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  Conceptualizing a study on L2 motivation and use  

 

 
Contingency surrounds any study of language learning and its sociocultural contexts and 
connections. Learners come from different backgrounds, have different motives for learning, 
react differently to pedagogical approaches, and encounter different opportunities to practice and 
use language. Additionally, these complex and at times contradictory forces, factors, and 
instances are dynamic and distinct for each learner, which further complicates how we 
understand the process of L2 learning. A similar background, comparable motives, or the same 
instructor may facilitate L2 learning to advantage for one while inhibiting the development of 
competence for another. Language learning is variable, intricate and multifaceted, which makes 
stabilizing it as an object of study a formidable task.  

A wide array of theoretical and methodological approaches have attempted to account for 
processes and/or outcomes of L2 development. Understandably, studies often simplify what is 
taken into account in order to produce a focussed analysis, which sometimes has the effect of 
implying that the key analytic concept under consideration is the driving factor behind L2 success 
or failure. This study embraces an alternative stance and instead looks to the messiness and 
dynamism that comes from the interaction of a variety of factors over time – from the micro 
aspects of L2 use such as motivation and understanding of self, to everyday interaction both 
within and outside the L2 classroom, to the broader macro influences of changing government 
policies on immigration, among others – as a way to conceptualize and acknowledge the 
complexity of L2 learning processes. Illustrating how these forces challenge and at times 
complement each other, this chapter outlines some broader conceptual issues which provide the 
foundation for analysis in the subsequent empirical chapters. From the outset, it is important to 
note that the intent is not to present these discussions as an exhaustive list of conceptual 
approaches to understanding L2 learning. Rather, the aim of this chapter should be viewed as 
interweaving conceptual strands and approaches that help us begin to capture the complexity of 
an individual’s language learning process. 

Building upon this argument, this chapter first introduces an ecological metaphor of 
language learning (Kramsch, 2002a). This is an important discussion to begin with as an 
ecological approach to L2 learning helps us better understand and frame the intellectual 
standpoint that underlies this dissertation and its various investigations in later chapters. More 
specifically, this section acts as a conceptual scaffold that accounts for and situates the main 
theories and methodologies used to address L2 motivation and L2 use in the empirical studies 
that comprise its core (chapters 4-7). Five principles are presented: the relativity of self and other, 
emergence, timescales/layers, unfinalizability/openness, and fractals that provide insight into an 
ecological perspective of L2 learning. These principles help to illustrate the linkages between the 
theoretical frameworks and methodologies used in the empirical research chapters. Having 
developed this lens through which to view the central concepts and analytic trajectories of this 
dissertation, the chapter then moves on to briefly outline some of the key discussions raised in 
regard to its empirical studies, highlighting two principle areas of recurring debate in L2 learning 
within which this work advances its key scholarly contributions. I first discuss the significance 
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and subtleties of motivation in L2 learning, emphasizing the value of being alert to questions of 
imagination and context. Subsequently, I go on to outline a second fundamental principle that 
underlies this research, namely that language learning is inseparable from language use.  

 

2.1 An ecological perspective 
 
While diverse, the theories and methodologies used in the empirical chapters of this dissertation, 
and discussed in sections 2.2 and 2.3 of this chapter, have in common the idea that organism-
environment interactions are complex, situated, and dynamic, and by extension, so too are issues 
of identity, self, motivation and agency. This context for understanding language learning can be 
described with an ecological metaphor in which learning is viewed as “a nonlinear, relational 
human activity, co-constructed between humans and their environment, contingent upon their 
position in space and history, and a site of struggle for the control of social power and cultural 
memory” (Kramsch, 2002a, p. 5). This perspective doesn’t favour one theory or methodology but 
rather encourages triangulation and analysis through multiple theoretical lenses. As opposed to 
more one-dimensional approaches that shut out or silence complicating factors, an ecological 
approach embraces and encourages reasoned eclecticism, understanding that it may lead to more 
complicated and uneven analyses. Indeed, it goes even further, arguing that such asymmetries 
and tensions are more closely aligned with the lived experience of language learning for most 
individuals, and thus should be welcomed rather than controlled or omitted from the research 
design.  

Accordingly, viewing the unit of analysis through multiple lenses helps to more fully 
contextualize the object or process of analysis (e.g., Blommaert, 2005; Thorne, 2000; Ushioda, 
2009, 2012). The benefits, and even necessity of a thoughtfully assembled and wide-ranging 
theoretical and methodological foundation enables the researcher to simultaneously look at 
language and society (Blommaert, 2005), the present as it articulates with history (Thorne, 2000), 
and person and context (Ushioda, 2009). Kramsch’s (2002a) suggestion for theories on L2 
development to adopt an ecological metaphor of language learning rather than relying on an 
acquisition metaphor or a participation metaphor (Sfard, 1998) is part of a larger trend in studies 
of L2 development to move toward a contextualized and relational view of the learner and 
learning (Block, 2003; de Bot, Lowie & Verspoor, 2007; Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2009; Dörnyei, 
MacIntyre & Henry, 2015; Firth & Wagner, 1997, 2007; Kramsch, 2002b; Larsen-Freeman, 
1997, 2002; Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008; Thorne, 2005; van Lier, 2000, 2004). The 
ecological metaphor thus advocates for a holistic view “which captures the dynamic interaction 
between language users and the environment as between parts of a living organism” (Kramsch, 
2002a, p. 3).  
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2.1.1 Five ecological principles 
 
In later papers, Kramsch (2008) and Kramsch and Whiteside (2008) describe ecologically-
oriented approaches to theorizing about L2 learning as sharing five interrelated principles, 
namely: 1) the relativity of self and other, 2) timescales, 3) emergence, 4) unfinalizability, and 5) 
fractals. In the following presentation of these principles, I rename some of them to avoid 
confusing their meaning with similar concepts articulated in other approaches, especially that of 
dynamic systems theory (de Bot et al., 2007; de Bot, 2008, 2012).  

The idea of the relativity of self and other, much as its name suggests, refers to the fact 
that the self is multiple and constructed in relation to others. When we speak, we often do so with 
an awareness of what we think others or a situation expect of us. Or we might speak with an 
awareness of how we want to be perceived.1 This positioning of the self always takes place in a 
social context and is therefore negotiated and subject to social power asymmetries. The relativity 
of self and other is emphasized in prior research, such as that of Bucholtz and Hall (2005), as a 
framework for studying identity in interaction.  

The second principle, timescales refers to how meaning is created on different temporal 
layers that include the moment-to-moment interaction, the participants’ prior experiences and 
knowledge of the languages and cultures relevant to the interaction, as well as to the broader 
historical meaning of the language used. Kramsch (2008) and Kramsch and Whiteside (2008) 
draw inspiration for this understanding from Blommeart’s (2005) notion of “layered 
simultaneity”. This meaning of timescales – in essence as how different temporal layers coexist 
and interweave in interaction – differs from that advanced in dynamic systems theory, which 
instead takes a more mathematical approach that looks at language development in the concrete 
time dimensions of minutes, hours, months and years (de Bot, 2012). To avoid this 
terminological confusion, I adopt here, the term layered, an understanding inspired by Blommaert 
(2005):  
 

we have to conceive of discourse as subject to layered simultaneity. It occurs in a real-time, synchronic 
event, but it is simultaneously encapsulated in several layers of historicity, some of which are within the 
grasp of the participants while others remain invisible but are nevertheless present (p. 130, italics in 
original).  

 
Previous literature has discussed how many and which layers are relevant and necessary to 
consider when analysing human interaction. Some analysts propose models with a limited 
number of layers (Lemke, 2002) while others suggest that the fractal analysed prescribes the 
layers interacting during an interaction (Uryu, Steffensen & Kramsch, 2014, p. 4). These layers 
resonate in that they are all organized by the activity of human sense-making. The slower varying 

1 While beyond the scope of the discussion in this chapter, there are evident parallels here with Goffman’s (1959) 
dramaturgical perspective on the presentation of self in everyday life.  
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processes appear as a stable background to the faster ones. In intercultural interaction fewer of 
these slower background processes are shared and therefore the joint activity of sense-making can 
become challenging in ways that interaction among participants who share a cultural background 
most often does not. The assumption that different parties to a conversation share these slower 
cultural processes (as they often are not articulated and thus remain implicit) can lead to 
misunderstandings and even unintentionally insulting others, as in the example provided by Uryu 
et al. (2014), which is discussed below. When people use language, multiple layers 
simultaneously interact opening up possibilities for new meanings to emerge.  

This leads us to the third ecological tenet, that of emergence, which resonates with much 
contemporary theorizing in the field of L2 development, interactional linguistics and recent 
attempts to overcome traditional dualisms such as person versus context or language learning 
versus language use. In this sense, motivation is emergent (Dörnyei, 2005, 2009a; Ushioda, 2009) 
as are processes such as the articulation of identity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Norton, 2000), self 
(Kramsch, 2009), and agency (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). In short, emergence speaks to the fact 
that language learning is an ongoing process that is potentially (re)constructive.  

The fourth principle, unfinalizability, refers to people as more than just a physical body in 
the here and now. They are at all times unfinalized in the sense that they are also what is 
remembered, imaged, experienced, and projected into the future. It is the organism’s constant 
relation to the environment that results in people as unfinalized. Thus, what is remembered, 
imagined and experienced is not unproblematically bound to an objective rendering of an event 
or interaction, but rather is constantly negotiated. However, there is one key caveat to this 
principle that entails a slight adjustment; the notion unfinalizability can potentially suggest that 
finalizability is a possibility – or even a desirable outcome – but to do so would miss the point. 
To avoid this entailment, I prefer the notion of openness (for a discussion, see also Larsen-
Freeman & Cameron, 2008, pp. 31-33). The fifth and final tenet proposed by Kramsch (2008) is 
fractals. Fractals are understood as “patterns of activity and events (…) self-similar at different 
levels of scales” (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p. 660). As already argued in Chapter 1, case 
studies can accordingly be seen as fractals of larger societal trends. This becomes evident in a 
study by Uryu et al. (2014) which will be used to exemplify the five ecological principles. The 
aim of using this example is to render our accounting of these principles more concrete. 
Furthermore, the example helps to demonstrate how an ecological perspective can be 
operationalized in terms of multi-method and multi-session data sets to augment and improve 
what would otherwise be a seemingly straightforward account. 
 

2.1.2 An example 
 
The fractal studied by Uryu et al. (2014) is an activity consisting of a conversation at a 
Thanksgiving dinner in the US in 2006. Four well-educated women: two from Japan, one from 
Germany and one from Poland, talk about the newly installed Pope who comes from a German 
background. The analysis of the interaction shows how specific identities are negotiated and 
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describes, in particular, how one of the Japanese women offends the German woman when 
referring to the new Pope’s presumed Nazi background. When keeping the analysis on the 
moment-to-moment level, the interpretation would probably stop here. But when viewing the 
participants as open, their identities as emergent, and the construction of meaning as 
simultaneously layered, the micro-analysis calls for the use of data that can illuminate how these 
processes interpenetrate with the activity in focus.  

In this particular case, data from previous interviews with the participants, interviews 
about the specific incident, and a contextualization with regard to the larger historical trends and 
the cultural backgrounds of the participants, are thus included to achieve a richer understanding 
of this incident and to situate it in the broader L2 study. The analysis of these data reveals that the 
Japanese woman never intended to offend the German woman. Rather, the offence arose as a 
result of the two participants’ very different perceptions of the word Nazi, a perception which can 
be explained by reference to their different cultural backgrounds. For the Japanese woman, the 
reference to the Pope’s Nazi background is a way to illustrate her knowledge about European 
matters, while for the German woman the word feels like a weapon Americans use against 
Germans. Even though the word is not spoken by an American, the immediate spatial context, the 
Thanksgiving holiday in America, evokes this association for her. Thus, for these two 
participants, the meaning of the word Nazi differs greatly and so does its emotional impact. The 
offence occurs because the participants are not consciously aware of how the slower historical 
layers interpenetrate with the construction of meaning at the moment of interaction. But yet, the 
meanings they each associate with Nazi are intrinsically linked to these historical layers. From an 
ecological perspective, then, the activity of a conversation during a Thanksgiving dinner is a 
fractal of larger cultural and historical events. These events come into play through the openness 
of the participants and the spatiotemporal situation of the conversation. The relativity of self and 
identity becomes apparent when the misunderstanding occurs: the German woman is offended 
because she is positioned as associated with the Nazis, something particular to this contextual 
moment but not felt uniformly across all instances. Thus, their identities and the differing 
meaning of the word Nazi emerge in a complex interplay between self and other, their openness, 
and the larger cultural and historical trends that have been made relevant in the interaction. 

Uryu et al.’s (2014) study as situated within the ecological metaphor reminds us to 
question our own conclusions and interpretations in attempts of getting behind the complex and 
dynamic organism-environment relationship. This questioning also involves the frameworks we 
employ, remembering what they afford and how they might limit our understanding of a 
phenomenon. In the following sections the central frameworks and concepts of this dissertation 
are presented in two discussions. The five ecological principles presented above are kept in mind 
throughout as tools to synthesize between these frameworks and concepts. Section 2.2 presents 
and expands upon the current debate on the benefits of connecting insights from studies on L2 
motivation, focusing upon the work of Zoltán Dörnyei in particular, and on identity and 
investment, emphasizing the work of Bonny Norton. I note that differences between these works 
arise primarily from differing starting points and divergent analytic emphases associated with 
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views on self and identity and argue that these differences mask some key commonalities. I thus 
argue they may be better viewed as supplementary and mutually supportive perspectives on L2 
learning. In section 2.3, the discussion of L2 learning and L2 use is taken up, drawing especially 
on scholars debating how conversation analysis (CA) can inform L2 development and 
sociocultural inspired theory on agency and affordances in L2 learning.  
 

2.2 Motivation and investment in L2 development 
 
It may seem relatively commonsensical at this point in the history of L2 development as a field, 
but it is nonetheless worth mentioning that language learning is highly dependent upon 
motivation and investment. Interrogating how this comes about is the focus of many studies and 
in the empirical studies that comprise chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation. I approach this theme 
in depth by employing the idea of the L2 motivation self system, a conceptual framework 
proposed by Dörnyei (2005, 2009a). This idea offers a useful foundation to address the question 
of why we want to learn and I further augment this approach with reference to self-discrepancy 
theory (Higgins, 1987, 1998) and insights from case studies informed by poststructuralist 
conceptions of identity, motivation and agency (Norton, 1995, 2000, 2001). These ideas 
correspond to two lines of research on motivation in L2 development that have traditionally been 
kept quite distinct: one inspired primarily by psychology and the other inspired by social 
approaches to human behaviour such as sociology, anthropology, and social psychology. 
However, there are signs this is changing; even when they are not combined in analysis, the 
benefits of a synthesis between psychological and sociological frameworks is increasingly 
recognized in both camps (Norton & Toohey, 2011; Ushioda & Dörnyei, 2009). While the 
conceptual recognition of such benefits may be in their ascendency, to date only a few 
researchers have attempted to address this debate empirically through studies that explore how 
these two lines of research can complement one other (see Lamb, 2009, 2011; Miyahara, 2014). 
This dissertation contributes to this literature and the aim of this section, accordingly, is to outline 
and argue for the benefits of how these two areas can usefully inform one another. I do this by 
discussing the similarities and differences between the psychological and sociological views on 
L2 motivation starting with their inclusion of context and imagination and culminating in their 
point of departure in psychological notions of the self and sociological notions of identity, 
respectively.2  
 

2.2.1 The role of context and imagination  
 
In Dörnyei’s model of the L2 motivational self system, he draws on two lines of research: one is 
previous research on L2 motivation building on the concepts of integrativeness and 

2 For more detailed reviews of studies, please see the later empirical chapters. 
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instrumentality originally introduced by Gardner and Lambert (1959, 1972); the second comes 
from the psychology on possible selves and future self-guides (especially Higgins, 1987; Markus 
& Nurius, 1986). Dörnyei sees great potential in combining the two because the concepts of 
possible selves and future self-guides help supplement previous research on the concepts of 
integrativeness and instrumentality by including the emergent and contextual aspects of L2 
motivation, central components which were found lacking in earlier work, prompting critique. 
For instance, a lack of dynamicity and the isolation of the learner from the context of language 
use and learning were the main criticisms presented by Norton (1995, 2000) when she broke with 
this research tradition. Dörnyei, on the other hand, chose to extend this research in an attempt to 
forge a link between integrativeness – the psychological and emotional identification of the 
learner with the L2 community – and the ideal L2 self, in his more recent model of L2 
motivation.  

The ideal L2 self is one of three components in the L2 motivational self system. Together 
with the ought-to L2 self it encompasses the future possible self aspect of Dörnyei’s model. The 
third component is the learner’s L2 learning experience, which refers to the individual’s 
interaction in social and material environments. The self-construct is dynamic and emergent 
because of its continuous interaction with the person’s immediate experiences. Thus, past, present 
and future selves interact within the self-construct. With regard to the ideal and ought-to self-
constructs, imagination is central. However, the two future self-guides have different 
motivational capacities depending on one’s images of the self in the future: The ideal self has 
proven to have a particularly strong motivational capacity because its focus inherently 
emphasizes strategies geared toward reducing the discrepancy between actual and ideal selves to 
achieve hopes and growth. The motivational capacity of the ought-to self, however, is weaker 
because its focus is preventative, aiming to avoid negative outcomes such as failing a test or not 
living up to perceived obligations (see Higgins, 1998). Motivation is thus intimately linked to the 
varying degrees of personal investment we have in different learning-based activities.  

Along similar lines, we might consider the role of imagination in these processes, 
something Norton (1995, 2000) does with her notion of investment. When people invest in 
learning an L2 “they do so with the understanding that they will acquire a wider range of 
symbolic and material resources which will in turn increase the value of their cultural capital” 
(Norton, 2000, p. 10). This acquisition of resources and cultural capital is not immediate but 
points to a desired future stage of their lives: “Thus, an investment in the target language is also 
an investment in a learner’s own identity” (Norton, 2000, p. 11).3 In a later study, Norton (2001) 
proposes combining this idea of investment with Benedict Anderson’s notion of “imagined 
communities”, arguing that a learner’s investment in the L2 must be understood within such a 
space. Imagination in this sense is the “extent to which we create images of the world and see 

3 Identity and self are not necessarily synonymous, especially considering the different disciplinary histories 
associated with the two concepts. I discuss this further, along with Norton’s notion of identity compared to Dörnyei’s 
use of the self-concept, in section 2.2.2. 
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connections through time and space by extrapolating from our experience” (2001, p. 163). Thus 
for Norton, a learner’s imagination of herself as belonging to particular present and future 
communities is a key ingredient for the investment in L2 learning and therefore for their 
motivation to speak the language in different contexts. This understanding of the role of 
imagination in L2 learning comes quite close to the general thrust of Dörnyei’s articulation of 
motivational influences in the L2 self-system. Furthermore, in the above quotes from Norton, the 
importance of context stands out. Norton (1995, p. 9) originally proposed the notion of 
investment “to capture the complex relationship of language learners to the target language and 
their sometimes ambivalent desire to speak it.”  Thus, a learner’s investment is not static but in 
constant interaction with contexts of use.  

This brief summary of some of Norton’s and Dörnyei’s foundational work on how to 
conceptualize L2 motivation points to the key features of context and imagination as central for 
both approaches. However, despite agreement on the centrality of these features, their respective 
emphases are different due to their different fields of inspiration. While Dörnyei relies on 
psychological theories of possible selves and future self guides (Higgins, 1987, 1998; Markus & 
Nurius, 1986) to account for the emergent and dynamic nature of L2 motivation, Norton finds her 
inspiration in the sociological notions of identity, agency and power, primarily drawing from 
Weedon’s (1987) poststructuralist notion of subjectivity and Bourdieu’s (1977) understanding of 
language, legitimacy and power asymmetries. The question thus arises: are such 
conceptualizations, drawing as they do upon different disciplinary paradigms, compatible? It is to 
this query that the following sections attend. 
 

2.2.2 The relativity and openness of self and identity 
 
Norton’s critique of the concepts of instrumental and integrative motivation as static is related to 
the implied view of selves as isolated from social context (Candlin, 2000, p. xviii; Norton, 2000, 
p. 10). However, the static self-concept she distances herself from in 1995 and 2000 is not 
equivalent to the dynamic self-concept adopted by Dörnyei ten years later (2005, 2009a). In the 
social psychology literature that Dörnyei builds upon, the self-concept is broadly defined as 
“mental concepts or ideas of who one is, was, and will become” (Oyserman, Elmore & Smith, 
2012, p. 72). Therefore, taken together, past, present and future identities constitute the self-
concept. This idea of self shares an ontological viewpoint with that of identity(ies) in that both 
are formulated as something dynamically negotiated and cross-temporal. Norton’s sociologically-
based definition, for instance, states that: “I use the term identity to reference 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 for the future” (Norton, 2000, p. 5). 
Similarly, both perspectives often share a phenomenological viewpoint that tends to emphasize 
the contingency of how identity/self is experienced in moment-to-moment interaction. To 
summarize then, self and identity, despite being associated with divergent research traditions, are 
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nonetheless both conceptualized in the literature this dissertation builds upon as multifaceted and 
temporally contingent. 

These similarities mean that self and identity, although being more closely associated and 
interrogated within the fields of psychology and sociology respectively, are thus often spoken of 
together. This becomes challenging in that different authors (and readers) may mean and interpret 
different things when encountering these terms. This overlap and potential confusion is likely 
caused by their intimate relationship wherein they “are sometimes used interchangeably and other 
times used to refer to different things” (Oyserman et al., 2012, pp. 70-71). In this regard, while 
the above conversation outlines the similarities in how both terms are understood in this thesis, it 
is important to note a distinction in terms of analytic emphasis. Even though the L2 motivational 
self system outlined by Dörnyei details the relativity, contextual boundedness and emergence of 
the self, his interest and main focus lies in the concept’s openness in order to theorize about 
possible selves and future self guides as connected to past and present selves. This is a notably 
different emphasis than typically put forward when discussing identity, which tends to focus 
upon its construction relative to other participants and power asymmetries. This can be clearly 
contrasted to Dörnyei’s L2 framework, in which attention to power relations is not an explicit 
concern. Nonetheless, despite these distinctions one can say that the field of language learning 
has benefitted from similar calls from both: While Norton & Toohey (2011, p. 415) make a plea 
for the recognition of the complexity of language learners’ identities, Dörnyei makes a 
comparable case for appreciating the different varieties of self and their manifestations. It is this 
commonality, along with the aforementioned temporal nuances maintained by both, which this 
dissertation favours and builds upon in an effort to address the variety of factors fashioning 
learners’ distinctive language ecologies. 
 

2.2.3 Towards mutually supporting frameworks 
 
While conceptual distinctions and commonalities are evident in the above work, it is not only at 
the level of theory that Dörnyei’s and Norton’s different starting points and focal interests should 
be discussed. Methodologically, the type of data sources they use and the analyses produced from 
their research designs are also influenced by these differing interests. Dörnyei’s evidence is 
almost exclusively based on quantitative surveys and questionnaires of teenage students in 
foreign language contexts (see also Kormos, Kiddle & Csizér, 2011; Ryan, 2009). These studies 
attempt to reveal causal relationships between components, advancing statistically significant 
findings such as “the more positive our disposition toward these L2 speakers, the more attractive 
our idealised L2 self” (Dörnyei, 2009a, p. 28). Norton, on the other hand, develops case studies 
of adult immigrants using qualitative data including interviews, conversations, and diaries, 
sometimes supplemented with field notes from the L2 classroom of the participants (see also 
Cooke, 2006; Kinginger, 2004; Menard-Warwick, 2009). In these studies the focus is on holistic 
interpretations of the complex relationship between the person and the context over time. Both 
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lines of study acknowledge and highlight the interconnectedness of cognitive, physical, social 
and environmental factors but whereas Dörnyei’s emphasis is on the cognitive processes, 
Norton’s is on the social. However, both address L2 motivation and their general 
commensurability is increasing in recent years; more common ground can be seen in their 
respective work. Ushioda and Dörnyei (2009), for example, discuss the relation between the L2 
motivational self system and qualitatively oriented case studies and see the gap between the two 
camps as possibly being bridged. Norton and Toohey (2011), with specific reference to Dörnyei 
and Ushioda (2009), recognize how “The sociological construct of investment complements the 
psychological construct of motivation in SLA” (p. 415). This dissertation can be seen as further 
effort and recognition of the value of these sorts of interdisciplinary, bridging dialogues. 

Furthermore, recent years have seen a growing number of attempts to empirically explore 
how these two bodies of literature complement each other. Lamb (2009, 2011) and others (see 
also Campbell & Storch, 2011; Miyahara, 2014), working with qualitative data, have combined 
insights from the L2 motivational self system with understandings gleaned from Norton-inspired 
research on the notions of identity and investment. Lamb (2009) argues that because the 
understanding of motivation in the L2 motivational self system is sensitive to context,  

 
the development and motivational impact of ‘ideal’ and ‘ought-to’ L2 selves, will need to be explored at 
levels of analysis beyond the self, including the situated activity in which learners engage, their home and 
institutional settings and the wider context of society and global regions (Lamb, 2009, p. 230).  

 
This, he continues, means including case studies to supplement the quantitative research in order 
to attend to the dynamics of different L2 contexts and to explore the specific individual’s L2 self-
guides over time. Such studies would demonstrate how sociologically inspired attention to 
identities and agencies in potential contexts of L2 use can inform and expand the more 
psychologically grounded understanding of how ideal and ought-to L2 selves are constructed and 
reinforced by individuals in different situations. In chapters 4, 5 and 8, I attend to similar 
questions in an effort to build a more nuanced appreciation of adult immigrants’ experiences of 
L2 use and learning (see also Cooke, 2006; Menard-Warwick, 2009; Norton, 2000, 2001). This 
relates to the second key argument advanced in this work, namely that a scholarly bifurcation 
between language learning and use, while potentially resulting in clear and straightforward 
analyses, is nonetheless an analytic oversimplification.  
 

2.3 Language learning as language use 
 
Twenty years ago, cognitively oriented research dominated the field of L2 development. 
Researchers were concerned with building and testing theories about the processes of the brain 
during language learning, drawing inspiration from cognitive psychology. This emphasis in the 
field illustrated what was then a rift between the psychological and social aspects of language and 
learning, and the study of second language acquisition became somewhat isolated, analytically, 
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from its contextual environments. As a result, language learning became increasingly viewed and 
approached through a positivist paradigm that conceptualized the L2 process as something causal 
and potentially predictable. Moreover, language learning became commonly modelled as 
something distinct from language use (see Block, 2003; Canagarajah, 2007; Firth & Wagner, 
1997; The Modern Language Journal, 1997, 2007). Although such approaches may have led to 
theories of L2 learning and research designs that bore closer affinity to a “scientific” archetype, 
they oftentimes masked complexity and deemphasized situationally significant variables. 

As socially informed theories of language learning have argued, it is not advisable – or 
even analytically accurate – to uphold a sharp distinction between the cognitive processes of 
language learning and the actual social settings in which they are deployed. Rather, 
understanding the processes of language learning means also looking at language use in concert – 
language learning/use, if you will – because: “Learning is [...] the development of increasingly 
effective ways of dealing with the world and its meanings. Therefore, to look for learning is to 
look at the active learner in her environment, not at the contents of her brain” (van Lier, 2000, pp. 
246-247). Thus, the psychological and the social, the learner and her environment are 
intrinsically connected in a constant dynamic relationship. Learning then is a phenomenon 
emerging from the interaction between learners and their contextual, multi-layered environment, 
a process which is messy and non-linear (see also Dörnyei et al., 2015; Kramsch, 2008; Kramsch 
& Whiteside, 2008; Larsen-Freeman, 1997, 2002).  

Theories taking an ecological perspective on language learning as language use vary in 
their analytical focus, which has consequences for the layers they include to inform their analysis. 
However, just because they cannot include an infinite number of foci does not mean they 
discount the importance of factors outside their analysis. Simply put, as in the ecological 
tradition, this dissertation rejects an epistemological perspective that separates language learning 
from language use and rather builds upon what has been described as the “social turn” in second 
language acquisition (e.g., Firth & Wagner, 1997; Block, 2003). It does this despite recognizing 
the fact that asserting for the inseparability of language learning and use means eschewing certain 
opportunities to argue for the generalizability of this dissertation’s key findings. Instead, arguing 
in this vein means highlighting key overarching considerations which may then be 
operationalized in varying ways depending upon the key research questions under consideration 
and accompanying choices in research design.  

In the section below, I briefly discuss two such approaches employed in this dissertation, 
in an effort to illustrate how both are central for understanding the fundamental analytical 
importance of a learning/use perspective. One is a conversation analytic (CA)-informed analysis 
of L2 conversation and L2 development, and the other is a Vygotskyan-inspired sociocultural 
theory approach to L2 development. CA is theoretically concerned with how social interaction is 
ordered and with the sequential organization of naturally occurring conversations, whereas the 
development of the individual is less of a concern (ten Have, 2007). Sociocultural theory on the 
other hand is a social-psychological accounting of human development and its intimate and 
bidirectional relationship with relevant social and material environments (Lantolf & Thorne, 
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2006). These differing theoretical interests provide complementary trajectories for analysis (see 
also Mondada & Pekarek Doehler, 2004). However, the varied disciplinary histories also have 
consequences for how they approach the analysis of language learning. 

  

2.3.1 Analysing language learning 
 
In CA studies of L2 conversations the starting point is often how intersubjectivity is achieved and 
the role of such achievements in the social actions of the participants. In the words of Wagner 
and Gardner (2004): “Understanding the reality of language use has to be the stepping stone to 
formulate a theory about language acquisition as a tool for achieving intersubjectivity and 
engaging in social action” (p. 13). Considering intersubjectivity means looking at, among other 
things, processes like repair sequences. Repair can arise in all conversations. It is characterized 
by a conversational side sequence which is caused by a break down in intersubjectivity due to 
some kind of trouble with speaking, hearing, or understanding (Schegloff, 2007). However, 
because one or more participants in L2 conversations often are not fluent language users, certain 
repair sequences have been shown to be more frequent than others (Gardner & Wagner, 2004; 
Kurhila, 2006). For instance, in this dissertation (Chapter 7), we see that word searches during the 
L2 conversations in the home of Mulenga are of central analytic importance and also become the 
focus of special attention for the participants (on similar processes see Brouwer, 2003; Gaskill, 
1980; Kurhila, 2006). Identifying such key moments for the subject(s) is an important first step. 
However, when such characteristics of L2 use have been identified, the challenge then becomes – 
if one embraces the central analytic language learning as language use formulation – to go further 
to demonstrate how this behaviour promotes language learning (Brouwer, 2003; Markee, 2008). 
In CA-informed studies which attempt to do this (see Mori & Markee, 2009), this has generally 
been done in two ways, namely by either looking at sequences in which participants are “doing 
learning” or by tracing “development of practices” over time in L2 conversations (Firth & 
Wagner, 2007; Pallotti  & Wagner, 2011b). When participants are doing learning, for instance 
during a word search, there are interactional indications of the L2 speaker acknowledging the 
material offered by other participants with, for instance, a “yes” or by repeating the linguistic 
material. 

In such CA-informed studies of L2 conversation and learning, it is the ecological 
principle of the relativity of self and other which takes central stage, focusing as they do on the 
emergence of meaning and identities in the immediate interactional context. Thus, with its 
interest in the social processes of talk in interaction, CA is useful to help understand the 
characteristics of L2 conversations and how participants engage in social action. Yet as an 
approach it is not per se concerned with the development of the individual. Moreover, many 
studies in this tradition actively reject considering broader social characteristics or influences 
participants “bring” to the situation, voicing concern that such “pre-existing” factors should be 
treated with caution lest they predetermine the analysis (ten Have, 2007). However, many studies 
are trying to broaden out CA to consider the openness of the participants as individuals with 
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unique backgrounds, intentions, and aspirations. The work within this dissertation can be seen in 
this line.  

To shed light on these dimensions of L2 learning, Vygotskyan sociocultural theory has 
proven particularly useful. In relation to L2 learning, “it is about developing, or failing to 
develop, new ways of mediating ourselves and our relationships” (Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001, p. 
145). This focus on the individual developing new ways of mediating oneself in a new language 
places emphasis on the agency of the individual in the context of L2 use because agency is “the 
mediated capacity to act” (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006, p. 234). Analysing language learning then 
involves looking at the interaction of what mediates the learner’s actions in contexts of L2 use. 
Thus, in a sociocultural theoretical understanding of language learning, to properly understand 
the social processes and social actions (which CA describes), it is important to look at what 
becomes affordances (see also van Lier, 2000, 2004) for a particular individual and how “learners 
actively engage in constructing the terms and conditions of their own learning” (Lantolf & 
Pavlenko, 2001, p. 145). This microanalysis of the specific situation needs to be supplemented by 
an analysis of mediational factors on individual and sociocultural levels. On the individual level, 
issues of motivation and investment (as discussed in section 2.2) generally become relevant while 
the interaction of the broader sociocultural level is oftentimes unconscious to the learner. 
Nevertheless the latter holds significant power in mediating the actions of the individual. For this 
dissertation, the sociocultural trends relevant and germane to its analyses are the focus of section 
3.1. But before we move on to those, it is important to quickly comment on the consequences for 
how L2 competence is perceived, when L2 learning is conceptualized as L2 use. 
 

2.3.2 L2 competence 
 
When language learning and language use are inseparable, it is no longer enough to view L2 
competence as knowledge of language structures. Instead L2 competence should be viewed as a 
“mode of practice” (Canagarajah, 2007, p. 932) intrinsically tied to the contexts of use. This 
becomes quickly apparent when we think about the implications of such an ecological 
perspective on the idea of communicative competence in general. Although not the focus of this 
dissertation, just as a lack of rule-based language knowledge does not preclude effective 
communication by L2 speakers, the inverse, namely an awareness of language-based rules, does 
not guarantee competence in L1 speakers. Accordingly, the centrality of the learner’s capability 
to use the language in various practices – as opposed to focusing on whether they know and 
follow its rules – means viewing competence as “aligning one’s resources with situational 
demands and shaping the environment to match the language resources one brings” (Canagarajah, 
2007, p. 933). Thus, the competent L2 user is somebody who is sensitive to the situation at hand 
and can draw on a combination of linguistic resources and interpersonal communicative 
strategies to successfully engage in the conversation.  
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This understanding of L2 competence emphasizes the L2 users’ pragmatic and 
communicative resources rather than their linguistic knowledge alone and it implies the L2 user’s 
“power to impose reception” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 649). The awareness of potentially being 
positioned as inferior because of one’s language skills is central in what Kramsch and Whiteside 
(2008) have called “symbolic competence”. They define symbolic competence as “the ability not 
only to approximate or appropriate for oneself someone else’s language, but to shape the very 
context in which the language is learned and used” (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p. 664). This 
kind of competence is not so much a skill but “[r]ather, it is a mindset that can create 
‘relationships of possibility’ or affordance” (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p. 668, building on van 
Lier, 2004, p. 105). In this regard, there is much to be gained from thinking of the process 
through which a language is learned less in terms of outcomes or ability – which runs the risk of 
succumbing to a post hoc logical fallacy – but rather as a series of variable affordances and 
possibilities. Such thinking challenges and requires us to reconsider many dominant approaches 
found within the literature on L2 development and language pedagogy. For instance, rather than 
only consider the in-class environment it demands bearing outside sociocultural factors in mind. 
In addition, instead of just taking the immediate L2 context into account it foregrounds the 
different possibilities to act and the mediating factors which shape an individual’s L2 agency. It 
encourages integrated, multi-level analysis that tries to account for the individual, interpersonal, 
situational, communal, and societal (institutional) contexts rather than merely aggregating micro-
level variables (see Cooke, 2006; Menard-Warwick, 2009; Norton, 1995, 2000).  

In short, such an approach favours the depth of qualitative contextualization, close 
reading of data, and richly drawn accounts over primarily quantitative designs that base their 
strength on a more limited but generalizable set of data. Furthermore, it preferences a 
longitudinal approach that looks to how issues of L2 learning, identity, motivation, and visions of 
the self interact with various contexts in which L2 learners are engaged in their everyday life and 
how these factors change, interweave, and develop over time. Such robust findings on the 
recurrent and complex reconstruction of second language use and learning are difficult to achieve 
solely through quantitative means or single-setting studies. These points – intended to be 
considered alongside the broader claims made earlier in this chapter – are taken up with greater 
precision in the subsequent chapter, which outlines the operationalization of the study, decisions 
made in its design, and the broader contextual considerations that underlie this dissertation. 
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