willing to interact with TL speakers and in 

fact did seek opportunities to do so. This is shown by his participation in the 10-month 

study and his practising of negative construction in English with Schuman.  

 

Forty years ago Gardner and Lambert (1972:132) included social identification and 

ethnolinguistic identity to arrive at their famous concept of integrative motivation 
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(Ushioda, 2009). The key idea of the integrative motivation concept is that an L2 

learner “must be willing to identify with a member of another ethnolinguistic group” 

(Gardner and Lambert, 1972:135). The link between integrative motivation and L2 

achievement - in which motivation is seen as causal – has inspired considerable debate 

in SLA research. However, the significance of integrative motivation – for English at 

least - has been challenged given the global spread of the English language. English is 

now an international language; therefore it is impossible to identify any particular 

target English community to ‘integrate’ with. Ushioda and Dornyei (2009) suggest re-

theorising motivation in SLA in the light of identity, in which an emphasis should be 

placed on learners’ internal identities - their‘ international posture’ (Yashima, 2002) - 

rather than an integrative concept which emphasises L2 learners’ identification toward 

an external target community. Although a significant amount of SLA identity-based 

literature is focused on establishing the importance of integrative willingness and 

cultural distance (between learners and the TL community) an alternative approach 

focuses instead on the emergence of a ‘global community of English language users’ 

(Ushioda and Dornyei, 2010: 3) which certain groups of English learners (professional 

and semi-professional and the internationally mobile) may feel that they belong to. 

Yashima (2002: 57) describes such learners as possessing an ‘international posture’. 

Deciding whether or not a global English language community exists or is fictitious is 

beyond the remit of this thesis. But the concept undoubtedly shifts the terms of the 

debate – if identity is important, it is not so much whether or not individual learners’ 

concept of ‘self’ can be made to correspond with that of an external reference group – 

the TL community - but the extent to which the L2 learner self-identifies him or 

herself as a member of a global English language community. However, it seems to 

me that this can be possibly exaggerated - English may be global but English learners 

can only be in one place at a time and wherever they are they will encounter a TL 

culture, because the concept of identity is influenced by ‘place’ (also see 2.3.4). 

 

Clearly, however, identity counts. Block (2007) confirms that identity has now 

established its own role in SLA. So an issue here is whether international students in a 

particularistic study abroad (SA) context experience freedom or agency, or whether, 

inter alia, the SA context minimises individualisation and magnifies the deterministic 

potential – and therefore significance - of identity e.g. by creating economic or 
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linguistic powerlessness or spaces and opportunities in which students become the 

target of unwanted stereotyping.  

 

Indeed, it appears easier to identify identity-based obstacles (to L2 proficiency in SA 

contexts) than benefits. There may be no such thing as a universal student experience, 

but studying abroad generally presents international students with certain 

psychological, social, economic and cultural challenges and opportunities which they 

must encounter and navigate. When students with limited knowledge of English cross 

borders thousands of miles away to stay and study in the UK, for example, their 

identity seems ‘bound’ to the mother tongue language (Miller, 2003). An alien setting 

poses significant challenges to international students. Lantolf (2000) and Trueba 

(1989) emphasise the challenges associated with one’s sense of identity and 

identification upon moving from one country and culture to another. Less able to 

exercise autonomy the deterministic elements of social identity theory may, therefore, 

remain apposite for international students in a SA context (see Appendix K for further 

discussion of SLA contexts). 

 

2.3 Definition of Identity in the Thesis 

 

This section describes a conceptualisation of identity of L2 learners that is relevant to 

the current study. It starts out with a review of the widespread confusion in definitions 

of identity in the field of SLA. Then, it presents the definition which accords with the 

context and research aims of this research.  

2.3.1 Definitions of identity in SLA research 

Gass and Selinker (2001:5) define SLA as a generally agreed term to refer to 

“the learning of a non-native language after the learning of native language”. The 

term refers to both the acquisition of a second language in a classroom situation 

and in more ‘natural’ exposure situations. 

             

Recent literature has shown that identity is manifold, contextually realised and 

constantly shifting (Hall 1996; McRobbie 1996; Omonyi 2006; Pavlenko & 

Blackledge 2001). SLA researchers have constructed different theories of identities to 

shed light on their contextual studies. However, different terms with or without clear 
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definitions of the concept of identity can be observed in SLA research. This reflects in 

itself the complexity and fluidity of the concept. The terminological confusion creates 

a situation in which some researchers are clearly working on identity but do not 

explicitly use the term. As Benwell and Stokoe (2006) note, there are numerous terms 

in use: ‘identity’, ‘positioning’ (Davies & Harre, 1999) and ‘subject positions’ (Miller, 

2006) are used almost interchangeably in the current literature. Hall (1995) uses 

‘identification’ instead of ‘identity’ to capture the non-fixed state of the concept. He 

argues that the term ‘identity’ gives an impression that it is immovable. Weedon 

(1997) prefers the term ‘subjectivity’ which interestingly accords to the ‘social 

identity’ concept developed nearly twenty years earlier by Tajfel in 1978 (McNamara, 

1997). Table 2.1 below illustrates the terminological complexity. 

 

Table 2.1: Terminological complexity – Identity  
Terminology Literature 

Social Identity Miller (2003); Norton (1993, 1995, 2000); 

Morgan (1997); McNamara (1987);  

Ethnic Identity Goldstein (1996); 

Leung, Harris and Rampton (1997) 

Cultural Identity Bosher (1995); Scheter and Bayley (1997) 

Linguistic/Ethnolinguistic Identity By most sociologists 

Second Language Identities    Block (2007) 

Sociocultural Identity Duff and Uchida (1997) 

Subjectivity Norton (1997) 

The Self Pellegrino (2005)  

Voice Thesen (1997) 

National Identity Kinginger (2004) 

Ethnorelativism Isabelli-Garcίa (2006) 

Identification Hall (1995)  

Relational Development Identity  Boxer (2002) 

 

This is not an exhaustive list of the research or terms used to explore the link between 

identity and SLA. However, it offers a brief picture of a wide range of identity 

‘classifications’ and terminology which have been constructed and utilised in SLA 

research over the past fifteen years. Block (2007) maintains that most researchers 

working with identity do not develop a clear definition of the term. Block (2007) 

equates social identity with migrant identity. According to Block, all NNS living 
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abroad – either in employment or education – evidence a migrant identity (Block uses 

the term ‘second language identity’) delineated by: race, ethnicity, nationality, 

migration, gender, social class and language. 

 

The thesis maintains that the identities of L2 learners in SA contexts influence the 

types of L2 interactions that they have. L2 learners bring with them certain identities, 

but new ones – wanted and unwanted, adopted and ascribed – may also be formed 

during the SA experience. These identities shape both the quantity and quality of 

learners’ L2 experiences. This, in turn, may influence L2 learners’ behaviours; how 

they make sense of and adapt to L2 encounters and, ultimately, their L2 

communicative competence. This is a three-stage model of SLA, crudely comprising 

inputs (identities), L2 encounters (quality and quantity) and outcomes (L2 

communicative competence). However, the relationships between the stages are 

iterative. Identities may influence encounters, but certain encounters may also 

contribute to a re-shaping of identity. Similarly, certain aspects of L2 interaction may 

be associated with positive or negative communicative competence outcomes; but the 

precise outcome is likely to be influenced by individual factors including those linked 

to motivation, expectations and personality.  

2.3.2 Norton’s definition of social identity 

As such, I find Norton’s (2000:19) definition of social identity as “the relationship 

between the individual and larger social world as mediated through institutions such 

as families, schools, workplaces, social services and law courts” helpful. I am also 

persuaded by Norton’s insistence that identity must be considered a dynamic concept; 

one that can change over time and which varies from one social context to another 

and/or when subjected to shifts in personal disposition. My interpretation of identity is 

that it is the way a person views themselves, and which is: socially and culturally 

constructed, vulnerable to change over time, and shaped by particularities of 

community and experience.  

2.3.3 Criticism of Norton’s definition of identity and my response 

Norton’s definition of social identity has been criticised. First, Norton does not 

distinguish clearly social identity from cultural identity. Norton (2000) admits that she 

separated the two concepts at the beginning of her study but eventually decided that 
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cultural identity and social identity have more similarities than differences. Second, 

McNamara (1997) claims that the concept of social identity used by Norton Pierce 

(1997) is merely a repackaging of the concept as developed in earlier research 

(including that of Tajfel [1978]) and also accords with the concept of ‘subjectivity’ 

developed by Weedon (1997) in that both share three characteristics: fluidity, 

vulnerability to change and sensitivity to context.  

 

Those criticisms can be overcome by a deeper understanding of the relationship 

between the type of identities and the social context. In fact, such criticism only 

further emphasises the context-sensitivity of the identity concept. Identity can be 

constructed through individual interaction with others, an imposition or an elective, 

wanted or unwanted. Each social context is unique which generates unique data and 

types of identity. As Block (2007:202) states: 

 

My main aim has been to show how second language identity work varies 

considerably across these contexts. First, it varies as regard the extent to 

which it actually takes place... Second, when second language identity 

work does take place, there is a good deal of variability as regards the 

aspects of identity that emerge as salient. Thus, in some situations, gender 

emerges as the single most significant aspect of identity, while in other 

situations it is race or social class that is most significant. 

 

Therefore, Norton’s (2000) definition of ‘social identity’ may differ from other 

researchers, but may still be an ‘actual’ social identity that genuinely emerged from 

her research context. Also, such overlapping between cultural and social identities is 

an illustration of the view that L2 learners possess multiple identities. Norton seeks 

flexibility by not attempting to draw a clear-cut distinction between the two and 

acknowledges that a person can have multiple identities which are constantly shifting 

across contexts and time. Therefore identity should be seen as a set of psychological, 

social and historical “variables”. The experience of L2 learners is unique, changing 

over time, even in the same context. Firth & Wagner (2007) consider this view of 

multiple identities as a leap forward from earlier beliefs that learners have only one 

identity. The variety of terms and identity-types and criticisms of Norton’s (2000) 

social identity can be interpreted as a struggle in which SLA researchers are 
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attempting to construct a framework which helps explain and explore the experience 

of L2 learners in the real world. On the other hand, they can also be viewed as 

reflecting a flexible approach in order to capture a slippery concept.  

 

In short, Norton’s definition of social identity serves as guidance for my research but 

also emphasises the need to be flexible when identifying and evaluating specific 

identities (such as gender, race and ethnicity) and social roles (such as international 

student and boyfriend/girlfriend) emerging from the research. In the following section, 

I will clarify some of the linked concepts that fall under the general term identity or 

social identity. 

2.3.4 Social identity, Social roles, and Cultural identity 

In her definition of social identity (see 2.3.2), Norton’s (2000) understanding of the 

way that the ‘social’ influences identity seems to focus on how it constrains the roles 

people can play in society. For example, she explicitly discusses how the deteriorating 

socio-economic status of immigrants affects their identities – how they see themselves 

and how others see them.  

 

Wetherell (1998), however, views social identity as one of four main perspectives of 

understanding personal identity: it accounts for social influences on personal identity. 

The other three include the phenomenological perspective, the psychoanalytic 

perspective and the biological perspective. However, the biological perspective can 

also be combined with a social perspective. Lewis’ (1998) suggests that our identity is 

formed based on the sense of who we are, which is first felt by our body: eye shape 

and the colour of our skin and hair, etc. We develop a sense of ‘self’ and how we 

might be related to (and distanced from) those who we assume are (physically) similar 

(or dissimilar). This sense of ‘self’ is not purely biological because it is felt in relation 

to other people, and is therefore socially sensitive. But as a consequence Lewis (ibid) 

argues that race and ethnicity be classified as social rather than just biological. Lewis 

also addresses the link between ‘race’ and ‘place’ which can help understand the 

experiences of Vietnamese (Asians) in the UK (Europe), and points out that our 

bodies also provide others with visual clues with which to categorise us. Lewis’s 

argument can be extended to assert that gender also be considered socially constructed 

rather than biological. Given the nature of this research the belief that identity is 
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socially constructed is considered to be an appropriate lens through which to 

understand behaviours. Other perspectives - biological, psychoanalytic and 

phenomenological- offer less utility in the context of this research, but the biological 

and phenomenological have not been entirely neglected.  

 

Wetherell (1998:55) defines cultures as the “customs, conventions, signs and symbols 

of a society which are passed on from individual to individual through learning”. 

Culture is therefore also socially constructed. That view slightly resembles Norton’s 

(2000) in that cultural and social identity are two overlapping concepts albeit 

evidencing more similarities than differences. 

2.3.5 Personal characteristics 

Dewaele and Furnham (1999) consider personality traits as relatively stable 

dispositions and indicators of personal needs. Eysenck (1974), cited in Dewaele and 

Furnham (1999), sees extraversion/introversion as a key dimension of personality. 

Whether or not individuals are socially or biologically programmed to 

extraversion/introversion is beyond the remit of this thesis, but certainly 

extraversion/introversion has implications for the behaviours and experiences of 

international students whilst studying abroad because it may shape the extent and 

nature of their L2 interactions. Research by Dewaele and Furnham (1999:537) 

concludes that extraversion/introversion primarily affects speech production in the L2 

(and argues that motivation is the main personality variable affecting SLA). However, 

Lasen-Freeman (2001) argues that L2 learning depends on ‘openness to experience’ 

and therefore considers learners’ social networking abilities as promoting L2 progress. 

Learners who want to interact and who are good at it will experience greater social 

contacts (and improve their L2) more than those who are less inclined to seek out and 

manage such contacts (Wong-Fillmore, 1991). Evaluating L2 learners’ ability to 

create and manage L2 interaction opportunities may therefore be important. 

 

2.4 Communicative competence 

 
MacIntyre & Charos (1996) believe that the primary goal for L2 learners is 

communication, which is manifested in L2 communication frequency. Macintyre & 

Charos (1996:19) conclude that “communicating in a second language appears to be 
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related to … most important, the perception of competence”. In this section, I will 

discuss in detail the concepts of communication and intercultural communication 

before offering a definition of ‘communicative competence’ in the context of SLA.  

 

Communication is defined as the management of messages in order to create meaning 

(Griffin, 2005). In other words, communication is considered to achieve a certain 

purpose through interacting with others. Every interaction occurs within a physical 

and contextual environment. The former refers to the location (seminar, bus stop, etc.) 

where the communication takes place. The contextual, or social environment refers to 

the context that frames the interaction and influences both the substance and the style 

of communication employed (McDaniel, Samovar, et.al, 2012) – if asked ‘how are 

you today?’ by a relative stranger on the street one’s response will be different to that 

provided to a doctor at a medical appointment or to a group of close friends during a 

social event or to that given on Facebook. 

 

Research on identity in communication mainly focuses on the intercultural 

communication context (Chen, 2010). Intercultural communication refers to how 

people from different cultures interact face-to-face. 

 

Intercultural communicative competence is defined by Spitzberg (2000:375) as 

‘appropriate and effective behaviour in a given context’. Spitzberg’s definition, 

however, is found unhelpful because the perpetrators of appropriate or inappropriate 

behaviour are not necessarily in a position to know how their behaviour has impacted 

on interlocutors – whether it is appropriate or inappropriate and therefore whether or 

not they are practising effective intercultural communication. Barna (1998) defines 

intercultural communicative competence as the inner capacity to overcome the 

stumbling blocks in communication (see 2.7.3). Barna’s definition appears more 

practical and specific: competence is measured by the extent to which one has 

overcome six stumbling blocks in intercultural communication. However, the list is 

almost certainly not exhaustive. For example, Kim (1991) too identifies a range of 

‘stumbling blocks’ some of which are not addressed in Barna’s framework. According 

to Kim (1991:259), intercultural communicative competence refers to “the overall 

internal capability of an individual to manage key challenging features of intercultural 

communication: namely cultural differences, and unfamiliarity, inter-group posture, 
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and the accompanying experience of stress”. Stumbling blocks clearly exist, but there 

is disagreement regarding how many there are and most of them are themselves 

complex and contested concepts that require unpacking. Further, Barna’s and Kim’s 

definitions of intercultural communicative competence are presented as suggestions of 

how to improve one’s intercultural communicative competence, rather than measures 

of how well one has achieved specific L2 objectives.  

 

MacIntyre and Charos (1996) advocate a basic measure – simply that of how able do 

learners themselves feel when communicating in the L2? Although communicative 

competence can be formally assessed, according to MacIntyre and Charos (1996), 

Clément and Baker et al (2003) and Brantmeier (2005) L2 learners’ assessments of 

their own communicative competence are generally accurate, with positive 

assessments generally associated with enjoyment (of an experience) and the absence 

of anxiety; and it is this measure of competence that is used in the thesis. 

 

Norton’s concept of investment (see 2.7.1.2) has viewed language learners as 

investors who make efforts in their learning and expect outcomes from their 

investment.  She argues that the learner’s world is a site of struggle in which learners 

have to negotiate opportunities to practice the TL. The process of learning a language 

is not merely one of learning the words, grammar and pronunciation, but also involves 

the construction of ‘self’. Learners’ L2 communicative competence should therefore 

be seen as a process of identification in an alien context. In the process of identity 

construction, the primary mode of self-representation - speaking - must undergo a 

transformation. For minority students (eg. Vietnamese) who enter a dominant culture 

(eg, English culture) proficiency in the dominant language is essential, as it is the 

primary means of making sense, being seen and being heard (Trueba 1989). 

Interaction with target speakers occurs in specific social contexts or sites which may 

facilitate or constrain students’ abilities to make sense of themselves and others. 

Guiora et al (1972:112) suggests that of all language skills, speaking is 

psychologically the most demanding, necessitating fundamental changes to   “the 

basic modes of identification by the self and others”. An investment in language 

learning, therefore, is also an investment in the identities of L2 learners.  
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This section has defined several key concepts: communication, communicative 

interaction, intercultural communication and communicative competence (in the 

context of an intercultural communication context). It has also established that 

communicative competence can be assessed by L2 interlocutors themselves. The issue 

of how communicative competence can be measured has been discussed through the 

stumbling blocks (Barna, 1998); through the frequency of interactions (MacIntyre and 

Charos, 1996); through the absence of anxiety and presence of enjoyment (Clément 

and Baker et al., 2003 and Brantmeier, 2005); through the ability to ‘impose the right 

to be heard’ in communication (Norton, 2000) (which will be discussed later in 2.7.1).  

I have also argued that Norton’s concept of investment helps us to understand how L2 

communicators make sense of their L2 experiences and their communicative 

competence. 

 

2.5 Identity and L2 communicative competence 

 
Researchers have attempted to chart the types of identities that emerge over a period 

of time and their impact on L2 communicative competence. Wilkinson (2002) looks at 

how identity is manifest in teacher-student relations. His research describes how 

participants feel when they are seen as learners (or rather inexpert speakers of the 

target language) not only in the classroom but also with host families and strangers in 

public areas. Being corrected by interlocutors, no matter how respectfully, still 

resulted in participants losing faith and subsequently performing to a lower standard. 

Indeed, Wilkinson (2002) concludes that identifying identity-based obstacles to L2 

proficiency in SA contexts seems to be easier than identifying the benefits. Lantolf 

(2000) and Trueba (1989) also emphasise challenges associated with one’s sense of 

identity and identification upon moving from one country and culture to another. 

Studying abroad generally presents international students with certain psychological, 

social, economic and cultural challenges and opportunities which they must encounter 

and navigate. 

 

Roberts and Simonot (1987:138) describe a context in which “adult workers have to 

learn to communicate by communicating in order to learn”. It is worth noting that the 

process even happens in indifferent or hostile environments, and even when the L2 

learner has a strong desire to learn. The researchers conclude that: 
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They (L2 learners) are, from the outset, disenfranchised by their lack of the 

language which in turn leads to a loss of rights at work and in their private 

lives. We see here language performing the function of perpetuating the 

power structure and in turn being a product of these structures. 

 

Acton and Walker de Felix (1986); Laubscher (1994); Bacon (1995), Wilkinson 

(1998b) and Isabelli-Garcia (2006) have examined possible ‘stages’ that SA 

participants go through. In her study, Isabelli-Garcia (2006) was interested in whether 

or not four Americans on an SA programme in Argentina were able to join the 

established speech communities and build up social networks (Milroy, 1987) in their 

host environment. In general, her participants continued to project a superior 

American national identity (towards the TL speakers). Counter-intuitively, the SA 

experience enhanced affiliation to an inherited national identity, as opposed to the 

development of greater intercultural sensitivity.  

 

Much discussed in SLA research is the sexual harassment of female students and how 

such harassment affects opportunities to develop their target languages. Polanyi 

(1995); Twombly (1995); and Talburt and Stewart (1999) discuss this in depth. 

Female students in their studies report how they were frustrated at not being able to 

talk with men in the host countries (Russia, Costa Rica and Spain) because of the 

men’s sexual advances. The women finally chose to avoid going out and therefore 

experienced limited opportunities to practise speaking the TL. Clearly the imposed 

identity of female-sexuality by the TL culture (men in host countries) has shaped the 

type and frequency of interaction that L2 learners have in the TL country.  

 

Mismatches in expectation and perception between TL speakers and L2 learners may 

also influence the quality and quantity of L2 interactions in SA contexts. Boxer 

(2002:179) studied cross-cultural gate-keeping encounters in an American university 

context. She based her study on the theories of Gemeinschaft (membership of a 

society through birth) and Gesellschaft (instrumental relationships not merely based 

on common history or background) developed by Scollon and Scollon (1995). The 

research focused on the face-to-face communication between international students 

and two staff members who worked in the International Program Office in the 
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university. Boxer (2002:204) concludes that the work of staff members in the 

university is not enough to lead to “relational talk and gate opening”. The data 

collected confirms that students failed to recognise and take advantage of the 

opportunities even when the staff attempted small talk or used terms of endearment, 

which she terms as “Relational Development Identity”. There was a lack of 

knowledge on the part of students regarding how to engage correctly with their 

interlocutors. The staff, on the other hand, were considered to judge students too 

harshly. International students, having passed TOELF (Test of English as a Foreign 

Language) tests to enter an American university, were expected to understand the 

norms and rules of interactions in America. If they failed to do so, it was considered 

the students’ own fault because, as one staff member commented, “they are not mixed 

enough with Americans”.  Boxer states that ESL teachers agree that passing TOEFL 

tests at 550 or 600 (out of 750) does not mean a student can understand bureaucratic 

workings and immigration laws. She also indicates that while there should be a two-

way understanding, international students are left with the burden to wrestle with ‘the 

rules of the game’. In short, there was a mismatch between the staff’s 

intentions/perceptions and students’ perceptions/reactions. Boxer used a metaphor: the 

staff put the key to the door for the students but did not open it for them - they 

expected the student to know and open it by themselves. Unsurprisingly, it remained 

closed.  

 

The experiences of the international students in Boxer’s research are evidence of how 

students have to ‘struggle’ even in a university setting where there are deemed to be 

favourable conditions facilitating effective communication with TL speakers (staff 

members). The data (ibid: 204) suggests:  

 

Lack of shared contextualization cues can cause missed opportunities 

for Relational Identity Development. Stereotypes are likely to be 

reinforced in such instances. Gates close that might otherwise be opened.  

 

In addition to students’ extra-classroom experiences, the university - as a physical and 

bureaucratic entity – also emerged as problematic. The unique experience of L2 

learners in a naturalistic context requires SLA researchers to address the relationship 

between learners and the ‘real world’ that they occupy. Broad-brush assumptions 
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regarding the ease of accessing L2 interaction opportunities in naturalistic settings are 

easily problematised, so too the entire SLA process. There is no such things as a 

universal international student experience and the remainder of this chapter draws on 

the ‘social turn’ in SLA research to understand how identity might be responsible for 

shaping international students’ L2 interactions and their L2 communicative 

competence. 

  

Ricento (2005:899) criticises SLA research for not taking into account the “social 

aspect of language learning and use”. Using the concept of identity to investigate the 

experience of L2 learners, Ricento concludes that learners pay a price of losing their 

identity or accepting dual identities in exchange for being accepted into the TL 

culture:  

 

... an individual’s identity in L2 contexts is mediated by the reactions of 

others to that individual’s social and cultural position, which in turn, can 

influence that individual’s motivation to learn in ways that are not 

predictable using standard psychological or sociological categories  

 

Socio-biological factors and cultural stereotyping can have a powerful effect on 

learners’ L2 experiences. When Mishela, a female black African student in Spain 

(Talburt and Stewart, 1999) walked on the street, she often received sexual comments 

from local Spanish men who saw black African women as sexually symbolic. The link 

between the discrimination experienced by Mishela outside the classroom and her 

limited linguistic development is not established, but the study raises important issues 

and connections between culture, race, identity and language learning. According to 

Mishela, her difficulties were not “something cultural but an ignorant mind” (Block, 

2003:168169). Her identity and experiences as a black female student can therefore be 

understood through the lens of a cultural stereotype (the black woman as a symbol of 

exotic and aggressive sexuality).  

 
In summary, the above discussions suggest that identity appears to shape L2 

interactions because the SA context is a challenging learning environment; and 

because the process of accessing the TL community is a social endeavour – it is a 
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process of negotiation and a site of struggle shaped by the distribution and exercise of 

power which is inextricably linked to the identities and social roles of its main actors.  

 

2.6 Vietnamese Social and Cultural Backgrounds 

 
Cultural understanding and constructs are therefore implicated in the communication 

experiences of international students. An understanding of Vietnamese culture and 

society is therefore considered important. The ancient Vietnamese culture was formed 

around the Red River (Song Hong), and featured typical South East Asia culture (Huu 

Ngoc, 1995). Current Vietnamese culture is a result of three major developments: 

Chinese rule (179 BC – 1858), French colonialism (1858 – 1945) and socialist 

ideology (since 1945). As a result of contact with other cultures, Vietnamese culture is 

a combination of Buddhism, Confucianism Taoism, and Socialism. Much of the 

contact with new cultures and ideology is marked by conflict but the core 

characteristics of Vietnamese culture – ban sac van hoa - were often maintained and 

directed towards protecting and promoting nationalist sentiment. As a consequence, 

patriotism remains very powerful in Vietnam.  

2.6.1 Strong sense of community  

Vietnam’s largely agrarian economy was labour intensive and rice production in 

particular required significant levels of co-operation and coordination among people 

in the community. Therefore, Vietnamese people developed a culture of bonding to 

each other, to support each other’s’ growing and harvesting activities. Phan Ngoc 

(1998:89) describes this as a ‘village culture’ (Van hoa lang xa). Villagers support 

each other not only in farming but also in social life and Ly and Howard (2005:4) 

observe a ‘strong human relationship’ as a core characteristic in Vietnamese culture. 

Individual villagers have clear understandings of where they belong and of their 

responsibilities. In return, the village protects their rights, offering them a base, a 

community where he/she belongs and lives: the saying ‘the King’s rules are surpassed 

by village rules’ - phep vua thua le lang - emphasises the importance of ‘the local’ 

and ‘community’ over centralised sites of power and even the king.  

 

Phan Ngoc (1998:444) suggests that a traditional Vietnamese person defines his/her 

identity in relation to the surrounding people in his/her local community. This is 
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illustrated by looking at the form of address used in the Vietnamese language. The 

forms change constantly with the same person. When a Vietnamese talks to his father, 

he calls his father ‘cha’ and refers to himself as ‘con’. But when he talks to a brother 

he would refer to himself as ‘anh’ and to his younger brother as ‘em’. When he talks 

to an older sister he becomes ‘em’ and refers to her as ‘chi’. Vietnamese interlocutors 

need to be aware of age, gender, social status etc. during social exchanges. There is 

therefore an element of fluidity in identity that changes from interaction-to-interaction 

and aspects of one’s personal identity are shaped by individuals’ relations with 

surrounding people. 

 

Vietnamese forms of address are also evidence of the importance of community in 

Vietnamese culture. Ly and Horward (2005) indicate that Vietnamese people address 

people in the community-at-large – including strangers - using the same form of 

address as they use with their family members. For example an older male person is 

referred to as anh (as is a brother); an older female person is referred to as chi (as is a 

sister). This rule applies to many other addresses: ba (elderly woman/grandmother); 

ong (elderly man/grandfather); chu (middle-aged man/uncle); co (middle-aged 

woman/aunt) etc. This possibly originated from a popular legend that the very first 

100 Vietnamese people were born to the same mother (Au Co) and father (Lac Long 

Quan): that all Vietnamese people today are members of one big family and have a 

duty to render assistance to one another.  

2.6.2 Respect and responsibility  

Vietnamese people are expected to show respect to others regardless of their social 

status, age or gender. Phan Ngoc (1998) considers this an example of how ban sac van 

hoa were maintained despite the influence of Confucian hierarchies emphasising 

masculine and authority – poor and low social status individuals can still gain respect 

as long as they fulfil their responsibilities to their family, village and country. 

Individuals are expected to care more about other people and to subordinate personal 

desires. This philosophy is clearly influenced by Buddhism but Phan Ngoc (1998) also 

suggests the relationship works in reverse: Buddhism accords with ban sac van hoa 

and was purposely adopted because of this. Such a philosophy contrasts with Western 

culture which generally encourages individualism (Phan Ngoc, ibid).  
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2.6.3 Gender in Vietnamese Culture 

According to Le and Horward et al (2005), prior to Confucianism women/femininity 

were worshipped in Vietnam and men and women had roughly equal social status. 

Infact the influence of Confucianism in Vietnam was relatively limited (compared to 

certain other South East Asian countries) and the Confucian maxim ‘men and women 

should be physically distant’ (‘nam nu thu thu bat than’) was largely ignored. 

According to Phan Ngoc (1998: 85) Vietnamese social gatherings (le hoi) were 

opportunities for men and women to socialise together. Over time, however, men 

began to dominate the political and social world and women’s authority was largely 

restricted to the domestic sphere (although highly valued). Education – the key to 

social status – was only accessed by men, depriving women of opportunities to 

improve their social status and consolidating their domestic roles (Nguyen Phuong 

An, 2004:167).  

 

This situation was increasingly challenged during the French colonial years (1858-

1945), when feminism, individual freedoms and free marriage were introduced and 

hitherto restrictive dress codes were abandoned (the ‘ao dai’, a tight-fitting dress 

influenced by western fashion, was introduced). However, as Nguyen Phuong An 

(2007) argues, this new openness was only available to middle class women - the 

majority of Vietnamese women were peasants and they remained under Confucian 

influences.  

 

Gender inequality remains a problem in Vietnam characterised by double standards 

vis-à-vis acceptable behavior and sexual conduct. Asian women are expected to dress 

modestly, expound conservative values and lead morally respectable lifestyles. Men, 

on the other hand, are subject to fewer sexual and cultural mores. Sex before marriage 

continues to be frowned upon in Vietnam, but when it happens almost all the 

opprobrium is reserved for the woman (Nguyen Phuong An, 2007). However, 

increasing numbers of Vietnamese women are challenging these traditional gendered 

roles and accessing education in order to pursue successful careers, either in addition 

to or in place of any domestic/familial expectations. Even though Asian men are 

subject to far fewer restrictions in terms of their social conduct, middle class Asian 

men are under pressure to provide for their families and the concept of the strong, 
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responsible and ‘socially adept’ Asian male – commanding respect - remains powerful 

(Davis and Proctor, 1989).  As already noted, numerous researchers investing SLA in 

SA contexts have identified gender as an important variable. Asian women, like black 

women, have not escaped sexual-cultural stereotyping. Like black women, the West 

has constructed Asian women as ‘exotic’. However, in contrast to the masculinisation 

of black women, Asian women are constructed as hyperfeminine - available, 

submissive and dutiful, subordinating their own sexual needs to those of (white) men 

(Pyke and Johnson, 2003: 36). 

2.6.4 Vietnamese’ Attitudes towards the West 

The French introduced notions of democracy, individualism and personal freedom to 

Vietnam (Jamieson, 1993; Smith, 1968), although these applied most to the urban 

middle class (Nguyen Phuong An, 2007:295). Individualism began to replace 

collectivism and is associated with Vietnam’s economic reforms in the 1980s which, 

according to Thomas & Drummond, (2003:2) and Marr (2003) increased Vietnam’s 

porosity to western goods and culture. Gillespie (2005:62) argues that this has been 

accompanied by a shift away from traditional Vietnamese culture to a society based 

on “individualism and consumerism” where western values and lifestyles are 

valorised and constructed as ‘cool’: a process particularly pronounced amongst 

Vietnam’s young people (Nguyen Phuong An, 2004:175).  

 

Patriotism and communitarianism remain influential in Vietnam, but co-existing and 

competing with the individualisation processes associated with westernisation. 

Crudely, the latter helps to explain why so many young Vietnamese pursue a Western 

education (see 2.6.5), whilst the latter may help to explain certain behaviours of 

Vietnamese students during their sojourns – particularly the widespread formation and 

pastoral role of Vietnamese Societies.  

2.6.5 Education as motivation  

Thus far, it would not be too erroneous to describe SLA in SA context as a learning 

process in potentially rewarding but nevertheless tricky circumstances. It is 

appropriate, therefore, to also understand learners’ motivations, which may have 

implications for their ability to learn from and overcome setbacks. Parenthetically, an 
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investigation of individual learning styles would provide an even greater level of 

resolution, but is considered beyond the remit of this thesis. 

 

The majority of participants are middle class, educated professionals/semi-

professional. According to Trinh Duy Luan (1993) and Bresnan (1997:77), Vietnam’s 

urban middle class comprise three overlapping advantaged groups: (1) employees in 

administrative roles; (2) those who have economic capital; and (3) those who are 

educated and possess employable skills.  The participants of this research belong to 

the third group. All participants were born during the 1980s when the American War 

had ended and the country was opening the door to the outside world via a series of 

economic reforms known as ‘doi moi’. However, the market economy also brought 

about higher unemployment and a widening gap between Vietnam’s rich and poor and 

it was at this time that the middle class emerged as a powerful strata. All of the 

participants are young and come from the two largest cities in Vietnam - Hanoi and 

Ho Chi Minh City – where they were employed in relatively well-paid semi-

professional and professional jobs. King, Phuong An Nguyen and Nguyen Huu Minh 

(2008:804-806) describe young professionals in Vietnam as consumerist, committed 

to their personal career development (via acquiring new knowledge and skills), and to 

accessing news and information. They have aspirations to improve and maintain their 

social status. 

 

Credentialism is important in Vietnam and education has long been considered the 

best way of securing personal (career) success. It can be traced back to feudal times 

when education was one way of climbing the class ladder (Nguyen Khac Vien, 

1974:26). The tradition continued during French colonial times (1883 – 1954). 

Education was not only a route to success and social status, but also a means of 

achieving public respectability (Tran Trong Kim, 1929 cited in Jamieson, 1993:95). 

After the French left and when Vietnam moved towards communism, between 1954 

and 1986 young people who performed particularly well in their university entrance 

exams were sent to other communist bloc countries to receive a better education and 

upon their return to Vietnam were offered key positions working for the government. 

Therefore, in Vietnam there is a widespread belief that educational qualifications, 

especially those gained from outside Vietnam, are a passport to success; but the high 

tuition fees and living costs associated with international study render this option 
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available only to a minority (King, Phuong An Nguyen and Nguyen Huu Minh, 

2008:800). The middle class therefore view international study as a financial 

investment to improve their career prospects and consolidate their social status.  

 

2.7 Key Theories used in the research  

 

This section is focused on developing a deeper understanding of how identity impacts 

the L2 communication with reference to three theories: Norton’s (2000) power 

relations, Barna’s (1989) ‘stumbling blocks’ and Giles’ (1982) intergroup model. The 

thesis as a whole engages extensively with these. I will explain the major approaches; 

how they are used in this research and position each theory in the literature. 

 

Research on identity in communication mainly focuses on how identity is shaped by 

considerations of power and how it influences interactions (Chen, 2010). The 

discipline of studying identity construction and its influence on interactions is based 

on four approaches: intergroup approach, cultural approach, critical cultural approach 

and post-colonial approach (Shin & Jackson, 2003). Intergroup approach adopts the 

theory of social identity to shed light on the inter-ethic communication from the 

perspective of uncertainty reduction and ethnolinguistics and is reflected the work of 

Giles and Byrne (1982). The cultural approach views communicative competence as 

culturally and ethnically specific variable and can be discerned in the work of Barna, 

(1998). The critical cultural approach and post-colonial approach share a similar 

assumption that identity is re-constructed constantly under the unequal distribution of 

power in the society and is reflected in the work of Norton (2000).  

2.7.1 Social identity and investment 

In this section, the concept of social identity is explored in depth. This also helps 

define the term social interaction, which will be used widely throughout the thesis. In 

the second and third parts of this section, the Norton’s (2000) understanding of 

investment is also presented, in light of motivation theories. Finally, the forth part will 

discuss another layer of power relations, between NS and NNS. 
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2.7.1.1 Social identity and social interactions 

Norton’s (2000:19) definition of social identity is focused on understanding tensions 

between people at the micro level of daily interactions which are characterised by 

asymmetries of power including unequal access to symbolic and material resources.   

Social interactions can be understood in light of Norton’s (2000) definition of social 

identity (also see 2.3.2). A social interaction is a negotiation between a person who 

performs in a context to present his/her identity. Social interactions therefore include a 

context where one interlocutor interacts with another and what is going on between 

the two communicators. Social interaction therefore exists at daily micro levels such 

as a simple transaction in a shop or a small talk with a stranger at a bus stop, etc. 

Social interactions also exist in a macro level which is manifested through the unequal 

distribution of power relations, which will be discussed below.  

 

In her longitudinal study of five immigrant women in Canada, Norton (2000) argues 

that language learners have complex social identities, which can be understood in 

relation to the power relations that structures social order. Drawing on the concept of 

subjectivity by Weedon (1997) Norton Pierce describes a learner’s social identity as 

‘multiple and contradictory’. The success or failure of the learning process depends on 

how the learner navigates his or her way to construct an identity that enables them to 

impose their right to be heard and the terms of the discourse. Understanding the 

concept of identity therefore requires an understanding of the concept of power 

relations and how they operate in a social setting. As identity is shaped through social 

interactions, it is also shaped by a social order that reflects relations of power. 

Norton’s (2000:7) defines power as: 

…socially constructed relations among individuals, institutions and 

communities through which symbolic and material resources in a society 

are produced, distributed and validated.  

 

Norton’s definition stresses how symbolic and material resources are produced, 

distributed and validated in a social structure. These symbolic resources are: language, 

education and friendship; and material resources (capital goods, real estate and 

money). Norton agrees with Foucault (1980) that power relations reflect themselves 

both at macro (institutions, government) and micro level (daily social exchanges), and 



  CHAPTER TWO 
 

 50 

that power is unequally distributed in a society. Power is not manifested in physical 

possessions, but in social exchange. Norton’s definition of power accords with 

Weber’s (cited in Coates, 1995:41) “power is the probability that an actor in a social 

relationship will be in a position to carry out his own will despite resistance” – a view 

fully compatible with the process of L2 learning in SA contexts.  

 

The centrality of power relations lies in the unequal distribution of both symbolic and 

material resources. Drawing on Bourdieu’s (1977) work, Norton (2000:8) agrees that 

there had been an assumption among SLA researchers that those who speak regard 

those who listen as ‘worthy to listen’, and those who listen regard those who speak as 

‘worthy to speak’. Norton (ibid) therefore suggests that an expanded definition of 

communicative competence should include the “right to speech” or “the power to 

impose reception”. This requires a sort of “investment” by learners in order to learn a 

second language. They do so to negotiate access to symbolic and material resources.  

 

Norton emphasises on both material and symbolic resources as the keys in 

understanding the unequal power relations. In the context of the research, participants 

are Vietnamese students, this can be applied with a focus on the symbolic resources 

(English language). If we consider only economic/financial resources as the key, for 

example (the one who pays to learn will experience fewer difficulties than the one 

who gets paid to learn), we cannot understand many international students’ sub-

optimal experiences. Students in Welsh’s (2001) research demonstrate very little 

difference in the scale and types of difficulties affecting both groups. Students are 

assumed to have more positive experiences in their interactions with TL speakers than 

immigrants, precisely because students pay to be accommodated and pay to learn. 

However, in terms of symbolic resources (e.g. English language skills) they, like 

immigrants, are still ‘dependant’ on TL people: they have to negotiate and struggle 

(Schuman, 1978; Goldstein, 1996; Norton, 2000; Welsh, 2001; Boxer 2004).  

 

2.7.1.2 Investment 

 
Norton (2000) developed the concept of “investment” to describe learners’ desire to 

learn a target language. Learners have a certain expectation and hope to receive a 

good return from their ‘investment’, one which will achieve access to symbolic 
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(education, healthcare, etc.) and material (financial) power/resources in the TL 

community. This, in turn, will increase their ‘cultural capital’ - a concept developed 

by Bordieu and Passeron (1977) to refer to the knowledge and modes of thoughts 

which belong to classes and groups in a particular social context. Ellis (1997:42) 

supports this view of L2 acquisition as a site of ‘struggle’ and ‘investment’.  

 

Successful learners are those who reflect critically on how they engage 

with native speakers and who are prepared to challenge the accepted 

social order by constructing and asserting social identities of their own 

choice. 

 

The investment that a learner makes in a target language therefore can be understood 

as an investment in their social identity. They expect a wider range of identities in the 

target community. Investment and identity are concepts which accompany each other, 

or as Norton describes it: “investment is best understood in the context of a post-

structural notion of identity” (Churchill, 2002:4). This perspective can help us 

understand the role of power relations in the interactions between learners and TL 

speakers.  

 

2.7.1.3 Differentiating between investment and motivation 

 
The concept of investment helps explore deeper the interrelationship between learners 

and the social world. It contrasts with the instrumental motivation of Gardner and 

Lambert (1972) which views the desire of learners as fixed and unitary. The following 

examines the concept of motivation in more detail and compares and contrasts this 

with the concept of investment.  

Motivation 
 
Several different types of motivation orientations that have been used within SLA 

research, including: resultative (Hermann, 1980; Savignon, 1972; Strong, 1984); 

intrinsic and extrinsic (DÖrnyei, 2001); travel, friendship, prestige and knowledge 

(Kruidenier and Clement, 1986); self-understanding and instrumental (Belmechri and 

Hummel, 1998) and integrative assimilation (Graham, 1984 cited in Ricento 2005). 

The most influential work on motivation is arguably that by Gardner (1985). He is 
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interested in establishing the relationship between motivation and achievement in 

SLA. According to Gardner (1985:50), motivation incorporates four distinct aspects: 

“a goal, effortful behaviour, a desire to attain the goal and favourable attitudes 

towards the activity in question”. The goal is the reason why an individual wants to 

learn a second language; effortful behaviour is the activities that the person employs 

to learn the language; the desire reflects how much she/he wants to achieve the goal; 

and finally attitude refers to how she/he feels about the learning process. Gardner 

emphasises that all four aspects are involved but that they are not uni-dimensional. 

For example, the goal acts as a stimulus for motivation but is itself not a measurable 

component. Motivation itself varies because the last three categories (efforts, desire 

and attitude toward the activity) are variable. This distinction has brought about the 

two notions of “orientation” (long-range goals) and “motivations” (efforts learners are 

ready to make). The former involves types of motivations and the latter refers to their 

“intensity”. In collaboration with Lambert, Gardner identifies two types of motivation 

orientations: instrumental (Gardner and Lambert, 1959; Gardner and MacIntyre, 1991) 

- which refers to functional reasons such as securing jobs and educational 

opportunities - and integrative - which reflects an interest in the target culture and 

people (Gardner, 1985; Gardner and Lambert, 1959). These ignite debates regarding 

which motivation is capable of generating most achievement in SLA. Gardner’s and 

Lambert’s Canadian research suggests the integrative type is most significant, but 

later acknowledge the importance of instrumentalism based on evidence from the 

Philippines and India (Ellis, 2004). Gardner and Lambert eventually agree that both 

types of motivations are equally important and co-exist in a single learner group.  

 

After a review of 27 studies in motivation using integrative – instrumental constructs, 

Au (cited in Ricento, 2005:897), casts doubt over the measurement of motivation and 

the theory behind the measurement. According to Au, the reliability of the 

measurement tools is questionable. One cannot easily be defined as having just or 

mainly integrative or just or mainly instrumental motivation. Graham (Ricento, 

2005:88-97) also problematises the concept of integrative motivation and introduces 

his own concept: integrative assimilation. Here, assimilative motivation refers to a 

desire to become a member of the TL community not just to learn the TL (as opposed 

to the case of integrative motivation): the former requires constant contact with the TL 

community whereas it is not a prerequisite for the latter.  
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Gardner and Lambert’s view of the link between motivation and L2 achievement - in 

which motivation is seen as causal - is also challenged. Research in resultative 

motivation actually indicates the reverse - it is the success or failure in L2 that affects 

learners’ motivation and at a quite sophisticated level: in a French study, success in 

the target language was found to enhance positive feelings towards local people and 

culture, not merely greater progress in the TL. At the same time, a Californian study 

of Mexican English learners demonstrated that success in English heightened female 

learners’ exposure to discrimination, eventually undermining their respect for and 

interest in American culture (Ellis, 1997: 75) - less integratively oriented Mexican 

women in California were more successful in learning English than those who were 

more integratively oriented.  

 

In addition, Gardner and Lambert’s concept of motivation is overly-deterministic in 

that the types of motivations they describe are presented as a menu for learners to 

choose to apply to their tasks, eventually resulting in success or failure. Crookes and 

Schmidt (1994) point out that some research suggests some learners do not necessarily 

subscribe to any particular motivation.  This very nearly accords with what Noel et al 

(2000) term as amotivation - the absence of a motivation to learn. This is controversial 

as it runs counter to the Olsonian belief that nobody does anything unless they want to 

or are coerced. Individuals are also found to have changed their motivation types 

throughout a course of study. Gardner and Lambert’s research has encouraged closer 

scrutiny of the types of motivations in practice and prompted further studies into 

which motivation type contributes most to SLA achievement. Overall, however, the 

degree of effort that learners are prepared to commit to their learning experience (and 

why they chose to do so) remains under-researched (Ellis, 2004). 

 

In response to these criticisms, DÖrnyei (2001) developed a process model of learning 

and motivation which aims to chart how motivation changes over time. He divides the 

process model into three stages: a “preactional stage” which resembles the idea of 

orientation (“choice motivation”); an “actional stage” dealing with efforts that learners 

are ready to make, reflecting the quality of the learning experience; and a 

“postactional stage” involving the attributions outside the learning experience which 

decides learner’s willingness to continue. While DÖrnyei’s model can be considered 
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superior to the more static concept described earlier (Ellis, 2004), it still struggles to 

capture the complex, dynamic and multidimensional elements of motivation. DÖrnyei  

himself (2001:9) considers his ten “contemporary motivation theories” as “far from 

complete” and calls for “an  eclectic construct to represent multiple perspectives” 

(ibid:13). Later, whilst discussing individual differences including the concept of 

motivation (and “self-motivation), DÖrnyei (2005:219) still admitted to “irritation in 

understanding individual difference variables toward SLA”. He believes that “all the 

variables described in this book are either in the process of, or in desperate need of 

theoretical restructuring” (ibid: 218).  To avoid the ‘irritation’, DÖrnyei advances 

“intriguing parallels” which suggest SLA researchers take into account the context 

where the learning task and learners are situated; adopt more complex theoretical 

paradigms; and attempt to integrate linguistic and psychological approaches. 

 

Much of the above evidences the difficulties experienced by SLA researchers to 

construct an agreed measurement of motivation in SLA and an account of how it 

works. Motivation research can, at worst, be considered confusing and contradictory; 

and, at best, unfinished.  

Why investment? 
 
Learners in Norton Pierce’s view have, instead, multiple desires and constantly 

reconstruct their sense of who they are and how they belong to the social world when 

they speak. It is in this sense that investment in the language also means investment in 

one’s identity.  

 

Learners, according to Schumann (1978), Welsh (2001), Ellis (1985) Krashen (1981) 

and Stern (1983), do not live in an ideal world where opportunities are available and 

conditions to interact with TL speakers are readily at hand. Gardner and MacIntyre 

(1992:213), however, comment on the ‘voluntary’ characteristic of the informal 

context where the “individual can either participate or not in informal acquisition 

contexts”. Such a view does not take into account the inequitable relations between 

social strata. It results in crude classifications of some learners as motivated and 

others unmotivated. With regard to international students, they are in shock, in a 

strange place, speaking a language they have not yet mastered. They can be missing 

friends and home. This is not the sort of environment where everyone can flourish, 
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and it is certainly not an environment where people can choose to do whatever they 

want. People might want to be motivated, but be prevented from doing so. Gardner 

and MacIntyre (1992) write about the voluntary factor – but it appears that for many 

international students it is the involuntary factors that are more likely to shape their 

experiences (McKay and Wong, 1996; Agelil-Carter, 1997). Therefore, the concept of 

motivation alone cannot explain enough about the L2 learning experience. It requires 

a combination of the concepts of both identity and power relations. 

 

Norton (2000: 10) also recognises shortcomings in the literature on motivation and 

SLA, arguing that “debates do not capture the relationship between power, identity 

and language learning”. Norton (2000:4) examines the ‘struggle’ confronting SLA 

researchers: 

 

SLA theorists have struggled to conceptualize the relationship between the 

language learner and the social world because they have not developed a 

comprehensive theory of identity that integrates the language learners and 

the language learning context. Further more, they have not questioned how 

relations of power in the social world impact on social interaction between 

second language learners and target language speakers. 

 

Norton Pierce (1995) therefore privileges the role of social identity in the L2 learning 

process, promoting the concept of “investment” as an alternative way of 

understanding L2 learners’ motivation. Learners are not like computers, limited to 

processing inputs, but are investors who have expectations and who may dare to 

impose their right to be heard (Ellis, 1997). According to Norton, motivation must be 

viewed as a flexible concept, which is subjected to individuals and their experience; 

which is again reflected by their temporal social context. 

 

2.7.1.4 Native and non-native speakers (another layer of power relations)  

 
Much L2 learning occurs at the native speaker/non-native speaker nexus. Even the 

terms native speaker (NS) and non-native speaker (NNS) are found “offensive and 

hierarchical as they take the native as the norm, and define the other negatively in 

relation to this norm” (Phillipson in Ricento 2005:903). The immigrant women in 
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Norton (2000) are not considered “worthy to listen” by TL speakers, which Norton 

attributes to the fact that they are seeking material resources (finance) or symbolic 

resources (English language) from TL speakers. The hierarchical relations between 

NNS and NS originate from sources associated with language ‘ownership’. Wilkinson 

(2002) maintains that if an L2 learner’s proficiency is poor, she takes the role of 

student not only in the classroom but also at home (with host families) and in daily 

interactions (with TL speakers). Such learners are judged - harshly or constructively, 

it doesn’t necessarily matter - which makes them feel inferior when speaking English 

in front of English speakers. If they are confident enough, and have not been 

dissuaded by negative attitudes, they may eventually acquire a good command of the 

TL. But, sometimes, such ‘achievements’ are considered as “linguistic theft” (Davies, 

2003). The native speakers somehow consider their mother tongue as exclusively 

theirs. It is a world that L2 learners can never fully enter without intentional or 

unintentional obstacles from the TL speakers.  

 

Lave & Wenger (1991) developed a theory of legitimate peripheral participation as an 

analytical way of examining the learning process. In their view, learning should be 

seen as participation in a community of practice, in which learners are considered as 

newcomers who seek full participation in a new social context for knowledge. Lave 

and Wenger (1991:85) insist that “the important point concerning learning is one of 

access to practice as a resource for learning, rather than to instruction”. Thus, it is 

essential for learners to be able to access activities and other community members, 

and to be able to access information, resources and favourable conditions to become 

full members of the community. This is in fact problematic and returns us, full circle, 

to power relations. Again, where there is “struggle”, there are issues of “investment” 

and “identity”. Lave and Wenger (ibid:53) stress that “identity, knowing and social 

membership entail one another”.  

2.7.2 Intergroup Model  

 
The NS-NNS nexus – and its implications for intercultural communicative 

competence – is also implicated in the SLA process and Giles’ and Byrnes’ (1982) 

Intergroup theory is considered particularly relevant. Giles & Byrne (1982) investigate 

the relationship between a learners’ language group and the TL group. Intergroup 
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Theory sees the interaction between groups of learners and those of the TL as 

dynamic. This dynamism is strongest between groups possessing different 

ethnolinguistic identities. Giles and Byrne see ethnolinguistic convergence 

progressively related to social integration and L2 proficiency.  

 

As previously noted, international students experience a sense of dislocation during 

their sojourn and may or may not seek ‘refuge’ in the company of those with whom 

they share certain key socio-cultural-linguistic commonalities. The boundaries 

between L2 and L1 communities are dynamic arenas and Giles and Byrne investigate 

how and why certain individuals are able to move more or less freely in and out of one 

linguistic ‘camp’ to another, affecting intercultural communicative competence. 

Intergroup theory necessitates an appreciation of the organisation and pastoral role of 

own-language/own-culture practices and institutions in SA contexts and their 

relationship vis-à-vis the TL language community – how they might facilitate, shape 

or constrain L2 interactions. 

 
In Schumann’s research, Alberto spent considerable periods of time mixing with 

people of his own culture. The ‘pull’ of staying within groups of one’s own culture 

appears strong. Alberto’s desire to participate in a Latin American group – and such  

groups’ availability - appears to have been at the expense of Alberto’s interactions 

with TL speakers. Where own-culture groups do not exist, extensive and protracted 

interaction with TL speakers is less avoidable (though not inevitable). The presence of 

such groups may therefore form a key determinant of the extent of learner’s 

interactions with TL speakers, and ultimately their progress in the TL. It also places 

considerable emphasis on ethnicity as the basis for group-formation and group-

allegiance. However, Giles and Johnson (1981) argue that although groups do form 

around race and ethnicity, what individual members may actually be seeking is the 

company and familiarity of people who share identical or similar values: these may 

just happen to be those with the same ethnicity. Groups therefore don’t simply have 

the power to determine the extent of social interaction with TL speakers, but are also 

heterogenous and capable of coalescing around a range of ethnic, social, political and 

economic categories and concerns. Interestingly however, there is also evidence 

which suggests that group formation and cohesion is strongest when the group forms 

around and seeks to represent exclusive, rather than inclusive, interests (Van Gyes, de 
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Witte et al 2001). So people who find themselves isolated and/or ‘different’ might 

have an increased propensity to join and form groups together. The ‘pull’ of the Latin 

American group in Alberto’s case, however, was not explored in any depth. 

Schumann notes the existence of a (Latin American) in-group and an (host 

community) out-group, but views the relationship between them as static, with a fixed 

border (Barkhuizen, 2004). The inter-group model, examined later, develops a more 

socially sensitive look at the channels of opportunities and influences that shape 

individual learning experiences, over which individuals may or may not exercise 

precise control.  

2.7.3 Stumbling blocks in communication  

 
Barna (1998) identified six practical stumbling blocks in intercultural communication 

which help to explain the ‘struggle’ that someone from a different culture may 

encounter and reinforces the view that the SLA process (in SA contexts) has a social 

dimension and is about more than vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation.  

 

The first is an ‘assumption of similarities’. Barna argues that we easily fall into 

making assumptions that others are the same as us, that we have similar social, 

psychological and biological conditions and needs and that we see and understand 

epiphenomena in the same way. In fact, we are heavily conditioned by the culture we 

have been brought up in. Unless it is recognised that people are different, 

communication with people from different cultures is problematic. 

 

The second and third stumbling blocks are linguistic ones, or in Barna’s terms: 

language differences and nonverbal misinterpretations. Miscommunication 

attributable to differences between the L1 and L2 is, of course, unsurprising, and 

proficiency in and knowledge of the lingua franca is important in many cultural 

encounters. However, Barna does not privilege either of these. This implies that he 

does not believe learning the TL or understanding nonverbal cues is determinant of 

the success of intercultural communication. 

 

The fourth stumbling block concerns the preconceptions and stereotypes that we 

might hold. In the context of this research, stereotyping refers to the beliefs that 
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people from different cultures have of one another. They may be very wide of the 

mark. Stereotypes are considered a stumbling block for communicators because they 

interfere with objective thinking. Stereotypes exist because we all possess and 

construct shorthand preconceptions of people from different cultures and evaluate 

their behaviour accordingly.  

 

The fifth stumbling block is the ‘tendency to evaluate’. People tend to agree or 

disagree with other peoples’ statements and actions rather than trying to comprehend 

and ‘make sense’ of what they do from the actors’ own perspectives. This tendency to 

judge acts as a barrier, preventing an open mind towards others’ behaviours and 

attitudes.  

 

The last obstacle is termed high anxiety (tension or stress). This is a common feeling 

when people from different cultures attempt to communicate. It is common and should 

be kept under control, so not to ‘get in the way’ of communication. 

 
2.8 Conclusion 

 
This chapter has attempted to illustrate how ‘identity’ and the ‘social’ has been 

incorporated into theories and models in SLA research to provide a better 

understanding of the L2 learning experience and key theories and assumptions about 

SLA in SA contexts relevant to my research have been identified. 

 

An overarching assumption regarding SLA in SA contexts is that social identity 

counts and has implications for the quality and quantity of L2 interactions. But 

identity is a contested and complex concept, which varies from person-to-person and 

different identities and aspects of identity may have different implications for L2 

interaction. There is therefore a need to capture the types of identities likely to be 

found amongst international students, whilst remaining aware of the fact that there is 

probably no such thing as a universal international student experience. The difficulties 

associated with capturing identities are complicated by the fact that identities may be 

electives or ascribed, wanted or unwanted, with different ones being foregrounded 

under different conditions. The cultural, socio-biological and psychological 

dimensions of identity must also be accounted for. 
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The chapter has investigated the relationship between identity and SLA. An 

underlying assumption is that SLA in SA contexts feature manifold L2 interaction 

opportunities. However, much research suggests that this is exaggerated – or, at least, 

not inevitable - and that it is social and identity-based phenomena which can explain 

the variation. The complex, lived realities of students in SA contexts – their 

motivation for studying abroad; porosity to western culture; financial circumstances; 

social networking skills; own-language group affiliation; gendered experiences etc. -  

is therefore vital to understanding how identity functions as a mechanism shaping L2 

interactions, both in terms of their quantity and quality. 

 

As mentioned earlier, identity appears to shape L2 interactions because the SA context 

is a challenging learning environment and because the process of accessing the TL 

community is a social endeavour – it is simultaneously a process of negotiation and a 

site of struggle influenced by the patterning and exercise of power which is 

inextricably linked to the identities and social roles of its principal actors. The 

research draws heavily on three main theories. Power relations (Norton, 2000) 

emerged from the SLA field and emphasises the role and impact of identity on L2 

learners and its capacity to help them navigate and negotiate learning opportunities in 

the TL community. Stumbling Blocks (Barna, 1989) flows from an intercultural 

communication perspective, and constructs the successful learner as one who has 

developed communicative competence by overcoming six key communication 

obstacles extant in the TL community and culture. The Intergroup Model (Giles & 

Byrne, 1982) investigates the interactions between learners’ own (L1) and the TL 

communities (as well as with other English NNS) with particular emphasis on the 

functioning of socio-cultural and linguistic group affiliations. 

 

A second underlying assumption is that L2 interactions in SA contexts are beneficial 

to the SLA process – that L2 interactions in naturalistic contexts can impact L2 

communicative competence. It is argued that identity works here not simply because it 

may have functioned to open up (or close down) L2 interaction opportunities, but 

because it may also have opened up (or closed down) specific types of interaction 

opportunities – those most (or least) beneficial to SLA – and because the identities of 

interlocutors are likely to shape the content and conduct of L2 encounters.  
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This thesis therefore seeks to identify the ‘types’ of social identities reported amongst 

Vietnamese students in SA contexts and assess their role in accessing L2 interaction 

opportunities; the content and conduct of those interactions; and the relationships 

between L2 interactions and communicative competence – crudely, which identities 

facilitate the most optimal L2 interaction experience vis-à-vis L2 communicative 

competence.    
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Chapter 3 
 

Methodology 
 

 

This chapter presents the research strategy and methods of collecting data for the 

target group. It comprises of three parts. Part one describes the research aims, research 

design and methods. Part two looks into the ethical considerations and criteria to 

ensure trustworthiness Part three discusses the research procedures: pilot and main 

studies.   

 

3.1 Research aims  
 

The concerns and daily experience of Vietnamese students in the UK in their endeavor 

to improve their communicative competence are of primary importance. A qualitative 

strategy will help focus on the participants’ own views of identity and intercultural 

competence. I would like to develop a relationship with my participants to “genuinely 

understand the world through their eyes” and in order to obtain “rich, deep data” 

(Bryman, 2008:394).  

 

According to the literature (Chapter 2), a qualitative approach provides ‘room’ for 

exploration and theory to emerge from data. In contrast, quantitative research often 

starts off with hypotheses or clear theories which are then subjected to ‘trial by 

numbers’. This does not mean that qualitative research is not as effective at testing 

theories as quantitative research. In fact, more qualitative researchers are interested in 

this. Therefore, the research questions in qualitative research may sometimes be more 

general than those in quantitative, affording researchers the right to come back to 

address and refine them in light of emerging data or as a result of experience from the 

field (Bryman, 2008:370). This flexibility is particularly useful where the research 

concepts (identity and intercultural communication competence) are fluid and 

contested.  
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Qualitative research also involves developing a ‘feel’ for natural settings, for the ‘real 

world’. It links the actions of participants with their social settings in order to 

understand deeper the often hidden meanings behind behaviour. The context of the 

research - Vietnamese students in the UK - is unique; generalisation of findings (of the 

sort quantitative researchers might practice) is therefore not an explicit aim. Rather, 

the research seeks an understanding of particular phenomena within a particular  

context. I am interested in capturing a particular reality more so than the big scale 

social settings - specifically how Vietnamese students in the UK interact using the 

English language. 

 

3.2 Research questions 
  

The main focus of the research is on the relationship between the learner’s identity in 

their daily interaction and communication in English. Such a relationship can be 

divided into three areas of interests: identity and interactions, identity and intercultural 

communication, and the type of identities. I have worked out three research questions 

as follows:  

1.  Which type of identities are reported by Vietnamese students in UK higher 

education establishments? 

2.  How – if at all - is identity implicated in Vietnamese students’ interactions in the 

English language? 

3.  Does the possession/construction of identity affect an individual’s own sense of 

intercultural communicative competence? If so, how?  

 

3.3 Research design 
 

3.3.1 Choosing appropriate research strategy 
 
Social research is often categorized into two types: Descriptive research and analytical 

(explanatory) research (Buckingham and Saunders, 2007). Descriptive research, as the 

name implies, describes a phenomenon, whereas analytical (explanatory) research 

seeks to explain how a phenomenon happens. However, Buckingham and Saunders 

(2007) refer to a third type: exploratory research. Exploratory research is particularly 

appropriate where our ontological and/or epistemological understanding of the 
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phenomenon is so vague that we do not quite know what it is like or how we can 

measure it. In such a case, Buckingham and Saunders (2007:44) advise: 

 

The purpose of the research is therefore to gather as much relevant 

information as possible so that we can begin to identify and specify what it is 

we are studying. Only then can we design studies to measure or analyse it 

 

As presented in Chapter 2, the phenomenon of research remains controversial. First, 

there is no agreement on contested theories regarding identities and intercultural 

communicative competence. Secondly, student experiences of studying abroad are 

unique (Freed, 1995), so that any research on this is dealing with fairly unique sets of 

circumstances (different people, with different L2 skills; in different settings etc.). 

Thirdly, the research is the accumulation of knowledge, step-by-step, adding – albeit 

incrementally – to existing knowledge in this area by applying theories and 

frameworks to another unique set of circumstances. Therefore, the exploratory 

research design of Buckingham and Saunders (2007) is selected. 

 

3.3.2 Stages of the research 

 
Stage 1:  Pilot focus groups - May 2008 to August 2008 

 

Focus group 1:  May 2008 (in Leeds) 

Focus group 2:  August 2008 (in York) 

 

Stage 2:  September 2008 to December 2008 

Analysing data from focus groups 

Reporting on focus groups 

Contacting and recruiting participants for the main study  

 

Stage 3: January 2009  

Diary design and piloting 

 

Stage 4: February 2009 to April 2009 

Main study: 12 students in Leeds and 2 in York.  
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- Daily diary keeping in three months (February, March and April) 

- Focus groups (each group is met 5 times in three months, 5 times x 3 = 15 focus 

groups) 

 

Stage 5: May 2009 to May 2010 

Data analysis  

 

Stage 6:  June 2010 to May 2011 

Writing up 

 

3.4 Research method 
 

The main study comprises studying 12 participants in Leeds and 2 participants in 

York over a period of three months (started from beginning February to the end of 

April 2009). Sub-methods include focus group interviews and self-completed daily 

diaries. 

 

Table 3.1: Main study plan (Adapted from Menard, 2008:5) 
 1st month 2nd month 3rd month  

Group A 

(participants 1-6 

in Leeds) 

Focus group/diary 

collection and 

review 

Focus group/diary 

collection and 

review 

Focus 

group/diary 

collection and 

review 

Group A 

(participants 1-

6) 

Group B 

(participants 7-

12 in Leeds) 

Focus group/diary 

collection and 

review 

Focus group/diary 

collection and 

review 

Focus 

group/diary 

collection and 

review 

Group B 

(participants 7-

12) 

Group C 

(2 participants in 

York) 

Focus group/diary 

collection and 

review 

Focus group/diary 

collection and 

review 

Focus 

group/diary 

collection and 

review 

Group C 

(2 participants in 

York) 

 

The above design means the same set of cases are investigated each month (each 

period). Participants are divided into three groups, using stratified random sampling, 

with gender - identified in previous related research as a significant variable  (Norton, 

2000) - selected as the key criteria. Two groups of 6 and one group of 2 therefore 



  CHAPTER THREE 
 

 66 

comprise the same proportion of males to females as the overall sample. Other factors 

were candidates for stratification but were ruled out: age was not a factor, and 

‘friendships’ – wishing to construct groups that did or did not put friends together – 

was complicated because friendships themselves are dynamic and change and expand 

and contract over time.  There is no ‘main’ or superior group. All groups are treated 

equally and their participants go through the same data collection process and 

experience identical interventions.  

 

All the field work is carried out by myself.  I met the participants 5 times in total. At 

the first meeting the participants are briefed about the purpose of the research and 

what they are expected to do during the three month period. Training on diary keeping 

is given, with detailed examples. Questions from participants are welcomed and 

answered. At each of the second, third and fourth meetings, I met the participants in a 

focus group format to discuss each participant’s diaries, experiences and attitudes etc. 

(the diaries have been collected shortly in advance of the meeting to facilitate 

moderator input and activity and are obviously kept by me for further, later analysis). 

The fifth, final, meeting is organized for any follow-up activities and is also an 

opportunity to thank the participants and brief them again on what would happen with 

the data they have provided.  

 

 Points of interventions 

 

As presented in table 3.1 above, ‘treatment’ is conducted at the end of the first, second 

and third month: a focus group of information raised in the diary within the month 

(which is collected in advance). The idea of more ‘relaxed’ treatment, i.e. every term 

or two months was rejected after careful consideration. First of all, the attrition rate 

can be controlled better when participants are supposed to fill in a diary on a daily 

basis for three months, not 6 months or even longer. Secondly, in a discussion with a 

researcher friend, who did a similar longitudinal study, I was advised against it. In that 

research, participants met every term during one academic year (10 months) = 3 times 

altogether. Because of the length (over 10 months) participants could not fill in a diary 

on a daily basis. They were advised to complete it on a weekly basis and only when 

they felt something important or relevant to the research had happened. In fact, only 

50% (3 participants) adhered to the plan. Some emailed or phoned the researcher at 
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times in between their 3 interviews, but the majority were difficult to contact. In my 

opinion, this is not an effective way of collecting data related to the concept of identity 

and intercultural communication and which ‘emerges’ from everyday living. I am 

interested in daily routines and interactions of participants to tease out relevant 

information. The chances of missing information, as a result of the participants’ bias 

of what is and is not important and relevant to the research topic, is therefore reduced 

with my approach. For these reasons, treatment will be introduced monthly during the 

three months of the main study. 

 

The research combines two ‘sub-methods’ of diary keeping and focus group 

interviews. Justification for the triangulation of the two sources of data and how it is 

going to be carried out are presented in the next section. 

 

3.5 Data analysis 
 
3.5.1 Triangulation of focus group and diary  
 
Triangulation as an approach bases itself on “different methodological standpoints” 

(Gillham, 2000:13). Data yielded by a method can be viewed as a puzzle. Puzzles, 

collected together, help build up the general scenario of the research interest. Patton 

(2002:555) argues the “logic of triangulation is based on the premise that no single 

method ever adequately solves the problem of rival explanations”. As different data 

requires different methods to collect and each method has it own advantages and 

disadvantages, there is a need to triangulate data. However, understanding the term 

triangulation in this meaning remains limited. The traditional literature review is a 

typical example of another type of triangulation in which reviewers use different 

theories and evidence to shed light on the topic of research (Gorard, 2004). Chapter 2 

– literature review – can be considered to have adopted “theory/perspective 

triangulation” to use Patton’s term (2002:556). It discusses studies and theories 

relevant to the concept of identity and intercultural communication. In the fieldwork, I 

adopt another type - “triangulation of sources” as mentioned in type 2 in Patton’s 

(2002:556) list: 

 

1. Methods triangulation: Checking out the consistency of findings generated by 

different data collection methods 
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2. Triangulation of sources: Checking out the consistency of different data 

sources within the same method 

3. Analyst triangulation: Using multiple analysts to review findings 

4. Theory/perspective triangulation: Using multiple perspectives or theories to 

interpret the data 

  

Patton’s list is more comprehensive in that it covers both Gillham’s (2000) and 

Gorard’s (2004) definitions and bring forward two more types: analyst triangulation 

and triangulation of sources which is chosen as a means to verify and validate 

qualitative research (Patton, 2002). 

 

It is important to note here that though different in terms and types of triangulation, 

the literature unanimously warns against the misconception that the triangulation of 

different data yields the same results. According to Gillham (2000), not every puzzle 

fits into a picture as expected. When this happens, it does not mean a particular 

method is wrong but it can be maintained that the understanding and the facts do not 

match.  The expected joints of the pictures are not what is imagined. This is where the 

theory needs further updating. Any particular data which is not explained by the 

theory means the theory is being challenged. Patton (2002) emphasizes that 

triangulation does not just help look at a phenomenon in different ways but also 

contributes to ‘credibility’ by strengthening confidence in any conclusions drawn. It 

checks the consistency of cross-data. Areas where there is convergence should 

generate greater confidence in the findings. On the other hand, dissonant data, if 

found, can also illuminate a problem and generate a better understanding of the 

complexity of the phenomenon being researched. 

 

Gillham (2000) also admits that the process of fitting puzzles together is not smooth. 

It is messy or even contradictory. By adopting triangulation, I demonstrate an 

awareness of the “mess” and the non-linear characteristics of much research that I will 

have to confront. The benefit of triangulating data, as discussed above, easily 

outweighs the troubles and amount of workload it can cause, but needs careful 

planning. 
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As mentioned above, triangulation of sources (Patton, 2002) is chosen. This approach 

involves comparing and cross-checking the consistency of information gathered at 

various times and by different qualitative methods. The research relies on two 

channels of collecting data: focus group interviews and diary reviewing, which belong 

to “qualitative” methods (although diary data has been quantified).  Similar approach 

is termed ‘diary-interview’ as per Elliot’s (1997) health research. Sheridan (1993, 

cited in Elliot, 1997) notes that different people have different views on keeping 

diaries. Some really enjoy the task, but others find it mundane. Diaries may record 

simple or complex attitudes and feelings or just be a record of events. The use of focus 

groups and diaries is intended to provide some triangulation - research based only on 

the diaries or only on the focus groups may miss important data. Therefore, 

triangulation is being used to ensure that issues are explored and put ‘under pressure’ 

from more than one direction, especially in terms of their universality – do the 

personal testimonies etc. of individual participants resonate with those of others’ and 

can they withstand any scrutiny e.g. that associated with group interaction? 

Specifically: 

 

- Checking for consistency of how the same event is recorded in diaries and 

expressed in focus group interviews 

- Comparing what people say about the same thing over time (at the time of 

completing the diary and later in focus groups; in the first, second and third 

months) 

 

3.5.2 Descriptive and inferential statistics of diary and focus group data 

 

As part of my triangulation strategy and in order to establish relationships between 

key variables I was interested in generating statistical data. Diary data lends itself well 

to both descriptive and inferential statistics. Here I was particularly interested in 

establishing relationships between social roles and the extent of interactions: 

 

• Estimated hours of speaking English  

• Who participants spoke English with 

• The nature of the conversations  

 




