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IDENTITY AND POWER RELATIONS IN IMMIGRANTS' 
ENGLISH LEARNING 

Haifang wang 

INTRODUCTION 
From the beginning of my learning English as a foreign 

language, my teacher told me that I should try my best to master 
the vocabulary and grammar and thus use English as well as native 
speakers. At that time, my goal of learning English was to attain 
the rules for the language and to become a proficient English user. 

This attitude of learning language is regarded by some 
researcher as a "code-based" view of second-language learning. In 
this view, teachers encourage "a focus on the second language as 
a formal code, referenced to native-speaker proficiency as the 
norm" and researchers use error analysis and interlanguage 
analysis as the dominant research methodology (McKay & Wong, 
1996). 

In contrast, "conceptualizing a second-language learner as a 
complex social being is a relatively recent trend in 
secondlanguage-acquisition (SLA) research" (McKay & Wong, 
1996, p. 578). In this approach, researchers focus more on the 
learning process rather than the learning outcome, and place 
language learners in a social context in which the second language 
is learned and used. This approach to research on understanding 
second language acquisition is informed by the construct of 
identity, the roles identity plays in the learning process, and the 
power relations involved in identity. The research on identity and 
power relations in English second language (ESL) learning often 
applies theories from sociology and cultural studies with empirical 
experience from the classroom and the workplace. In practice, 
these tools are often used to analyze immigrants' English learning 
in their host countries. 

RATIONALE, PURPOSE AND QUESTIONS 
With the increasing number and diversity of immigrants in 

North America, ESL programs have grown in complexity. 
However, many ESL teachers still tend "to conceptualize L2 
learners as a linguistically diverse group (from non-English-
speaking backgrounds) but with similar language learning needs" 
(Leung, Harris & Rampton, 1997, p. 543). Leung et al. make the 



60 

case that such assumptions are inadequate and misleading and that 
immigrant identity and language in the ESL classroom are 
complicated and varied. Peirce (1995) argues that the SLA 
theorists "have not developed a comprehensive theory of social 
identity which integrates the language learner and the language 
learning context" (p. 9). She also maintains that researchers "have 
not adequately addressed how relations of power affect interaction 
between language learners and target language speakers" (p. 9). 
And the French sociologist Bourdieu (1977) argued that "language 
is not only an instrument of communication or even of knowledge, 
but also an instrument of power. A person speaks not only to be 
understood but also to be believed, obeyed, respected, 
distinguished" (p. 648). 

The purpose of this paper is to review the literature on 
identity and power relations in immigrants' ESL learning, and to 
help the ESL teachers to understand their students' complex 
identities, investment, needs, desires as well as the power relations 
in the classroom that may influence their students' performance. 

The main questions are: What is the meaning of identity 
and power relations in the ESL classroom? What role do identity 
and power relations play in encouraging and discouraging ESL 
students in their learning and using of the target language? What 
is the significance for ESL teachers when they understand the 
identity and power relations in their classrooms? 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Identity and Language 
Identity is discussed by many sociologists, psychologists, 

and other social scientists including Tajfel (1981), Gails and 
Johnson (1987) and Weedon (1997). In this paper, my use of 
identity is consistent with Norton's (2000) definition of identity 
as referring to "how a person understands his or her relationship 
to the world, how that relationship is constructed across time and 
space, and how the person understands possibilities of the future" 
(p. 5). This definition stresses the historical and social 
construction of identity (through time and space), and also 
attends to the dynamic process of identity development. Norton's 
definition is based on Weedon's argument that identity is 
"multiple, nonunitary, a site of struggle, and changing over time" 
(p. 32). 



61 

The concept of role is related to identity, and although 
roles are seen as a central aspect of adult literacy pedagogy (Stein, 
2000) and literacy pedagogy in general (New London Group, 
1996), I chose the term identity rather than role. While a role may 
be a starting point and a site for identity formation, I would argue 
that role is static, while identity is always changing. For the role 
of student (or teacher, wife or mother), different people have 
diverse opinions of what the role means for them but the role does 
not grow with the learner, while identity does. Therefore, I argue, 
looking at roles keeps the analysis of ESL learning one step 
removed from the particular ways that individual people act in the 
world, how they understand who they are, and how their 
individual identities within these roles shape their participation in 
learning (Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). 

The relationship between language and identity is complex. 
Gails and Johnson (1987) suggested that language was a salient 
marker of group membership and social identity. International 
sociolinguistic Heller (1987) also focused on language in her 
research on social identity. She argued that language and ethnicity 
interact in several ways, and that language choices serve to 
indicate social relationships based on shared or unshared group 
memberships and help to form social identity in specific contexts 
(Hansen & Liu, 1997). 

For the relationship between language and identity, the well 
-known French sociologist Bourdieu (1977) argued that the value 
ascribed to speech could not be understood apart from the person 
who spoke, and the person who spoke could not be understood 
apart from larger networks of social relationship—many of which 
might be unequally structured. Bourdieu insisted that the 
definition of competence should include "the right to speak" or 
"the power to impose reception" (p. 648). Because of the close 
connection between identity and language, it is critical to take into 
account the role of identity when analyzing the process of 
language learning, including second language acquisition. 
PRACTICAL PERSPECTIVES ON IDENTITY IN ESL TEACHING 
The Complex Picture of Immigrants' Identity and Language 
Researchers, who focus on immigrants' ESL learning using an 
identity conceptual framework, take immigrants from various 
historical, social and cultural backgrounds as their participants, 
but they pay attention to who the learners are. They place 
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immigrants' English learning in a broad social context, and 
concern themselves with what the learners desire in this process. 

In any ESL class for immigrants, I argue that the teacher's 
assumptions about the immigrants' languages and cultures must be 
considered. Leung et al. (1997) pointed out that, sometimes, 
although the parents were both immigrants from India and the 
language used in the home was Gujarati, the child in the family 
did not necessarily see himself as Indian, and could speak English 
better than Gujarati. ESL teachers should question their taken for 
granted assumptions about language and identity. In a study of 
English-speaking Caribbean immigrants to the United States and 
Canada, Nero (1997) found that they experienced competing 
identities. For historical reasons, the vernacular in the Anglophone 
Caribbean was a variety of English-based Creole, and the 
participants in the research considered themselves native speakers 
of English, and were aware of the stigma attached to nonstandard 
speech. All but one admitted to speaking "broken English" or 
"patois" at home and in informal contexts (p. 589). Though the 
students from this region are usually considered to be and treated 
as native speakers of English in school, Nero suggested that 
Anglophone Caribbean students should be treated neither as native 
speakers of English nor as ESL students. Because of the constant 
interaction of Creole and English, the Creole speakers' knowledge 
of standard English far exceeded that of true nonnative speakers 
of English and traditional ESL classes did not address their 
linguistic needs. Furthermore, since the Creole-speaking students 
considered themselves native speakers of English, they would 
probably have little motivation to learn standard English in 
traditional ESL classes. The question remains: what should 
educators do to meet the needs of these students? 

The issues grow complicated during the immigrants' 
acculturation and negotiation in the host environment, since 
identity is historically and conditionally determined and can be 
contradictory and changing across time and space (Peirce, 1995). 
Peirce described Eva, a Polish refugee to Canada, whose changing 
identity influenced her learning and use of English. When Eva first 
came to Canada and worked in a restaurant as a cleaner, her 
coworkers did not talk to her and she was silent in her workplace. 
Eva attributed this to her incompetent English and her position. 
Gradually, she found opportunities to talk with her colleagues 
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about her life in Europe and answered their questions. One year 
later, a man asked her, "Are you putting on this accent so that you 
can get more tips?" and Eva spoke out: "I wish I did not have this 
accent because then I would not have to listen to such a comment" 
(p. 25). Peirce pointed out that Eva "was claiming the right to 
speak as a multicultural citizen of Canada" (p. 25). But Eva's status 
in Canada had not changed, what had changed was her identity 
from a refugee to a multicultural citizen—which led to her 
different attitude toward the people around her and her use of 
English. 

Drawing on the work of Peirce, Skilton-Sylvest (2002) 
argued that traditional views of adult motivation and 
participation were limited because they did not address the 
complex relationships among adult learners' identity, the social 
context of their daily lives, the classroom context, and their 
investment in learning English. By focusing on the lived 
experience of four immigrant Cambodian women in two urban 
adult ESL programs in Philadelphia, the author collected data 
through four months of participant observation, in-depth 
interviews with each learner and their classmates, their teachers, 
and the administrators of the programs. Then she developed 
ethnographic case studies of the four participants by investigating 
their identities as wives, mothers, daughters, sisters in their 
family lives and as employees in their workplaces, and by 
analyzing the interaction between these multiple identity and 
their participation in the ESL programs. The author found that 
motivation itself could not clearly explain the reason for the 
women's participation or absence in the English learning 
programs. Their multiple identities at home and in current or 
future workplaces were closely related to their needs and desires 
for the language programs. The research suggested that program 
teachers and administrators must put the learners' "multiple 
selves" at the center of their curriculum design. 

In contrast, McKay and Wong (1996) took immigrant 
Chinese adolescents as their participants, and used the concepts of 
multiple discourse and multiple identities. They used the model of 
minority discourse and colonialist/racialized discourse on 
immigrants, as well as Chinese cultural nationalist discourse, 
social and academic school discourse, and gender discourse. The 
researchers followed four Chinese-speaking immigrants through 
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seventh and eight grades for two years by visiting their ESL 
classes, gathering and analyzing their writing, informally talking 
with the students, their parents, and their peers, and also 
interviewing relevant school personnel and teachers. Michael, one 
of the participants, was receiving grades of C and D in ESL, 
especially in writing, while receiving grades of A in other courses. 
However, his proficiency in sports fit into the gender expectations 
of the American school subculture and helped him win friends of 
various ethnic backgrounds. Michael's lack of investment in 
English was understandable. Because he gained satisfaction from 
his multiple social identities as athlete and popular friend, he did 
not feel compelled to develop further as a scholar or to placate his 
parents and teachers by improving his academic writing skills. 

This contrasted with another participant, Jeremy, for whom 
the dominant influence on attitudes and behaviors appeared to be 
model discourse and academic school discourse. He was attentive 
and obedient in class, worked hard, and relied on the strength of 
his scholarly identity to gain acceptance and respect. He was a 
good academic performer and made great progress in his English 
learning. For a third participant, Brad, the situation was different 
again. Brad's parents experienced downward occupational 
mobility upon immigration, and this made Brad feel somewhat 
powerless. Brad believed that hard work leads to success, and tried 
to depend on his prior literacy skills in Chinese to meet literacy 
demands in English, and often relied on guessing, unlike Jeremy 
who accepted accommodations when confronted with literacy 
demands in English. Brad "failed to develop identities that would 
allow him to feel competent, appreciated, and valued as a social 
being" (p. 595). 
For Jessica, the only girl among the participants, music played a 

central role. Her father was a pastor in a Chinese community 
church, and music was a tradition in her family. Jessica was an 

accomplished pianist, played cello, and sang in the school choir. 
She spent more time on music than on homework, and her 

musical talent could gain her respect among school friends. In 
addition, her father asked her to speak Chinese at home. Jessica's 

case suggested that her investment in learning English might 
have been reduced by her high investment in music. McKay and 
Wong (1996) concluded that, contrary to the generic, ahistorical 

"stick figures" of the learners in much research, learners are 



65 

complex social beings with a multitude of fluctuating needs and 
desires. This research suggests to me that immigrant status is 

only one dimension of ESL learners' identities. Immigrating to 
North America does not necessarily mean that they will make the 

host culture and language the centre of their lives. The identity 
that accompanies proficiency in the target language is not the 
only choice available; other identities may provide sufficient 

satisfaction to a learner at a given stage. Like Weedon (1997), 
Peirce (1995) asserted that identity is multi-faceted, complex, 

and related to language learning. 

CRITICISM OF MOTIVATIONAL ANALYSIS 
All of the three studies above (Peirce; Skilton-Sylvester; and 

McKay Wong) criticized the motivation analysis and highlighted 
its limitation to explain immigrants' ESL learning. Peirce (1995) 
questioned why a learner may sometimes be motivated and 
confident while at other times unmotivated, introverted, anxious, 
and shy. Why can a learner sometimes speak and at other times 
remains silent? What are the reasons beyond motivation? 

Skilton-Sylvester (2002) reviewed the recent literature on 
motivation, particularly, Motivation System Theory (MST) (Ford, 
1992) in which motivation was seen as including goals, emotions, 
and personal agency beliefs for individuals. Bergin and LaFave 
(1998) emphasized that context was important in this 
conceptualization and that goals were created not in isolation but 
as an interaction among "the individual, the culture, and persons 
in the culture" (p. 328) Skilton-Sylvester criticized this argument 
because, although motivation included the multiple motivations of 
a group or an individual, and included both culture and context, 
motivation was still viewed as something that was primarily an 
internal process. She advocated the term "mvestment" initiated by 
Norton instead of motivation. 

For Norton (2000), investment signaled the socially and 
historically constructed relationship of learners to the target 
language, and their often ambivalent desire to learn and practice 
it. Investment can be understood with reference to the economic 
metaphor "cultural capital" that Bourdieu used in his work 
(Swartz, 1997). If a learner invests in a second language, they do 
this with an understanding that they acquire a wider range of 
symbolic and material resources, which will in turn increase the 
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value of their cultural capital (Norton, 2000). In this view, the 
women in Skilton-Sylvester's (2002) research were not motivated 
or unmotivated people, but their interests in and ability to come to 
the class shifted across time and space as they took on different 
roles and identities in and out of the classroom and depended on 
their desire to invest in language learning. McKay and Wong 
(1996) also questioned motivation analysis in this area by 
indicating that motivation simplified the learner's subjectivity and 
diverted attention from the multiplicity of social factors that 
learners must address. 

CULTURAL STEREOTYPES 
Though the ESL classroom presented a complicated picture, 

it is not free from cultural stereotypes. In Kumaravadivelu's (2003) 
study about the cultural stereotypes of immigrant Asian 
students—including "obedient to authority, lack critical thinking 
skills, and do not participate in classroom interaction" (p. 710) —
she addressed that these stereotypes were harmful homogenization 
and oversimplification. Based on her teaching experience in India 
and the United States, Kumaravadivelu argued that Asian students 
could be "extremely active and even aggressive" (p. 711) and 
could think critically. She suggested that if they adopted passive 
attitudes as has been claimed, this was more likely to be a 
consequence of aspects of the educational contexts such as 
excessive workloads and didactic teaching styles rather than of an 
inherent disposition. 

We must also consider Young's work. Young (1990) studied 
the classroom interactional behavior of English native speakers 
learning an L2 (e.g., Arabic, Chinese, Japanese). He found that 
when the students talked, they chose English freely because the 
teachers used English when teaching L2. When they were 
compelled to use their still developing second languages, they 
reported experiencing a debilitating level of anxiety and hesitancy 
to interact. When we relate this study to the previous research I 
have described, we see that the second language itself can create 
pressure and may be a reason for the learners' less that ideal 
participation in classroom activity, perhaps a better explanation 
than disposition caused by cultural or personal conditions. These 
studies called for greater attention and sensitivity to this issue by 
ESL teachers. Borden (1991) suggested that negative stereotyping 
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resulted from shallow perceptual identities, and Zou (2002) 
pointed out the "Stereotyping culturally different children is not 
just an expression of a colonial mentality but an active process of 
distortion of the self-identity of their identity that damages their 
confidence and reduces their opportunities for success" (p. 253). 

POWER RELATIONS IN IMMIGRANTS ' ESL LEARNNG 
In the discussion about identity and ESL learning, the issue 

of "power" arises frequently. According to Norton (2000), power 
refers to "the socially constructed relations among individuals, 
institutions and communities through which symbolic and 
material resources in a society are produced, distributed and 
validated" (p. 7). Symbolic resources refer to language, education, 
and friendship, while material resources include capital goods, 
real estate, and money. Foucault (1980) argued that power did not 
operate only at macro level of powerful institutions such as the 
legal system and the education system, but also at the micro level 
of everyday social encounters between people with differential 
access to the symbolic and material resources that are inevitably 
produced within language. 

Although it is important for language learners to understand 
the rules of the target language, it is equally important to explore 
whose interests those rules serve. What is considered appropriate 
usage is not self-evident but must be understood with reference to 
relations of power between interlocutors. The unequal power 
relations between interlocutors may contribute to what is 
described as the motivation of ESL learners. 

In many schools, ESL programs are marginalized, even 
regarded as a "dummy program" according to McKay and Wong 
(1996, p.581). Amin (1997) pointed out that new immigrants 
learning English are defined as "others," as "culturally and 
linguistic inferior" (p. 581), and Hunter (1997) found that the 
immigrants students are labeled by the school as "deficient" in 
language and literacy, and even as "at risk." The Portuguese 
immigrant Roberto wrote about family-centered topics (which he 
got from his home cultural background) in class writing, which 
contrasted with other boys' media-based fantasy adventures. This 
contributed to Roberto feeling isolated because no other boys 
shared or appreciated his stories or helped him with his writing. 
Through language, learners gain or are denied access to the social 
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network where opportunities for speaking are created. Roberto 
was rejected by the "dominant" mainstream language group, and 
this put him in a powerless position. 

McKay and Wang (1996) analyzed the power relations from 
the colonialist/racialized discourse. In this discourse, nonwhite 
immigrant students were considered more problematic than those 
who could readily "pass" into the mainstream, whether the 
problems were attributed to cultural background, motivation, or 
some other factors. Ability to speak English was thought to be an 
index of cognitive maturity, sophistication, degree of 
Americanization, and general worthiness. Immigrant status and 
limited English proficiency were considered states of deficiency 
and backwardness, and these students needed to be "saved" as 
quickly as possible. One of the teachers in the studies treated the 
apparently assimilated students (or those thought to have a greater 
potential for assimilation) more kindly than the students with 
heavily accented English and less Westernized behaviors, 
essentially attributing more cultural capital to those who were 
more assimilated. 

According to Bourdieu, cultural capital covers a wide variety 
of resources "including verbal facility, general cultural awareness, 
information about the school system, and educational credentials" 
(Swartz, 1997, p. 198). The cultural capital is unequally 
distributed. Even prolonged exposure to instruction does not fully 
compensate for initial handicap in cultural capital. Since "schools 
offer the primary institutional setting for the production, 
transmission, and accumulation of the various forms of cultural 
capital" (Swartz, p. 189), ESL learning for immigrants is a crucial 
means for them to obtain cultural capital in the host country or 
new environment, without which they will be powerless. This 
suggests that if ESL teachers had a better understanding of power 
relations in the classroom, they would also have a clearer idea of 
what is happening to their students, and could create more 
opportunities for their students to learn and use the target 
language. This issue is developed in the next section on ownership 
of English. 

OWNERSHIP OF ENGLISH 
Besides the power relations in the learning environment 

discussed above, another source of power relations comes from 
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the language itself. The question "Who owns English?" is raised 
by researchers in the study of identity and power relations in 
immigrants' ESL learning. Different answers to this question lead 
to different power relations between ESL learners and target 
language speakers. In other words, as an international language 
today, does English belong to native speakers of English, to 
speakers of Standard English, to white people, or to all of those 
who speak it, irrespective of their linguistic and sociocultural 
histories? This question is important for the ESL learners, because 
"if the English learners could not claim ownership of that 
language, they might not consider themselves as legitimate 
speakers" (Bourdieu, 1977). 

In their research, Leung, Harris, and Rampton (1997) found 
that white, monolingual English-speaking teenagers did not use 
only Standard English. In my view, the writing sample cited by 
the researchers was very nonstandard. Based on this, they pointed 
out that even so-called native speakers did not necessarily use 
standard forms and suggested that we should reconsider the notion 
of what they call the idealized native speaker, and replace the 
terms native speaker and mother tongue with the notions of 
language expertise, language inheritance, and language affiliation. 
They claimed that there was an abstracted notion of an idealized 
speaker of English from which ethnic and linguistic minorities 
were automatically excluded. Their purpose was to enable 
educators to criticize the binary native-speaker versus others 
notion, and to develop pupil-sensitive classroom and curriculum 
responses in multicultural settings. 

Amin (1997) found that some language learners assumed 
that only white people were Canadian and that only white 
Canadians were native speakers with more ownership of English, 
and more authenticity and authority than nonnative speakers. The 
figure of native speaker as a white Canadian, American or English 
person prevails in the minds of ESL learners. To alter this requires 
that ESL learners engaged in critical thinking and may also require 
time. But if an individual does not claim legitimacy when 
speaking a language, that person is not likely to become a speaker 
with full competency. As Bourdieu (1977) addressed, the full 
definition of competence is "the right to speak, i.e. to the 
legitimate language, the authorized language which is also the 
language of authority" (p. 648). 
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The ownership issue is not only important for ESL educators 
as well as ESL learners. Amin (1997) reported that the teaching of 
ESL usually not only conferred "authenticity and authority" on 
what a native speaker said, but also assumed that native-speaker 
expertise extended to the teaching of the language. The association 
of the native speaker with ownership of English and good 
pedagogy disempowered non-white teachers who were construed 
as nonnative speakers on the base of race. The researcher 
emphasized that there was no intrinsic connection between race 
and ability to speak English. In fact, ESL teachers who had learned 
English as their second language could play an irreplaceable role 
in the ESL students' learning. As Tang (1997) analyzed, the shared 
mother tongue was a useful instructional tool in teacher-student 
interaction, especially for young students and weak learners. 
Another advantage was that the teachers' previous L2 learning 
experience offered them a privileged position in understanding 
their students' problems. 

If new immigrant status and less proficient English have 
already disempowered ESL learners, the association of English 
ownership with native speakers put immigrant students and 
teachers at an even greater disadvantage. Norton (1997) said, "if 
English belongs to the people who speak it, whether native or 
nonnative, whether ESL or EFL, whether standard or nonstandard, 
then the expansion of English in this era of rapid globalization may 
possibly be for the better rather than for the worse" (p. 427). 

SIGNIFICANCE AND DISCUSSION 
Compared with other areas of research on ESL learning, 

such as interlanguage analysis and motivation, the literature on 
identity and power relations is small. However, the most 
significant aspect of this current trend is the way it offers a new 
dimension for ESL learners and educators, and enables them to 
reconsider what happens, individually and socially, during ESL 
learning. ESL learners, like other individuals, have complex social 
identities that must be understood with reference to larger and, 
frequently, inequitable social structures which are reproduced in 
day-to-day social interaction. During this process, language is 
constitutive of and constituted by a language learner's social 
identity. It is through language that a person negotiates a sense of 
self with and across different sites at different points in time, and 
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gains or is denied access to powerful social networks that give 
learners opportunities to speak (Peirce, 1995). anguage is "the 
place where our sense of ourselves, our subjectivity, is 
constructed" (Weedon, 1997, p. 21). What's more important is that 
the social identity is not unified or fixed, but multiple, a site of 
struggle and subject to change. 

In the learning process, ESL learners struggle with 
stereotypes, power relations with the target language group, and 
the ownership of the language itself. English learning is not only 
the learning of grammatical rules and vocabulary, but also the 
claiming of the right to speak which is an element of competence. 
The process of this right-claiming can be regarded as 
selfempowerment. 

Zou (2002) emphasized the multiple personal and 
collective identities could be conceived as a powerful instrument 
that facilitated adaptation to new sociocultural environments, new 
roles, and different circumstances as well as learning the target 
language rather than as a handicap of individuals and society. She 
argued that the multiple identities of immigrants were new cultural 
capital that could lead to survival and success socially and 
academically in the new society. This was seen as a long process, 
involving critical thinking and struggling by immigrants. These 
were also the strategies that immigrants could use in their learning 
in the face of power relations with society. 

When recognizing the identity and power issues in the ESL 
learning process, ESL teachers can have a deeper understanding 
of what influences learners' performance or choice between 
speaking and remaining silence in the use of English, and thus 
know their students' real need or desire in the process. In many 
cases, the students, especially the newest students, need the 
support and encouragement of teachers to help them claim their 
right to speak in English. 
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