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Introduction 
 

 

 

 
In my culture we don’t even call like this names ((stepmom, bonus-mom))… we are 
always saying mom or, if you can’t say that you call her auntie or something... I’m 
coming from a totally different, thing, and I told my husband that I don’t wish Emma to 
call me “my mom” or whatever but, I just want to be part of this thing cause I feel I’m not 
part of it… I’m still learning the language and then when you are so involved in your 
discussion I don’t know what’s going on. I feel like I’m cut off, there’s so many feelings 
I’m feeling ((laughs))  

 
This is the voice of Mulenga, a 32-year-old Zambian woman who is the focal participant in this 
dissertation. The above quote is from a conversation between Mulenga and myself in her home 
back in December 2005. Leading up to this excerpt we had talked about what it was like for her 
to be a new stepmother in a divorced family. We had discussed her expectations and how these 
compared with the everyday realities of family life in Denmark. And we had considered how 
these experiences differed greatly from what she was used to in her home country of Zambia. Just 
within this one brief excerpt, as she attempted to explain what she was feeling, she referred to: 
“my culture” as “a totally different thing” compared to the Danish culture; she brought up a wish 
“to be part of this thing” in reference to both her new family and Danish culture; and she 
mentioned her language limitations as adding to her confusion because it left her “cut off”. This 
complicated intermingling of a rich and complicated set of sociocultural factors and individual 
circumstances shaping her experience may seem extraordinary at first glance but is, in fact, far 
from unique. Indeed, the more we think about it, the more we realize that such complexity is 
actually quite commonplace. For Mulenga, being accepted in the role of stepmother was central 
to becoming part of her new family. But this task was understandably interwoven with previous 
life experience and sensitivities and was thus one which required her to bridge large cultural 
differences. Furthermore, the process was complicated by her limited ability to speak Danish. 
This corresponded to social isolation – not only in her new family but within Danish society and 
culture more broadly. Though she had been part of the Zambian middle-class, she felt the 
differences between her home country and first world Denmark were enormous and she struggled 
with social integration, as do so many others who undergo international migration.  

In essence, the confusion and frustration Mulenga was experiencing and trying to come to 
terms with in the conversation above is the focus of this dissertation. In particular, this research 
addresses the interface between language learning, motivation, international marriage migration, 
classroom dynamics, and family relations. The broader contexts of global inequality among 
different regions of the world and the growing practice of marriage migration help to more 
clearly interpret Mulenga’s motivation to learn Danish and to be in Denmark. These issues are 
further explored in micro-analysis of communication in the domestic sphere, specifically 
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focusing on family talk within the home. The home represents a context that is both central to 
human experience but also one that is difficult to access and therefore rarely studied. Mulenga is 
motivated to become a part of her new family and a part of Danish society. Learning the Danish 
language is a critical first step to achieving these goals, an achievement she believed could be 
enhanced by participating in this study.  

The aim of this dissertation is to help broaden our understanding of second language (L2) 
use and learning in the domestic sphere and to explore the nature of L2 motivation as a function 
of participation in these intimate and family communication contexts. Through four case studies 
focusing on a primary participant, Mulenga, and a secondary participant, Yuko, two central 
research questions are addressed:  

 
1. How do individual, contextual, and societal factors relate to the motivation to learn a 
second language?  
2. How does language competence interrelate with negotiations of identities in L2 use in 
the domestic sphere? 
 

These questions are addressed in multiple contexts, including ethnographic and micro-
interactional analyses from the domestic sphere, the classroom situation of the participants, and 
the broader global contexts that pertain to their life situations. Taken together, the analyses in this 
dissertation incorporate a number of different communication contexts, such as those of formal 
classroom instruction and conversation in the home. It situates these within larger political 
contexts such as international relocation, nation state politics, immigration policy, and marriage 
migration.  

In terms of its main scholarly contributions, this research expands knowledge on L2 use 
and learning in two key areas: It supplements existing case study research on learner agency, 
motivation and identity with micro-analyses and it enlarges the L2 development database to 
include narrowly transcribed data from the intra-family communication sphere. Typically, case 
studies of foreign and immigrant language learners rely on data from classroom observations, 
interviews and/or self-report (see for example Kinginger, 2004; Lantolf & Genung, 2002; 
Menard-Warwick, 2009; Norton, 2000, 2001). In contrast, this research focuses on issues of 
identity, agency and motivation by utilizing both participants’ self-reported agency and 
motivation and their immediate negotiation of identity and agency in actual interaction. 
Correspondingly, these micro-analytic studies of family talk also add to existing research on L2 
use and learning in informal settings, an area that remains infrequently studied (Firth, 2009; Firth 
& Wagner, 2007; Wagner, 2004). By addressing issues of L2 use both inside and outside the 
classroom this research further speaks to language educators, promoting the already existing call 
to take seriously the variety of learner backgrounds and motives for learning the L2 (Kramsch & 
Whiteside, 2008; Menard-Warwick, 2009; Norton, 2000, 2001). Additionally, this research is 
situated in broader sociocultural and political contexts, which are increasingly recognized as 
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important to more fully understand and interpret ethnographic data in studies of L2 learning, use, 
and motivation (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Menard-Warwick, 2009; Watson-Gegeo, 1992).  

Blommaert (2005, p. 16) argues ethnography “is, and always has been, an approach in 
which the analysis of small phenomena, is set against an analysis of big phenomena, and in which 
both levels can only be understood in terms of one another.” This acknowledgement in turn 
suggests the potential usefulness of recognizing how small phenomena, such as activities of the 
individual, are fractals of big phenomena, such as larger societal and global trends. In the 
ecological view, which is elaborated upon in Chapter 2, fractals are understood as “patterns of 
activities and events which are self-similar on different scales” (Kramsch, 2008, p. 392). Teasing 
out these connections allows case studies to be relevant and valid beyond the individual, 
especially in terms of clarifying processes of interaction between different analytical levels and 
influences. Including larger historical contexts, in this case family patterns in the West, Danish 
immigration policies, and global inequalities, makes this study relevant not only within the field 
of applied linguistics but also to a number of disciplines outside it, especially policy studies in the 
area of immigration politics and services, and family studies focussed upon non-traditional 
formations. 

To frame the empirical chapters, chapters 2 and 3 present the conceptualization and 
operationalization of the study. Chapter 2 highlights two key conceptual discussions related to 
debates in contemporary research on L2 development. The first is how studies of the L2 
motivational self system (Dörnyei, 2005, 2009a) and case study research inspired by 
poststructuralism and sociocultural theory can inform each other. The second is the ongoing 
debate regarding theorizations of language learning as language use. These discussions are 
framed within an ecological metaphor of language learning that builds upon Kramsch (2002a, 
2008) and Kramsch and Whiteside (2008). An ecological perspective provides an overarching 
relational framework that accommodates the complexity of integrative, multi-method approaches. 
This dissertation’s use of ecology as a structuring metaphor, as well as a discussion of how initial 
research questions and interests developed during the course of the data collection, is outlined in 
greater detail in Chapter 3. This chapter also expands on practical issues and decisions such as the 
identification and selection of research participants, data collection procedures, and other similar 
considerations.  

The four case studies focusing on Mulenga in chapters 4 to 7 form the dissertation’s key 
scholarly contribution, namely a set of detailed, qualitative, empirically-driven investigations 
examining factors impacting L2 learning and use. These studies emerged out of an interaction 
between prominent factors discussed in chapters 2 and 3, namely the perception of L2 learning 
processes as inseparable from L2 use; the understanding of L2 emergence as an interaction 
between individual, situational and societal influences; an initial academic interest in individual 
factors influencing L2 use in formal and informal settings; the study’s participants and the data 
generated; as well as various incidences and developments during the research process that drew 
my attention as a researcher. The empirical chapters share an emphasis on multifaceted analysis 
that attempts to move beyond the immediately obvious site of L2 use to encompass additional 
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dimensions and broader contexts. This becomes quickly evident in Chapter 4, in which routines 
and learner actions inside a traditional classroom, a setting common to much L2 research, acts as 
the initial starting points of analysis. However, rather than simply remaining within these familiar 
confines, this chapter demonstrates how necessary it is to move beyond them to understand L2 
motivations and practices. It illustrates how learners’ opportunities to speak within this context 
are mediated by the interaction between language ideology in the classroom and individual 
experiences and aspirations both inside and outside it. This leads usefully to the focus of Chapter 
5, which concentrates more intently on the factors that lie beyond the classroom. The focal point 
of this chapter is the connection between Mulenga’s L2 motivation, self-construction, and 
experiences in Denmark. It demonstrates a clear relation between her future hopes for her life and 
her actual lived experiences with learning Danish and social integration in her new adopted 
country. Chapters 4 and 5 combined can thus be seen to explore how integrative frameworks that 
take a broader contextual and societal lens augment more narrow understandings of L2 
motivation, learning, and use to advantage.  

While attitudes, motivations and the view of the L2 self are dependent on such broader 
contexts, these contexts are also actualized and made relevant during micro-level, face-to-face 
conversations. The analytic emphasis in chapters 6 and 7 shifts to explore these processes more 
closely. These chapters focus on the negotiations of social roles in the domestic sphere when one 
is dependent upon an L2 as a medium for this purpose. For Mulenga to take part in the social life 
of the family, she requires interactional support from other participants – her husband and 9-year-
old stepdaughter. Her opportunities to engage within this sphere are limited not only by a struggle 
to get her meaning across but also in terms of being listened to as a legitimate speaker on family 
matters. This legitimacy to participate as a co-parent on family matters is the pivotal focus of 
Chapter 6. It furthermore demonstrates how fluent language users face choices which entail 
supporting the non-fluent language user during disagreement, making issues of intersubjectivity 
pertinent. Chapter 7 builds on this theme, picking up where Chapter 6 ends. It offers a closer 
investigation into how intersubjectivity is maintained and negotiated during the social positioning 
occurring in, and established through, family talk. It does this specifically by focusing on issues 
of complaint and repair in L2 conversations, showing how participants in a conversation depend 
on the willingness of co-participants to help maintain intersubjectivity.  

The empirical chapters each address issues of Mulenga’s actual and experienced 
opportunities to speak in various settings of her everyday life. Each chapter’s analytical focus and 
findings are designed to stand on their own and the empirical chapters (4-7) have each been either 
published or submitted for publication as independent articles. Therefore, in the final chapter, I 
discuss how the various analyses and arguments within these chapters transverse and complement 
each other to provide an in-depth case study of L2 motivation and use in the field of L2 research. 
I also make the case for why this study is especially relevant for language educators as well as 
expanding upon its value to areas outside of L2 research such as marriage migration, Danish 
immigration policies, and studies of family talk. 
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In summary, the analytic trajectories in this work are encapsulated by the diverse possible 
meanings encompassed in its title, Opportunities to Speak. A qualitative study of a second 
language in use. In other words, the interpretations of both opportunities and speaking in relation 
to L2 learning and use are highly dependent on the context. Speaking, for instance, is a 
multifaceted idea that in some situations – such as in the language classroom – often implies 
producing correct utterances in the L2. However, in other everyday situations it is more critical to 
produce meaningful utterances in order to make oneself understood, listened to, and taken 
seriously. Whether or not a person decides to speak in the first place greatly depends on the 
opportunities they see for themselves, both in relation to other participants as well as to the 
specific context. Thus, the terms opportunities and speak are analytically interdependent and 
relate to individuals’ self-construction and personal aspirations in addition to situational and 
broader societal factors. Because of this complex interaction of factors, what might look like an 
opportunity to speak or act in a particular setting for one person may not be viewed as an 
opportunity by another in the same setting. In this regard, the use of the preposition “in” within 
the subtitle is also quite deliberate; while “language use” might imply an emphasis primarily on 
talk, “language in use” expressly foregrounds the significance and prominence of contextual 
influences. Understanding this complexity is a valuable step forward toward comprehending L2 
motivation, learning, and use. 
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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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The analytic concerns discussed in the previous chapter regarding the processes through which 
languages are learned, negotiated in everyday interaction, and deployed and used as befits 
different situations, were the central topical arcs which drove the initial research application 
leading to this project. A parallel interest centred on factors more closely associated with the 
individual, such as reasons for migration, sociocultural background, and thoughts and 
experiences about living in Denmark. Associated interests in societal integration, the role of 
language policy within this, and the status and challenges posed by language for entrants to 
Denmark also helped shape its early focus.4 As such, this project set out to broadly explore, on 
the one hand, the formal and informal contexts of L2 learning and the interaction between them, 
and on the other, the individual factors influencing learner actions in these contexts.  

However, as is necessarily the case in a research project grounded in a perspective of L2 
learning that is iterative, context-dependent, and varied, one’s initial intellectual framework and 
scholarly curiosity must continually be adapted according to the specificities of the research 
participants as well as the evolving contexts (see also Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 4). In this 
particular study, some broader – relatively unanticipated – contexts that became increasingly 
relevant as it progressed were contemporary trends of global marriage migration and changing 
family formations. Section 3.1 briefly sketches these with special attention to how they play out 
in a Danish setting. With these contexts in mind, section 3.2 outlines the broader research 
questions which appear in this study. These questions arose from the initial research interests and 
were adapted and augmented as the study progressed. One key factor impacting the development 
of these research questions over the duration of this research was the process of data collection 
and generation of research participants. These procedures and the further pertinent research 
design considerations associated with a qualitative case study approach are outlined in section 
3.3. Finally, section 3.4 briefly presents how the conceptual frameworks from Chapter 2 and the 
broader contexts, key questions, and data outlined in this chapter are then brought together and 
organized in the four empirical chapters which follow.   
 

3.1 The broader context of the study 
 
An ecological approach to language learning demands not only considering one’s participants but 
the broader sociocultural and political contexts within which they are positioned. This means not 
only to anticipating likely contexts but being receptive to emergent themes that arise during the 
process of data collection and analysis. In this study, two broader contexts which are highly 

4 The project was initiated as part of a larger study in Denmark funded by the Danish Research Council under the 
name: Læring og integration. Voksne og dansk som andetsprog [Learning and integration. Adults and Danish as a 
second language] (2004-2008). The project consisted of researchers from the University of Southern Denmark 
(Catherine Brouwer, Kristian Mortensen, Johannes Wagner), Roskilde University (Karen Risager, Michael Svendsen 
Pedersen, Louise Tranekjær) and the Danish University of Education (Kirsten L. Kolstrup, Karen Lund). 
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pertinent for its participants, especially Mulenga, are issues surrounding marriage migration and 
the issues related to the composition of the family she becomes a part of. 
 

3.1.1 Entering Fortress First World, the case of Denmark 
 
Peoples’ reasons to leave their country of origin and migrate to another country vary greatly. This 
holds true not only for wealthy, highly-educated immigrants, but is also the case for migrants 
who come from second and third world countries, even if this is done through the laws of family 
unification (see Beck-Gernsheim, 2007; Charsley, 2012). These particular, often falsely 
homogenized, groups of migrants have received much attention in many European countries. 
This public awareness is closely associated with legislative attempts that view such immigrants as 
a possible threat (be it economically, culturally, or in terms of security), and therefore try to limit 
their access. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2010) describe these attempts as a building of walls 
around “Fortress First World” (p. 403). This on-going legislative wall building manifests itself in 
ever-changing immigration laws that are meant to regulate and control who is let into the fortress 
and who stays out. However, the wall building also leads to increased creativity for would-be 
migrants in order to avoid actions that could contravene these laws or bring them into effect.  

The diversity of immigrants’ reasons to migrate also holds true for the more narrowly 
defined category of marriage migration which reflects global inequalities of different parts of the 
world. Marriage migration is understood as transnational migration in which the choice to 
migrate is “informed by a double desire: both the country and the partner are objects of desire” 
(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2010, p. 412). This category includes both: 1) migrants from third and 
second world countries who marry a partner living in a second or first world country with a 
similar cultural background. In these cases the marriage migrant typically draws on their friends 
or families to connect them to already established family-members abroad; and 2) migrants from 
a second or third world country, typically women, who marry partners in a second or first world 
country with a different cultural background. This latter group has been surrounded with negative 
terminology such as “mail-order brides”, “visa wives” or “imported husbands” (Beck & Beck-
Gernsheim, 2010; Fernandez, 2013; Sims, 2012). This negative image often assigns little agency 
to the migrant, frequently positioning such women discursively as being trapped, oppressed, 
exploited, or victims of violence. However, many studies problematize this stance and 
demonstrate a more complex picture (see Constable, 2005; Sims, 2012). Previous studies have 
shown, for instance, how the choice, expectations and images of the desired country, including 
who one falls in love with, is coloured by the media and global tourism (Beck & Beck-
Gernsheim, 2010; Fernandez, 2013). These studies highlight that the interplay between hopes, 
emotions and dreams is highly intricate and point to a positive psychology which has shown how 
the possibilities implicitly and explicitly promised by visions of a potential partner from a 
Western country are likely to be framed optimistically.  

In Europe, EU directives ensure some level of coherence in the immigration policies 
across the European states. However, Denmark provides a special case because of an opt-out 
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from the Area of Justice and Home Affairs in 1993 allowing for “one of the most restrictive 
immigration and integration policy frameworks yet to be developed in Europe” (Jørgensen, 2012, 
p. 60). These stringent policies were especially developed between 2001-2011, a period in which 
right-leaning Liberal and Conservative People’s Parties (Venstre and Det Konservative 
Folkeparti) governed Denmark with the support of the immigrant hostile Danish People’s Party 
(Dansk Folkeparti). One example of this legislation that was negatively evaluated by the 
European Commission, and indeed referred to as breaching human rights by the European Court 
of Human Rights, was the Danish “24-year rule” and its “combined attachment” requirement (for 
more detail see Jørgensen, 2012). The rule was enacted to prevent forced marriages between 
immigrant-Danes and fellow nationals – typically envisioned in the case of younger women – 
from their homelands. Instead, it often resulted in other forms of “force”. For instance, Fernandez 
(2013) argued that most Cuban-Danish couples would prefer not to marry while trying out their 
relationship, but both Cuban and Danish legislation forced them into marriage if they wished to 
explore their relationship in ways other than via long-distance. This law and other attempts to 
make it more difficult to enter the country via family unification are often justified based on 
Western ideals of love and gender equality especially pertinent for the Scandinavian context 
(Fernandez, 2013). However, their result is frequently restrictive and the associated legal 
requirements often point to less altruistic rationales. 

For instance, once granted a temporary residency permit in Denmark, the Danish spouse 
of the immigrant is required to reapply for a permit on their behalf every year (Jørgensen, 2012). 
After a number of years (7 years has been the most consistent number in the legislation from 
2000-2012), permanent residency can be granted, but only if the immigrant has lived up to a 
number of criteria including passing a Danish language test and having worked a certain amount 
of years. The specificities of these requirements have also been constantly changing. In short, 
immigrants do not hold the same rights as the rest of the Danish population (Jørgensen, 2012). 
The constantly changing laws on immigration and what an immigrant needs to obtain permanent 
residency or citizenship usually get a lot of media attention. This especially pertains to 
discussions around the term of integration, which has led to heated political and public debate 
creating an unfortunate us-them conflict between Danes and immigrants (Jenkins, 2011). Jöhncke 
(2011) and Rytter (2011) show how the welfare system and so-called “Danishness”-measures, 
that are impossible to objectify, have become inseparable which makes efforts to integrate 
immigrants difficult. Thus, the walls around Fortress First World are mirrored by internal barrier 
building, making it difficult for immigrants to be included in Danish society (Olwig & 
Paerregaard, 2011, p. 15). This context pressed on all participants in this study (please see section 
3.3.1 below), and was particularly felt by Mulenga with increasing strength as this research 
progressed. Another key context in this regard, for both participants, was the family setting. Yet 
again, for Mulenga, this was far more complicated.  
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3.1.2 Changing family patterns 
 
In Denmark in 2012 the percentage of divorces filed within the year in relation to new marriages 
was 46.5% (Danmarks Statistik, 2013). This parallels a trend in most other Western countries 
where the pattern is similar; in these countries approximately 40-50% of marriages now end in 
divorce. Such statistics reflect changes in family patterns away from nuclear families. However, 
in studies of family talk in interactional linguistics and linguistic anthropology, nuclear families 
still dominate the field. Such research typically finds that dimensions of power and solidarity 
provide a useful framework to understand how family members in their communication 
simultaneously attend to the hierarchy and the closeness between them (Blum-Kulka, 1997; 
Geertz, 1989; Gordon, 2003, 2009; Marinova, 2007; Tannen, 2001, 2007). Another line of 
research on family talk has been especially concerned with face threatening acts such as 
complaints (Dersley & Wootton, 2000; Drew & Walker 2009; Laforest, 2002, 2009) and nagging 
(Boxer, 2002). Such studies demonstrate how in family talk more direct strategies are chosen 
because of the intimate relationship between the participants. Furthermore, complaints in families 
are most often done by a parent directed at a child with the hoped for function of ensuring the 
moral order of the family (Laforest, 2009).  

Common across the above areas of research is that family roles, hierarchy, solidarity, and 
normativity are maintained and negotiated in interaction. This “right to speech” (Bourdieu, 1977, 
p. 648), the legitimacy of the complainer to complain, the discipliner to discipline, is most often 
unaddressed in all of the above mentioned studies. That means they take for granted the parents’ 
right to position themselves in an asymmetrical relationship to the children. A reason for this 
absence is possibly to be found in that the data are taken from nuclear families. However, as the 
divorce statistics of most Western countries evidence, nuclear families do not represent the lived 
reality of a large percentage of families in the Western world.  

By way of comparison, the area of Family Studies has increasingly come to examine how 
family communication changes when families split and are brought together in new step- (or 
bonus-) constellations (Burrell, 1995; Ganong & Coleman, 2004; Levin, 1997a, 1997b). From 
this literature we have learned how dimensions of control and connection are central in 
negotiations between stepchild and stepparent. This research points to the importance of the 
dimension of legitimacy, as it has been found that stepparents often feel excluded on certain 
family matters. While this insight is somewhat familiar within this field, it is still only rarely 
explored in interactional linguistics or linguistic anthropology that takes a micro-analytic 
approach (exceptions are Dedaic, 2001; Gordon, 2003; and Ogierman, 2013). The few studies 
which do consider issues of legitimacy confirm the centrality of the power and solidarity 
dimensions in the talk of these families, even if this is not their primary focus. In short, various 
literatures point to the important contextual aspects of inclusion and exclusion of stepparents on 
certain matters, something which has an impact on everyday communication in families and the 
associated experiences.  
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With these two important contexts of the study considered, we now turn to the key 
questions which originally guided it and those which emerged as it matured. 
 

3.2 Key questions 
 
The two major areas of concern in this dissertation regard L2 motivation in general and L2 use in 
the domestic sphere. These areas are interrelated as motivation and immediate experience stand 
in a dynamic relationship in which motivation constantly evolves in interaction with present time 
experiences (see section 2.2). These analytic considerations formed the initial lines of inquiry for 
this study thus generating, as already noted in the introduction, two central questions: 1. How do 
individual, contextual, and societal factors relate to the motivation to learn a second language?; 
and 2. How does language competence interrelate with negotiations of identities in L2 use in the 
domestic sphere?  

Yet as hinted at above, the contexts of the research participants raised other pertinent 
concerns which in turn led to other areas demanding further exploration and probing. In relation 
to the specific case of Mulenga, her status as a marriage migrant, who was part of a stepfamily 
formation, resulted in a number of ancillary queries being formulated.5 Here challenging 
questions arose with regard to L2 motivation, such as: How do Mulenga’s past and present 
experiences come together to form future hopes for her life in Denmark? How do global 
inequalities between third and first world countries influence the formation of her hoped-for life 
in Denmark? How does Danish immigrant legislation influence her motivation to learn Danish 
and integrate into Danish society?  How does her motivation to learn Danish interact with her 
experiences and behaviour in the Danish language classroom? How does her use of Danish 
outside the classroom interact with her agency and experience within it? And what insights are 
there to be gained for language educators and policy makers from cases such as Mulenga’s?  

With regard to L2 use in the domestic sphere, further demanding questions were also 
raised. Some of these include: How are positions of control and connection negotiated between 
Mulenga, her husband and her stepdaughter? How do the participants address issues of 
legitimacy regarding Mulenga having a say on family-matters? How do the family members 
attend to Mulenga’s L2 competence during these negotiations? How does her husband mediate 
Mulenga’s negotiations with her stepdaughter? How is Mulenga’s interaction with her 
stepdaughter different when her husband is not present? And what are the broader cultural trends 
and differences in background which can be thought to influence the communication in 
Mulenga’s family?  

As we can see, this study’s initial foray primarily focused on learning exogenous to the 
classroom quickly expanded to include issues around domesticity. These early interests were 
confronted and complicated by a number of intervening factors, leading to a number of additional 

5 Yuko also migrated through the laws of family unification to live with her Danish husband, but her everyday 
context and rationale for being in Denmark was much different than that of Mulenga. See 3.3.1 for further details. 
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challenging questions and contexts. The global trend of marriage migration and accompanying 
governmental policies associated with inequalities between third and first world countries bore 
heavily on the experience of the primary participant in this study. Second, changing family 
patterns resulting from high divorce rates and new family formations – in the Western world in 
particular – and how this contended with her learned associations and cultural beliefs around the 
institution of marriage, also became quite pertinent. These questions were explored through the 
analysis of various types of qualitative data, using a combination of approaches and settings to 
enable triangulation of the findings. These processes and procedures are outlined in the following 
section. 

 

3.3 Research design 
 
An ecological view of language, learning, and the learner, as outlined in Chapter 2, needs to be 
reflected in the data used to account for the ecological principles such as layered simultaneity, the 
relativity of self and other, openness, and the emergence of meaning, identity, self and 
motivation. Such complexities are typically explored through qualitative inquiry using multiple 
methods allowing for so called “thick” or “in-depth” descriptions of participants’ experiences and 
actions (Duff, 2006; Watson-Gegeo, 1992). Such inquiries position themselves at the interface of 
micro and macro processes. The use of multiple methods or triangulation helps to facilitate such 
comparisons, as each type of data results in different representations of the phenomenon under 
study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Duff, 2008; Stake, 2005). While triangulations and broader 
contextualizations are essential for the validity of a qualitative study, they need to go hand-in-
hand with reflexive practices in which the researcher considers their own influence on the data 
collected and the interpretations made (Mauthner & Doucet, 2003). Issues of reflexivity are 
important at all stages of research, and thus also should be considered in relation to the 
conceptual and analytical levels. This aligns reflexivity closely with an ecological perspective as 
both highlight the relations between the researcher (both as an academic and as a person) and the 
researched and how this changes over time. Throughout the outline of the research design, I stress 
this researcher-researched relationship.  
 

3.3.1 The participants  
 
The data analysed in the dissertation comes from two participants, 32-year-old Mulenga from 
Zambia, and 27-year old Yuko from Japan. I came into contact with them via the language centre 
at which they followed Danish classes, located in an urban setting. Assistance in forming these 
contacts was facilitated by the senior researchers in the larger project (see footnote 4) who on 
earlier occasions had used this language centre for data collection. I first went to the language 
centre in the beginning of May 2005 where I met with the teacher, Peter. Peter had just taken on a 
new group of 12 beginners of Danish as an L2 and I was invited to follow his classes and see if 
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any of the learners would be appropriate for the study and interested in participating in the 
project. The learner group was very mixed consisting of people from sub-Saharan Africa,  
Eastern and Western Europe, Asia, and Latin America. They all had at least high school degrees 
which meant they were part of the Danish Education 3 program for learners with a “longer” 
educational background. The idea behind this classification is that these students are expected to 
have a relatively fast progression when learning Danish (cf. uvm.dk). The course was part of an 
intensive, 18-month-long program in which the learners received 3½ hours of classes, four days a 
week. They were expected to put in a significant number of hours in homework as well.  

During my first two weeks in the class, I participated four times to allow the learners to 
get acquainted with me and the audio recorders. At the end of these two weeks, Peter helped me 
to identify which learners lived up to the participant criteria we had decided as part of the larger 
project. These included that participants’ were: 1) at early stages of their language learning; 2) 
planning to stay in Denmark; and 3) from outside (Western) Europe. Two of the learners in the 
class met these criteria. I invited them into a separate classroom to ask if they would participate 
in the project. I told them we were interested in how they learned Danish, both inside and outside 
of the classroom, which would involve them recording themselves speaking Danish in everyday 
contexts outside the course. Furthermore, I told them we would like to interview them about their 
background. Mulenga readily agreed to participate stating that she hoped it would force her to 
speak more Danish at home. The other potential participant, a Russian woman in her early 
thirties, did not wish to participate.  

A couple of weeks after Mulenga had agreed to participate in the study, she had to go to 
Zambia for most of the summer for personal reasons. Thus, the data collection was put on pause 
until the end of August 2005. At this time, Yuko joined the class and soon after she agreed to 
participate in the project seeing it as a chance to speak more Danish with a Dane (me). From then 
on, Mulenga and Yuko participated in the same classes for the following 6 months.  

Mulenga and Yuko both entered Denmark through the laws of family unification due to 
their Danish husbands. They were similar in age; Mulenga was 32 and Yuko, 27, at the start of 
the project. However, apart from these similarities, they came from very different backgrounds. 
Mulenga grew up in an urban area of Zambia in what she refers to as a middle-class family with 
six siblings and two parents who worked as a school teacher and as a paramedic, respectively. 
Mulenga had a secretarial college degree focusing on legal matters and was working under a 
permanent contract in a lawyer’s office when she met a Danish man, John, who was visiting 
Zambia as a tourist. They stayed in touch and after she visited Denmark for a couple of weeks in 
March 2004, they decided to get married and for Mulenga to move permanently to Denmark. 
John was employed in the Danish military and 18 years her senior. He had two marriages behind 
him with a daughter from each. The oldest was grown up and no longer living at home but 9-
year-old Emma was living with him 2-4 days every other week. He had shared custody with 
Emma’s mother who lived in the same city a few kilometres away. Mulenga’s mother tongue is 
Bemba and she speaks English fluently, having been schooled in English-only speaking 
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institutions from her early childhood. During childhood she also picked up multiple other 
Zambian languages and in high school she learned French.  

Yuko grew up in an urban area of Japan as the older of two daughters to well-educated 
parents. Her childhood involved a couple of years in the US when she was a toddler while her 
father did his master’s degree. Yuko finished a Bachelor of Arts in 2003 and decided to follow an 
8-month long course in Denmark at a creative arts boarding school. About half of the students 
were international and thus the school language was primarily English. At the school she met a 
Danish man, Kristoffer, who was of a similar age and shared her interest in the creative arts. They 
married in December 2004 and she moved into Kristoffer’s apartment in summer 2005. At this 
point, Kristoffer was officially enrolled in courses at the University but he spent most of his time 
trying to make it as an artist. Yuko’s mother tongue is Japanese and she speaks English fluently.  

During the data collection, I gradually developed a closer and closer relationship with 
both Mulenga and Yuko. However, as Mulenga is the focal participant in this study, in the section 
below I focus on how our relationship developed over the course of the data collection and 
beyond. 
 

3.3.2 Balancing involvement and distance 
 
During the first couple of months of knowing Mulenga, we most often met up at my office at the 
university or at the library of the language centre after her class was done. But as time went by 
we often met more informally. The places we met mirrored how our relationship developed from 
that of a researcher/participant, meeting in settings that represented these identities (the language 
centre or the university), to that of friends, meeting in cafés or at one of our homes. Mulenga, on 
multiple occasions, referred to me as her only Danish friend as she found it difficult to develop 
friendships with Danes. In the first months of knowing each other, my role outside the classroom 
was often that of a Dane who supported her in learning Danish (on a couple of occasions I helped 
her with homework and once I studied with her before a language test). As our friendship 
emerged, the topics of our conversations got more personal.  

This development from a researcher/participant relationship to friends is not unusual in 
qualitative studies when participants are followed closely over an extended amount of time. 
Hastrup (1992, p. 75) describes this challenge for the researcher in ethnographic research as 
needing to create both “ethnographic involvement” and “anthropological distance”. Involvement 
for me meant a conscious decision to talk relatively openly with my participants about my own 
life which, I believe, helped my relationship with the participants develop into one that was more 
relaxed. This allowed me to gain their trust and respect. An example of this was when Mulenga, 
in the first month of knowing each other, asked me to delete specific parts of the recordings from 
her home. Later on she told me that she trusted my judgement to determine which parts of our 
conversations were too private to share. Another example was in December 2005, when Mulenga 
was falling behind the rest of the class and felt increasingly frustrated about learning Danish. At 
this point, on multiple occasions, I suggested she might consider looking into alternative classes. 
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I also felt in this early part of our relationship that Mulenga used me as a sort of Danish sounding 
board to evaluate or re-evaluate her private experiences of Denmark, including family life, 
friendships and gender roles. She would also often ask my opinion on divorce, step-parenting, 
homosexuals, gender roles, the relationship to the extended family, and other social issues she 
was encountering that seemed to differ in the Danish context. Our common gender was important 
for my involvement with Mulenga, as in the narrative data, it was clear that she viewed women 
and girls as having a special understanding based on their gender (see also Chapter 6). I was 2 
years younger than her and at that point at a similar life stage.  

A possible disadvantage of my close relationship with Mulenga was missing others’ 
voices in the data. I interviewed her language teachers and included questions about how they 
viewed Mulenga as a language learner, but with regard to the domestic sphere, I didn’t include 
the voices of John and Emma. In qualitative studies, validity is thought to benefit from depicting 
the research subject from multiple angles to reveal possible contradictions (Duff, 2006). 
Including such diverse voices could be part of the strategy to ensure the anthropological distance, 
as Hastrup (1992) calls for. Instead, I took a number of other precautions advocated for in the 
literature (see Duff, 2006) in order to check my analytical interpretations. For instance, I 
continually presented data to colleagues in Denmark, in the Netherlands, in the US, and at 
international conferences. In this respect, I tried to ensure my interpretations were supported 
through multiple sources and encounters with other academics. I checked my interpretations of 
Mulenga’s relationship and domestic situation with colleagues and Mulenga herself, who read 
chapters 4 and 5 before they were submitted to journals. Another way of ensuring distance was to 
include the interviewer’s minimal responses in the transcriptions as a way for the reader to see 
how Mulenga’s stories were interactionally-shaped (Riessman, 2008). In this regard, while the 
interpretation of data generated through such procedures can never be “objective”, it can at least 
be controlled and checked through peer and participant review. Having accounted for how I 
attempted to achieve this, I now turn to the data itself. 
 

3.3.3 Types of data 
 
In the larger research project in which this dissertation work was originally embedded (see 
footnote 4, p. 31), collective decisions were made about participants and the types of data we 
wished to collect (see Risager, 2011; Wagner, 2006). However, I also expanded parts of the data 
collection to make sure my own research interests were covered, which I will explain in the 
following brief account of these procedures.  
 
3.3.3.1 Interactional data 
To capture how the participants spoke Danish inside and outside of the classroom, each were 
given and instructed in the use of an audio recorder. They were encouraged to record whenever 
they spoke in Danish: at home, at work, in the public sphere, and during peer work in the 
classroom. This part of the data collection was of particular concern to the researchers in the 
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larger project who had an interest in CA of L2 conversations. In CA, naturally occurring speech 
is of prime interest and it is therefore a usual practice to leave focal participants in charge of the 
recording (ten Have, 2007, p. 84). The data outcome is referred to as “naturally occurring” 
because they are derived “from situations which exist independently of the researcher’s 
intervention” (Silverman, 2001, p. 159). However, even though the recordings are made by a 
participant, whether they are “natural” or not is a point of debate (see ten Have, 2007, p. 69). In 
the case of Yuko and Mulenga, this question of “artificial” or “natural” data, understood 
respectively as provoked by the researcher or not, can be considered when looking at the 
situations in which they record.  

Mulenga made her recordings outside the classroom, exclusively in the context of her 
home. The situations in which she turned on the recorder seemed to relate to two key 
incentives/patterns. Most recordings were from the dinner table, but a few, central in the analyses 
of chapters 6 and 7, began shortly after it was apparent Mulenga was addressing Emma about a 
topic that in some way seemed pressing for her. As noted in section 3.3.1, Mulenga told me that 
having to record in her home would force her to speak more Danish. Thus, one can question 
whether the conversations Mulenga initiates in this latter mentioned data, in particular, were 
provoked by wanting to produce recordings for the researcher, or whether those situations would 
also have occurred had she not felt a need to produce these recordings.  

In the case of Yuko, she recorded an array of different contexts outside of the classroom: 
at home talking to a friend, in the home of her parents-in-law, in the supermarket, when making a 
phone call to the doctor or the travel agent, and in a taxi talking to the driver. As in the case of 
Mulenga’s recordings, one might question whether she felt she needed to produce recordings for 
this study, and if so, how this feeling influenced the conversation and her choice of language use, 
English or Danish, in the episodes she recorded.  

I transcribed all audio-recordings from outside the classroom myself, first in a rough 
version with central passages transcribed later on in greater detail (see transcription conventions, 
Appendix 2). Transcribing these data myself gave me an immediate detailed overview of things 
going on, themes and developments and prompted ideas of reoccurring sequences such as 
Mulenga’s attempts to make conversation with Emma, John’s language brokering, and John’s 
parenting style. I read through the rough transcripts several times to code them according to both 
the social actions and roles and the types of interactional struggles Mulenga was facing.  
 
3.3.3.2 Narrative data 
To capture how the participants experienced learning Danish and living in Denmark and how 
they envisioned themselves in the future, a series of interviews were conducted. Research 
interviews, or semi-structured interviews, are considered a useful tool to capture the life-world 
through the eyes of the participant (Kvale, 1996; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Riessman, 1993, 
2008). In the realms of the larger project, three interviews were planned. The first two took place 
in the autumn of 2005, about three weeks apart, and the third in early spring 2006. Interview 
guides were developed collectively among the researchers in the larger project who were 
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interested in life stories and cultural aspects of language learning. The first interview was a life 
story interview about the life of the participants before and after coming to Denmark (see 
exemplar interview guide in Appendix 3). The second and third interviews both concerned the 
participants’ picture of Denmark before and after their migration and used the same interview 
guide: First the interview was conducted in the participants’ mother tongue, if possible, and the 
second time it was conducted in Danish. The interviews in the mother tongue were conducted by 
a native speaker who was trained in the interview guides, possessed a university-level education, 
and had experience in translating (for the reasoning behind this interview format, see Risager, 
2011). While Yuko was interviewed by a Japanese woman with an immigrant background similar 
to her own, Mulenga was interviewed in English by a project member fluent in English and 
similar in age. This decision was made because it was not possible to find a Bemba speaking 
interviewer with the wished-for qualifications.  

As a supplement to the collectively organized interviews, I conducted three additional 
semi-structured interviews with Mulenga (autumn 2005, spring 2007, spring 2012) and two with 
Yuko (autumn 2005, spring 2007). In addition, I supplemented the narrative database with 
recordings of informal conversations between myself and the participants as they occurred. All 
interviews and conversations were transcribed by either a research assistant or myself (for the full 
overview of data collected and the language of conversation, please see Appendix 1). I read 
through all the narrative data many times until feeling I had reached the point of saturation and 
then coded them according to the reoccurring and prominent topics. In the case of Mulenga the 
major and often reoccurring themes were: “Marriage with John and family life in Denmark”, “life 
in Zambia”, “Denmark and Danes”, “Kirsten and Mulenga”, “the Danish classes”. Each of these 
was then evaluated further in terms of key tensions, possible analytic and conceptual foci, and 
emerging contexts. 
 
3.3.3.3 Ethnographic fieldwork 
Finally, as mentioned in section 3.3.1, I participated in the language classroom of the participants.  
Such ethnographic fieldwork and observations are a methodological tool to understand the 
routines of the classroom under study (see Duff, 2008; Silverman, 2001). The fieldwork consisted 
of the above mentioned interviews with the participants, which included their experiences from 
the classroom, as well as observational notes, audio recordings, and interviews with the teachers. 
During the classes I primarily engaged in an observer role noting the classroom routine and 
Mulenga and Yuko’s behaviour and actions. When Mulenga and Yuko spoke in plenum, I noted 
the full dialogue. During peer-work, I engaged in more active participatory roles, taking part in 
the group work with the learners or assisting the teacher. In this respect, I drew upon my 
pedagogic training and former experiences of teaching Danish in Iceland and at a language centre 
in Denmark. During the breaks, I most often stayed in the classroom with the learners and made 
efforts to get to know them all. At other times, especially in the beginning, I spent the break with 
the teacher in the teachers’ room. After each class finished, I made detailed notes of 
conversations with the participants about their thoughts of learning Danish and being in 
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Denmark, or with the teachers about their thoughts about specific classroom routines, the learners 
in Mulenga and Yuko’s class, and so forth.  

To further understand the classroom routines and the ideology behind the observed 
routines and procedures, especially the behaviour and the social roles of participants and teachers 
(see Chapter 4), I also make audio recordings of the classes themselves, some of which were later 
transcribed. Related to this purpose, I also conducted semi-structured interviews with the teachers 
involved in Mulenga and Yuko’s classroom focusing on their ideas about language learning and 
pedagogy, as well as on their perspective on the participants. 

Beyond the classroom, I noted my observations about the behaviour and language use of 
the participants in the public sphere, for instance when we were in the supermarket, in a shop, or 
in a café. After each of these instances, I would note down what language they spoke and how the 
conversations played out.  

In total, the amount of data collected through these different approaches and techniques 
totalled: 43 hours of interviewing and conversations, 9½ hours of interactional data from outside 
the classroom, 87½ hour of observations in the classroom (see Appendix 1). This data set was 
then drawn upon for the four empirical analytic chapters.  The excerpts analysed in these chapters 
of the dissertation are selections that help to make visible the moment-to-moment life activity of 
the participants and/or their experiences of these activities. In each of the four articles, I engage 
data from different layers of time to allow for triangulation of the activity or phenomenon in 
focus. It should be noted that deciding on which activities to focus on, was a time consuming task 
in itself. Through multiple readings and thematic coding of all the data, some events and 
activities caught my attention from early on. In the following section, I discuss how these 
analytical foci came about.  
 

3.3.4 Choosing a focus 
 
As for most qualitative researchers, after the phases of data collection were assembled in a 
database, I was faced with what, at times, felt like an almost overwhelming amount of data in 
which I needed to find a focus befitting for the confinements of a dissertation.6 For several 
reasons that I now briefly outline, that focus became almost exclusively on one participant, 
namely Mulenga, including the experiences of Yuko only in Chapter 4. The advantage of 
Mulenga’s case over the others was, first and foremost, the amount of data available that reflected 
both instructed learning environments, social contexts, and the domestic sphere. In addition, I 
became intrigued by the uniqueness of being able to access a number of recordings from her 

6I originally collected data from four participants: Mulenga, Yuko, Ahmed (a Turkish man, 37 years old), and Maria 
(an Albanian woman, 30 years old). I met Ahmed and Maria at another language center where they followed Danish 
classes for immigrants with a shorter educational background. Ahmed and Maria also migrated via the laws of family 
unification, but in contrast to Mulenga and Yuko, were both married to spouses from the same cultural and linguistic 
background.  
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home, which gave an insight into conversations not often available for research (see Firth & 
Wagner, 1997, 2007; Wagner, 2004). Mulenga’s experiences of the interactions in her family 
were also frequently raised independently by her (i.e. unprompted by me) in the early interviews 
and conversations we had. I got a distinct sense how much she cared for her new stepdaughter, 
how much she wanted to build a relationship with her, how challenging this was, how this 
impacted her relationship with her Danish husband, and the key role language played in all of 
this. This perception became confirmed once I began listening to the actual recordings from her 
home. I found myself fascinated by her persistence and struggle to create a relationship with 
Emma, sometimes trying to act as a friend, other times trying to be recognized as a valid co-
parent with a say in household matters. I personally recognized her struggles to express herself 
and negotiate legitimacy as an authority, having experienced similar (though domestically 
different) challenges when I was a 19-year-old au pair in Iceland with no previous knowledge of 
Icelandic. At the same time, having come from a background with divorced parents, which meant 
being faced time-and-again with sharing my home with my parents’ new partners, I could also 
empathize with Emma. And last but not least, Mulenga’s migration story, which originally struck 
me as rather stereotypical (white older man from a first world country travels to a third world 
country in which he meets a much younger woman whom he marries and brings back home) did 
not equate to this research participant. The victimization narrative of the woman typically 
conveyed in this stereotype simply did not fit the data I was collecting about Mulenga.  All to say 
that the type of data originally piqued my research curiosity, the family situation of Mulenga was 
something I could relate to personally, and her story as a marriage migrant fascinated me 
intellectually. This ended up resulting in four thematically divergent, but analytically 
complementary empirical explorations. 
  

3.4 Structuring the analyses 
 
At this point it is hopefully clear that triangulation and reflexivity are key elements of this 
dissertation, focusing as it does on language learning in an ecological perspective. In each of the 
following four chapters, I engage multiple data sources and multiple interpretive frameworks 
within their analysis, attempting to include observations and broader contextualizations from 
other research areas and fields when they seem especially relevant or add additional insight. As 
such, the literature and concepts deployed in these analyses sometimes go beyond the traditional 
research frameworks of L2 research. These four chapters, which form the empirical core of this 
dissertation, were all originally prepared as research articles for academic journals and are 
currently in various stages of publication. The analyses begin in the L2 classroom, possibly the 
most frequently studied context of L2 and foreign language learning. They then move on to 
consider L2 motivation as an interaction between micro and macro-level factors before zooming 
in on the L2 in use through analyses of the interplay of social roles and L2 competence within the 
domestic sphere. 
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Chapter 4 looks at how factors inside and outside the L2 classroom mediate and shape 
motivation and agency within it. It focuses especially on teaching method; learner history; 
experience in the classroom; and life goals and everyday activities outside it. This is explored 
through the contrasting experiences of Mulenga and Yuko during a three week period in which 
their class had a substitute teacher. Ethnographic observations and audio recordings from the 
classroom are used to outline the routines and the roles of teachers and learners. These findings 
are then connected to the findings in the narrative data in which the participants tell about their 
experiences of these routines and their self-declared views of their agency in the classroom. 
These accounts are further situated in interaction with their previous experiences with learning, 
their life goals and everyday activities outside the classroom. Theoretically, a combination of an 
activity theory-based understanding of learner agency (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006) and the L2 
motivational system (Dörnyei, 2009a) are engaged to understand the participants’ contrasting 
motivations and agencies in the classroom.   

Extending the insights into motivational factors extraneous to the immediate classroom 
setting found in Chapter 4, Chapter 5 comprises a broader sociological contextualization of 
Mulenga’s L2 learning and motivation. It explores how the global trend of marriage migration 
and the tightening of immigration policies in the West interconnect with these processes. It 
specifically explores how a self-discrepancy (Higgins, 1987, 1998) between Mulenga’s ideal and 
actual selves influences her motivation to learn Danish as an L2 (Dörnyei, 2009a). Empirically, 
the analysis draws particularly on one interview from autumn 2005, recorded a couple of weeks 
after the time of the activities analysed in Chapter 4. The narrative analysis (Riessman, 1993, 
2008) of excerpts from this interview is supplemented with data from the whole database, but 
especially from the narrative data, including a follow-up interview in 2012 probing some of these 
themes and reflecting on how these influences changed over time. This data triangulation allows 
for a more in-depth understanding of issues in the narrative analysis, especially her views on 
Danes in general, Danish men in particular, and on Danish immigration policies. 

As a marriage migrant, the domestic sphere can be expected to be a key site of Mulenga’s 
linguistic and cultural socialization. Hence, this setting takes centre stage in the two following 
analyses. In this change of scene, the interactional data recorded by Mulenga in her home comes 
to the fore. With this change of setting and primary data source, comes a corresponding change in 
theoretical and methodological orientation. In Chapter 6, the main interest is in how the social 
role as a stepmother is negotiated between the three family members. The analysis takes as its 
point of departure previous research findings on family talk which have shown how family 
negotiations can usefully be analysed through dimensions of control and connection (Blum-
Kulka, 1997; Tannen, 2007). This chapter explores how these dimensions unfold in the 
negotiations of a multilingual stepfamily, an unconventional formation infrequently considered 
within this literature. Building primarily on the interactional data recorded by Mulenga in her 
home, and secondarily on the interviews and conversations with her, central excerpts in which 
dimension of control and connection are pertinent are analysed. Following Bourdieu (1977), it is 
argued that in stepfamily interaction, negotiations of legitimacy precede, overlap and become 
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intertwined with negotiations of control and connection. In addition, Mulenga’s limited 
interactional competence in Danish, the family language, adds another dimension of complexity. 

This complexity of Mulenga’s interactional competence and her social roles in the family 
is the analytical focus of Chapter 7, the final empirical chapter. Here her competences in Danish 
become central when she makes a complaint to Emma about problematic behaviour and aspects 
of alignment and agreement become a central focus. While Chapter 6 focuses more intensely on 
how identities are negotiated in the stepfamily within the domestic sphere, the aim in Chapter 7 is 
to capture in more fine-grained detail the role the L2 itself plays in her family talk. Its analysis is 
framed by previous literature on complaints in family talk (e.g. Laforest, 2002, 2009), which has 
shown that complaints are more direct in this setting because of the intimate relationships 
between participants. In addition, complaints have been shown to serve the function of upholding 
the moral order of the family. To get at the role of the L2 during such instances, a CA-informed 
analysis of repair is conducted. Repair is understood in line with Schegloff, Jefferson and Sacks 
(1977) and further complemented by additional literature on word searches in L2 conversations 
(Gaskill, 1980; Kurhila, 2006) and language brokering (Del Torto, 2008). In this chapter we see 
how Mulenga’s social role in the family is intrinsically interwoven with her emergent linguistic 
competence because she depends on her L2 to position herself as a stepmother. Taken together 
these four chapters provide a comprehensive accounting of how different opportunities to speak 
have a central bearing on L2 learning, use and motivation. 
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Chapter 4 

Motivation and agency beyond the L2 classroom7 
 

 

 

  

7 This chapter is a slightly edited version of Kolstrup, K.  ‘A language should be something fun to learn’: Motivation 
and agency beyond the second language classroom. Under review at Linguistics and Education. 

 

                                                 



 

 

 



  Motivation and agency beyond the L2 classroom 

4.1 Introduction 
 
In studies of learner actions and behaviour in the L2 classroom, it is generally recognized that 
learners’ responses to the same task differ (Coughlan & Duff, 1994; Duff & Li, 2002; McKay & 
Wong, 1996).  These differences have been shown to stem from an array of different factors 
which mediate a learner’s agency in the classroom. For instance, reactions can vary based upon a 
learner’s life story and goals for learning (Lantolf & Genung, 2002), their identity (Norton, 2000, 
2001), or political regulations (Cooke, 2006). While these studies have in common that they look 
outside the specifics of the classroom to explain what happens within it, they focus on only one 
or a few of these mediating factors to explain learners’ classroom behaviour. This is 
understandable, as with each additional variable one considers, the complexity of analysis 
increases. However, there is no doubt that it is the confluence of multiple mediational factors 
which shape learners’ motivation and agency in the L2 classroom. In this chapter, I take a 
number of these into account, including: teaching method; learner history; experience and agency 
in the classroom; and life goals and everyday activities outside it. The findings demonstrate the 
complex interplay between the reasons for studying an L2 and the actual day-to-day reality of 
learning it, a reality which extends far beyond the confines of the classroom. This paper also 
highlights the spatiotemporal ambiguity of pedagogy, wherein present-day experiences within the 
classroom are grounded in historical and imagined future selves outside it, oftentimes 
simultaneously. 

The analysis takes as its point of departure an observation of two adults learning Danish 
as an L2. In the classroom Mulenga, a Zambian woman, is quiet and seems shy to speak up in 
class, while Yuko, a Japanese woman, is active and frequently asks questions. But for a three-
week period during the course, when the class had a substitute teacher with a different 
instructional approach, Mulenga’s behaviour changed radically to being much more engaged and 
active while Yuko’s behaviour remained fairly consistent. In interviews this difference was even 
more pronounced, with Mulenga having a strong preference for one method while Yuko 
preferred the other. From these observations the questions arose of what caused Mulenga and 
Yuko’s original differences in behaviour, and what made Mulenga change her behaviour so 
radically from one classroom setting to the next.   

While it might be tempting to just consider the evident change in teacher and instructional 
style to answer these questions, in this article I argue such an approach would dramatically 
oversimplify the dynamics behind these visible changes. Similarly, rather than investigating these 
motivational changes through quantitative questionnaires, an approach often favoured to gauge 
the L2 motivational self system, I argue that qualitative data is needed if we want to render a 
more fine-grained analysis. Accordingly, this article relies on interviews, observational notes, and 
self-recordings of everyday L2 encounters both in and outside the classroom. This approach 
allows us to better understand the nuances of these changes, and includes crucial intervening 
considerations such as the learner’s attitudes and behaviours in relation to external classroom 
factors.  I contextualize and explore this data by employing the concept of learner agency, 
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understood in an activity theoretical framework (Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001; Lantolf & Thorne, 
2006; van Lier, 2008), and the concept of motivation, as understood by Dörnyei (2009a, 2009b). 
These concepts both emphasize the interaction between the in-class learning environment, 
learners’ possible L2 selves, their experience of the classroom, and their opportunities to speak 
the L2 outside it in everyday settings.  
 
 

4.2 Theoretical Conceptualizations 
 

4.2.1 Agency 
 
The understanding of agency employed here falls within a sociocultural and activity theoretical 
framework formulated by researchers such as Wertsch, Tulviste, and Hagström (1993) and 
Engeström (2005). These studies differ slightly in their descriptions and definitions of agency, 
but both move away from the common misunderstanding of agency as a property of the 
individual. Instead, they conceptualise agency as a complex phenomenon mediated by multiple 
interacting factors, bound to the interaction of an individual with other individuals or cultural 
entities. In broad terms, agency is “the mediated capacity to act” (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006, p. 
234) and researchers in L2 learning have built upon these understandings to look at interactions 
in the classroom (Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; van Lier, 2008). Agency is 
an individual’s possibility to act, taking into consideration the mediating factors that operate on 
an individual, interpersonal, situational, and societal level in a particular context. Lantolf and 
Thorne (2006, p. 239) explain: “in application to language development, learners would be 
influenced by their histories of language education as well as by language ideologies in the form 
of implicit and explicit discourses produced at institutional and nation-state levels”. These factors 
can be separated for analytical purposes but in reality are intertwined and imbued with each other 
in a manner that is so complex that it is not possible to understand one without taking the others 
into consideration. In short, an individual’s agency is a dynamic and constantly changing 
construct which links motivation with action and the broader sociocultural context (Lantolf & 
Pavlenko, 2001).  
 

4.2.2 Motivation 
 
Building on self-psychology, Dörnyei (2009a) has also emphasized human agency as 
socioculturally mediated. This understanding becomes evident in his conceptualization of 
motivation as a phenomenon which needs to be understood in relation to both the present context 
in which the person participates as well as past and future aspects of that person’s self-
conceptions. He calls this interactional and dynamic system the “L2 motivational self system”. It 
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consists of three constituents: the ideal L2 self, the ought-to L2 self, and the L2 learning 
experience. The latter of these is based on other theoretical frameworks emphasizing the 
environment-agent relation, such as dynamic system theory (de Bot et al., 2007) and sociocultural 
theory (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). Dörnyei (2009b) suggests that the agent-environment relation is 
best understood as systemically connected in the sense that a change in one of the components 
will result in a change of the whole system. For instance, a change in the L2 classroom situation, 
such as a new teacher coming in and applying a new approach, will result in different actions 
being made available and created by the learners, which may in turn influence learner agency in 
the classroom and learner motivation.  

The two other components of the L2 motivational self system are the ideal and ought-to 
L2 selves – together called possible selves. These selves are key in Dörnyei’s understanding of 
motivation as “the desire to reduce the discrepancy between one’s actual self and the projected 
behavioural standards of the ideal/ought selves” (Dörnyei, 2009a, p. 18). To get a sense of a 
person’s motivational capacity, he specifies six conditions: First, an elaborate future possible and 
desired self needs to be available. Second, the possible selves need to be experienced as an actual 
and realistic possibility. Third, the desired possible selves must feel congruent with the social 
identities available to the person. Fourth, the possible selves must be conscious to the person. 
Fifth, the desired possible selves must come as a part of a whole package consisting of goals and 
actions towards reaching the desired self. Finally, possible selves are most efficient if they act 
together with a feared possible self (Dörnyei, 2009a, pp. 19-22). Dörnyei finds evidence of the 
possible selves approach in multiple studies based on questionnaires (see also Kormos et al., 
2011; Ryan, 2009), especially one of over 13,000 teenage language learners of English in 
Hungary. The study found two components play a key role for L2 motivation, namely what they 
call: “Attitudes toward L2 speakers” and “instrumentality”, understood as instrumental motives 
related to career enhancement (2009a, pp. 26-28). The instrumentality of taking a language 
course is often integrated in both a learner’s ideal L2 self, in that the learner has a personal wish 
to learn the language, and in their ought-to L2 self in that learning another language can often be 
a requirement (cf. Lantolf & Genung, 2002).  
 

4.2.3 Background 
 
To validate the workings of the L2 motivational self system, Lamb (2009, p. 230) argues that 
quantitative studies, typically based on questionnaire data need to be supplemented by qualitative 
case studies following individual participants over time in different contexts of L2 learning and 
use. While case studies set up to explore the L2 motivational self system are still scarce (some 
exceptions are Lamb, 2009, 2011; Campbell & Storch, 2011), similar connections have been 
increasingly studied in case studies finding inspiration from poststructuralist theory and the 
concept of “imagined communities” (Norton, 2001) and Vygotskyan-inspired sociocultural 
theory (Cooke, 2006; Lantolf & Genung, 2002). What these studies all have in common – 
forming an evident parallel with the research considered here – is that they document an array of 
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factors giving insight into the mediated nature of learner agency in the classroom.  For instance, 
Lantolf and Genung’s (2002) study provides an example of agency-clash between a teacher and a 
learner, PG, who follows a Chinese course as a part of a doctoral program. Lantolf and Genung 
argue that PG’s expectations of her Chinese classes are mediated by her previous experience with 
L2s and her theoretical knowledge of L2 education. Before the course, the instrumental reason 
for learning Chinese seems to balance her ought-to and ideal L2 selves. It is integrated in the 
ideal L2 self in the sense that she has had a personal interest in China and Chinese for a long 
time. On the other hand, the course is a requirement for her doctoral studies and thus, is a part of 
her ought-to L2 self. When these possible selves are confronted with the actual learning 
experience, which does not live up to her expectations, she reconstructs her possible selves to one 
in which the ought-to L2 self is clearly dominating the ideal L2 self. That is, her hope to learn the 
language for personal reasons ceases while remaining in the course to fulfil a doctoral 
requirement takes dominance.  

Cooke (2006) explores how socio-political factors in the case of Haxhi, mediate his 
agency in the L2 classroom. Haxhi, from Kosovo, has been an asylum seeker in England for five 
years. He and his family’s life are dictated almost entirely by the English asylum authorities – 
where in the country they live, not being allowed to work, and which English classes to follow. In 
the L2 classroom, Haxhi’s teacher interprets his behaviour as lacking concentration and not 
taking the lessons seriously. However, according to Cooke the classes are focused on enabling 
the learners’ to make small talk in English, something which Haxhi already practices frequently 
outside the classroom. According to Cooke, Haxhi is quite motivated to learn English despite his 
frustrations. In Dörnyei’s (2009a) terminology Haxhi’s ideal L2 self includes learning English to 
a level of competence which will facilitate working and creating a life in the UK for himself and 
his family. But his prolonged status as asylum seeker makes this ideal self less and less realistic. 
Furthermore, the lack of control he has over his own life makes it difficult for him to enact the 
goals and actions towards accomplishing his ideal self, something mirrored in the classroom 
setting in which he finds himself.  

In these case studies, as well as in Norton (2001), teachers’ lack of awareness of what 
interaction and pedagogy best supports the learners has consequences on motivation and agency 
in the classroom. However, the teacher’s task is not an easy one, because the variety of learners’ 
agencies means that the same assigned task leads to different behavioural and cognitive responses 
(Coughlan & Duff, 1994; Duff & Li, 2004; McKay & Wong, 1996). These studies have in 
common that their starting point is to explain learner agency, experience and motivation in the 
classroom by looking what happens outside of it.  

Lamb’s (2009) study takes a slightly different starting point, namely in how the future 
self-guides of Dewi and Munandar, two young learners of English in Indonesia, are constructed. 
In this exploration he includes the participants’ experiences and agencies in the classroom. Lamb 
reports that both participants value learning English and are motivated to learn but while Dewi is 
guided by an ideal L2 self (wanting to become a “global professional” who speaks English 
fluently, p. 234), Munandar feels learning English is an obligation and thus is guided by an 
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ought-to L2 self. These self-guides are mediated by their personal history – Munandar grew up in 
a rural area in almost complete isolation from English while Dewi’s parents are academics who 
studied in the US when Dewi was born. Also they are mediated by their contact with English in 
their homes – Dewi actively encourages her parents to speak English with her and actively 
searches out opportunities to read and listen to English while Munandar’s reports doing his 
homework but makes little effort to use English apart from this. Lamb also connects the self-
guides to the participants’ behaviour and participation in the language classroom: Dewi seems 
disengaged but livens up when opportunities for genuine discussions arise. She is unsatisfied with 
the teacher whose pronunciation is not always clear and follows the book closely. Munandar, on 
the other hand, seems happy with the teacher but complains about his peers even though Lamb 
observes Munandar himself is often disturbing the classes.  

The study of Dewi and Munandar in many ways resemblances the contrasting cases of 
Mulenga and Yuko presented in the following section, especially as it pertains to the interrelation 
of classroom experience, the ideal L2 self-construct, and efforts to speak the L2 outside the 
classroom. However, the fact that Yuko and Mulenga are adult immigrants rather than pupils in a 
foreign language context brings them closer to the experiences of the participants in the studies 
by Norton (2001), Cooke (2006) and Genung and Lantolf (2002). The first part of this chapter’s 
analysis describes Mulenga and Yuko’s actions and behaviours in the two classrooms, before 
moving beyond the classroom to explore why this variation occurs.  
 

4.3 Data and the cases 
 

4.3.1 The two learners 
 
Mulenga is from Zambia, 32-years-old, has a secretarial college degree, and left her job at a 
lawyer’s office as well as a large family when she came to Denmark. Her mother tongue is 
Bemba and she speaks English fluently, having been schooled in English-only speaking 
institutions from early childhood. She came to Denmark in the autumn of 2004 to marry a Danish 
man, John, who is 18 years her senior and works in the Danish military. During her childhood she 
picked up multiple other Zambian languages and also knows French, which she was taught in 
high school. At the time of the observations for this article, September-October 2005, Mulenga 
had followed the Danish course for 12 weeks. In this period, Mulenga was falling behind in the 
class, which both she and her teachers recognized. 

Yuko is 27-years-old and comes from Japan. Besides her mother tongue, Japanese, she 
speaks English fluently. In 2003 she finished her Bachelor of Arts degree in Japan and decided to 
follow an 8-month long course in Denmark at a creative arts boarding school. The school 
language was English as 50% of the students were international. At the school, Yuko met 
Kristoffer, a Danish man her age. They were married in December 2004 and moved into 
Kristoffer’s apartment in summer 2005. Kristoffer, officially a university student, spends most of 
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his time trying to make it as an artist. When Yuko started in Mulenga’s class in the end of August 
2005, she could already speak some Danish. According to both of her teachers, she was at the top 
of the class.  
 

4.3.2 The classroom: teachers and peers 
 
Mulenga and Yuko’s course is for learners with at least a high school degree and is arranged as 
an 18-month intensive program. The class receives 3½ hours of lessons per day, 4 days per week. 
At the time of the observations for the analysis below, the learners were on, what the Common 
European Framework of Reference refers to as, breakthrough level A1. The main teacher was 
Peter (aged 37), and the substitute, Erik (aged 59). They were both experienced teachers who had 
worked at the language centre for 15 and 30 years respectively. The 12 learners in the class 
remained more or less constant over the observation. They were primarily from Western and 
Asian countries with only a few learners from Africa and South America. The classroom had 
seating for around 18 learners with tables placed in a horseshoe formation with the teacher’s table 
placed in front.  
 

4.3.3 Data 
 
In the following sections several types of data from multiple contexts and interviews will be 
employed. The analysis of the classroom approaches (section 4.4.1) and Mulenga and Yuko’s 
agencies in the classroom (section 4.4.2) builds on observational notes and audio recordings of 
peer group interaction in the classroom, as well as on interviews and conversations with the 
teachers. The observational notes were taken over a one-year period approximately once every 
week.  Except for the three weeks when the class had Erik as a substitute, Peter was the teacher 
for the entire year. Section 4.4.3 about Mulenga and Yuko’s L2 motivational self systems builds 
on audio recorded and transcribed interviews and conversations with them. I generated the vast 
majority of this data, although two interviews were conducted by an external interviewer. A few 
conversations were not recorded but noted in detail shortly after they took place. To explore the 
L2 learning experiences of Yuko and Mulenga outside the classroom (section 4.4.3.3) audio 
recordings and observations are used. Both Mulenga and Yuko were asked to carry a hard disc 
recorder and record themselves speaking Danish outside the classroom. In a few instances, I was 
with them and could add detailed descriptions of their encounters with Danish and Danes.  
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4.4 Learner agency and motivation 
 

4.4.1 Learner actions in the classrooms  
 
In an L2 classroom, the teacher is a significant part of the institutional setting mediating learner 
agency (Dörnyei, 2009a; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). However, typically in studies of learner 
agency in the classroom, the teacher stays constant which means that researchers can only 
hypothesize how the type and style of the teacher has an influence. This makes this research 
situation atypical; while many aspects of the classroom were held constant (the textbooks, the 
peer group, the room), the teacher was not.  Before turning to Mulenga and Yuko’s agencies and 
motivation, I examine the learner actions available in Peter and Erik’s classrooms respectively. 

Peter’s classes are focused on correctness and knowledge of grammar rules and 
vocabulary. Furthermore, the classes are characterized by more or less the same structure and 
routines which are expressed in different ways: When Peter calls on learners he starts at one side 
of the horseshoe-shaped table arrangement and continues around. This predictable pattern means 
learners know when it will be their turn; it is not necessary for them to listen to each other’s 
answers. Another example of this methodical approach is how he follows the teaching material 
page by page without going back. These routines result in certain learner actions being more 
likely than others. The most frequent actions in Peter’s classroom are attempting to answer when 
called upon and answering questions about grammatical rules and word meaning.  However, 
before and after every exercise, Peter welcomes learner questions by saying “spørgsmål” 
(“questions”). Those asking questions are usually the same three, who are all at the top of the 
class. Peter answers questions about word or utterance meaning with an explanation, while 
questions about grammar include a description of the rule. He turned queries concerning Danish 
culture into fact-checking exercises about the learners’ factual knowledge, e.g. about the political 
system. Peter was not observed to encourage the learners to express their own meanings or 
experiences, as would be expected in a more communicatively-based pedagogy. The final 
comment on Peter’s classroom concerns group and peer work, which played a minor role. These 
types of exercises included reading dialogues from the textbook, correcting each other’s written 
texts, constructing texts together, or filling in grammatical fill-in-the-blank exercises. During 
these exercises the learners would most often speak in English about the Danish language forms. 

Erik’s classes have, similar to Peter’s, a high level of teacher control and leave little room 
for the learners to exchange and express meaning or experiences. However, his classroom 
approach is markedly different. It is centred on oral skills with extensive chorus repetitions and 
frequent peer work practicing idioms and everyday Danish phrases. The oral basis of his method 
results in classes being much louder than Peter’s. The loudness was also due to learners’ laughter 
when Erik used body language to explain word meanings. The most frequent learner actions in 
Erik’s classes are listening to explanations, repeating after him, and doing peer exercises. The 
peer exercises were centred on language drills with very specific descriptions of what to do. 
Furthermore, they often seemed improvised with Erik anticipating words or utterances which 
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could cause problems. For instance, once when Erik was reading from the textbook, line-by-line 
with the learners repeating, they came across the word “plejer” (“usually”). Erik stopped reading 
and wrote a series of questions on the whiteboard using the word “usually”: e.g. “when do you 
usually go to bed?” The learners took turns asking and answering these in pairs using the word 
“usually”. After the pair exercises, Erik would direct each questions at the learners in random 
order. In these drills the learners could make up answers or draw on their own life, but had to 
produce a grammatically correct answer. The questions were followed by Erik picking up the 
reading from where they left off. This somewhat unstructured approach was also mirrored in his 
back-and-forth rather than page-by-page use of the book. If Erik got questions he would respond 
by providing a lot of examples to repeat or simply acknowledge the linguistic phenomenon as too 
complex for the learner’s current level.  
 

4.4.2 Mulenga and Yuko’s behaviour in the classrooms 
 
In Peter’s classroom, Mulenga’s actions were in line with the majority of the learners. She 
answered when called upon, or at least made an effort to answer, participated in group work, 
looked up words in a dictionary, and so on. But beyond the short answers she gives in class, 
Mulenga seems shy. Almost every time she says something, Peter encourages her to speak 
louder. The encouragement would sometimes make her hide her face in her hand and smile. 
Furthermore, she had moments of seemingly not following the class, such as staring into the air. 
These impressions of Mulenga were confirmed by Peter in an interview. He viewed Mulenga as a 
somewhat introverted and shy learner who needed a socially supportive classroom environment 
to function. Both Peter and Erik view Mulenga’s level as in the lower part of the class. However, 
Erik’s descriptions of her do not involve “shy” or “introverted”.  Rather he describes her as 
engaged and fighting to keep up. From the first day of Erik being in the classroom, Mulenga 
spoke much louder, laughed with her peers, and was not observed to stare blankly.  

In both Peter and Erik’s classroom, Yuko was one of the most active learners asking 
questions spontaneously and volunteering answers. In the observations from Peter’s classes, there 
were at least two incidences every class when Yuko asked a question. In Erik’s classes she asked 
fewer questions which she indicated was connected to Erik’s approach to answering them (see 
section 4.4.3.2). In addition, the observations of her behaviour and attitude in the two classrooms 
seemed consistent. She came across as extroverted, engaged, and motivated, an assessment both 
Peter and Erik also expressed. 
 

4.4.3 The L2 motivational self system 
 
This section moves beyond the immediate classroom setting to explore the L2 motivational self 
system of Mulenga and Yuko, as suggested by Dörnyei (2009a). It explores their possible selves, 
their experience of the class, and their possibilities to speak Danish outside the classroom. I argue 
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that these factors are interactional and must be considered in concert to further understand the 
agencies of Mulenga and Yuko in the classroom.  
 

4.4.3.1 Possible Selves 
In an autumn 2005 interview, Mulenga was asked by the interviewer how she imagined her future 
in Denmark:  
 
 
Excerpt 4.1: Interview 
1  In: what direction do you see your, situation in Denmark,  

2      going? 

3  Mu: yeah I think, I think I’m facing a reality. I had  

4      hopes when I came here I thought, you know, of  

5      course I cannot I can’t say I didn’t have the good  

6      life.  I never went to bed hungry I never starved,  

7      I had a job I was happy with my family and  

8      everything  but. of course Denmark was going to be  

9      better, better you know if I want to go to school  

10     and, yeah it’s just a better life or get more  

11     money I could help my family back home 

 
For Mulenga, moving to Denmark encompasses hopes of “a better life” (ll. 9-10). The better life 
she imagines seems mainly to rely on economic benefits for both herself and her family in 
Zambia: she can get more education, a job, and offer financial support. In her explanation, the 
ideal and ought-to self are tied together. The ought-to self is the self her Zambian family expects 
her to be: a provider for the family who can send home money while her ideal self similarly 
desires a more stable financial foundation as well as opportunities for education. However, in the 
excerpt, Mulenga phrases her hopes of a better life in the past tense, indicating that the possible 
selves she is describing are not functioning as guides for her future self any more. This 
interpretation is further evidenced in the tone of disappointment when she says: “I’m facing a 
reality” (l. 3). At the point of this interview she had lived in Denmark for one year, and the 
possible future selves which guided her move to Denmark turned out not to be as easily achieved 
as imagined. Instead of telling about a future possible self, which the question from the 
interviewer invites, she looks back to when she was in Zambia and her hopes of a future self back 
then. Thus, the most important of the six criteria in determining the motivational capacity of a 
person’s possible selves – the actual existence of future selves – seems absent in the case of 
Mulenga. Dörnyei (2009a, p. 21) notes another key motivational condition is having a package of 
sub-goals and actions which can turn hoped-for selves into expected selves. When Mulenga 
mentions these, they are similarly tied not to the present but to former thoughts of a future life in 
Denmark. For instance, her idea of getting a job in Denmark was not naïve. She knew in advance 
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that foreigners with her educational background have difficulties getting professional jobs in 
Denmark and she was prepared to start out as a cleaner. But faced with the Danish reality, even 
this modest idea was more difficult to realize than she imagined.8 When she called the cleaning 
companies, she was told to learn Danish before contacting them again. Thus, learning Danish 
became a sub-goal to get a job. Furthermore it was also an important sub-goal to feel part of her 
new Danish family (Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013). But as indicated in section 4.3.3, also this goal is 
not without difficulties as she does not experience getting much support from her husband.  

From a young age Yuko imagined herself living abroad. When talking about growing up 
in Japan, she frequently spoke about feeling like an outsider and that she always knew she would 
want to go abroad at some point. She connected this feeling to the experience of living in the 
United States with her parents between the ages of 4 to 6. When she returned to Japan, she 
remembers finding it difficult to get to know Japanese children and feeling “I don’t like Japan”. 
Her choice of courses taught by native English-speaking teachers during her bachelor also points 
to dreams of leaving Japan. When she finished her bachelor degree, she started looking more 
seriously into going abroad and came across a creative arts school, located in a small Danish 
town. She indicates that when she read about the school she could barely believe such a place 
existed; located idyllically in the Danish countryside, it is cheap compared to the prices in Japan, 
the pupils live at the school, and different social activities are a key feature of school life.9 After 
the 8-month program in 2003 she stayed in contact with Kristoffer but moved back to Japan and 
started getting short-term freelancing jobs working with internationally recognized artists. After 
marrying Kristoffer in December 2004, she moved in with him in the Summer of 2005. Now in 
Denmark, learning Danish was a clear sub-goal for Yuko to accomplish her future possible self: a 
student at a prestigious Danish art academy. The art academies she wants to apply to are highly 
competitive and a high level of Danish is a requirement. Later in the same interview she express 
more explicitly what level of Danish she wishes to accomplish:  
 
Excerpt 4.2: interview (translated from Japanese) 
1  Yu: even though I without trouble can manage to shop at  

2      the supermarket, in reality, it will take a long  

3      time before I in Danish can have interesting  

4      conversations or participate in discussions with  

5      other students. It has taken me an incredibly long  

6      time to learn English at a fair level so I’m  

7      wondering, and I’m worried about, how long it will  

8      take me to learn Danish 

 

8 At the time of this interview she had found a part-time cleaning job. But it took her around 10 months from when 
she arrived to get this first job. 
9 The diploma from the school is not a part of a degree program but provides an opportunity for young people with a 
passion for creative arts to explore their interest further. 
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She is aware that to be able to discuss arts with other students, she needs a level of Danish more 
abstract than the level needed to go to the supermarket. This self-awareness might help explain 
why she would often brush compliments for her Danish-language abilities aside. She seems to 
have an elaborate image of her ideal self as a student in an art academy in Denmark, having 
discussions with other students in which she is not limited by Danish language. This ideal self is 
conscious and she speaks about and acts towards achieving it in a manner which indicates her 
belief in it as a plausible goal. This forms an essential sub-goal as she strives to diminish the 
discrepancy between her actual self and this ideal self by learning Danish.  
 

4.4.3.2 L2 Learning experience in the classroom 
In the previous section, Mulenga’s ideal L2 self and therefore her motivation to learn Danish 
came across as somewhat vague. When describing her life in Denmark, Danish is only mentioned 
in connection with getting a job and being able to converse with her stepdaughter. In the 
observations from Peter’s classroom there were signs of frustration, feeling pressure, and 
occasional disengagement with classroom activities. These observations and interpretations are 
confirmed in conversations from before she met Erik:  
 
Excerpt 4.3: conversation 
1  Mu: I think, Danish language it should, have more, fun  

2      I mean it is already a difficult language but there 

3      should be some more (    ). it should excite you about 

4      learning it you know, not when you go to school and  

5      you feel like, “aj, what is this now” ((laughs)) 

(…) 

6  Mu: the approach. maybe is, it’s a bit  

7  Ki: yeah, how could it be different do you think?  

8  Mu: ((interrupts)) because I’ve studied French. I’ve gone  

9      to a French school. when I was in Zambia. and, they  

10     try to, the French (who) want you to learn their  

11     language I know they are so strict about  

12     pronunciation it’s just the way, Danish is. and, but  

13     they have this different approach where it’s more  

14     like, you feel like, “I wanna get up and go to  

15     school again” 

 

In her dissatisfaction with the classes, Mulenga explains that learning another language should be 
exciting and fun; which she doesn’t find Peter’s classes to be. She doesn’t feel like coming in the 
morning but feels pressured (see excerpt 4.4), which might help explain her shy and quiet 
behaviour. She suggests that her negative experience of Peter’s classes might be due to his 
teaching approach (l. 6) and points to her experience learning French as an example of a different 
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approach that had a more positive effect (ll. 8-10+13-14). Thus, her experience of Peter’s 
classroom is linked to her former experience of L2 learning and influences her perception of what 
“good” language teaching should be. Mulenga experiences her agency in Peter’s classroom as a 
constraint because it is not possible for her to act in accordance with how she believes she can 
best learn an L2. She is active in identifying what is wrong with Peter’s approach, but is 
relatively passive when it comes to thinking of alternatives or actually trying to change her own 
situation. She could, for instance, ask to change classes or could talk to Peter about the approach 
behind the classes as the learner, PG, did in Lantolf and Genung’s (2002) study.10 

On the first day of the switch when Erik began teaching, I was present for observations. 
After the class, Mulenga approached me and in an eager voice told me that this was the type of 
teaching she was referring to the other day (the conversation discussed in excerpt 4.3). In a 
conversation after two weeks in Erik’s classroom she explains: 
 
Excerpt 4.4: conversation 
1  Mu: I think if we were with Peter right now we would be 

2      probably, right somewhere here in the middle of the 

3      book or something ((points in the book)), but with him [now 

4      being with Erik] we are still on, you know we go back, we  

5      do something and he [Erik] still goes back to that,  

6      thing and then when we have mistakes in the homework  

7      he still notices the mistake and he, does it in class,  

8      instead of asking if anybody else has got a problem  

9      you know, he kind of like knows. what mistakes you  

10     have or the, common problem mistake and, then he,  

11     says it. “we do it again”. so. I think it’s a bit, I  

12     think a language should be something fun to learn 

13 Ki: yeah, and he makes it fun 

14 Mu: makes it more ((both laughs)), because it’s already hard to 

15     learn this language ((laughs)) and then when you feel like   

16     you are going to school and you feel like “a:h”, you are  

17     pressured. it’s not good  

 
In excerpt 4.3, Mulenga points to the teaching approach and feelings of being pressured as the 
main criticism of Peter’s teaching. In excerpt 4.4 she points to the same two issues, but with Erik 
there is a correspondence between her experience of agency in the classroom and the actions she 
wishes to conduct in order to feel she is learning a language. By pointing in the book and 
mentioning Peter (ll. 1-4) she refers to his method of following the textbook page by page. Erik, 

10 But challenging existing power relations can be risky and is associated with insecurity. It is not clear in advance 
how a challenge would change the situation. 
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on the other hand, jumps back and forth in the textbook but still leaves Mulenga with the feeling 
that they are covering the book. She also appreciates his anticipation of the problems they might 
have compared to Peter, who lets the learners express their problems in questions that he can 
answer.  Finally, she finds Erik’s classes fun.  

Yuko, in an audio recording of a conversation with a Danish friend, also describes Erik as 
“fun”, but she adds “almost too fun”! Thereby, she positions herself as a serious language learner 
who does not come to class to have fun, but to learn. This positioning as a serious learner who 
wants to be taken seriously by her teacher is also evident in an interview:  
 
Excerpt 4.5: Interview (translated from Japanese) 
1  Yu: [Erik] runs away from the questions of the pupils,  

2      if it is something complicated or grammatical so  

3      difficult that one is to learn it later, by saying  

4      “there is a certain difference, but you don’t have  

5      to know it now because it is a little too advanced  

6      for you now”. I can’t meet that point of view and  

7      it irritates me to be treated like that when it is  

8      said “you don’t have to know that now”. Even though  

9      we don’t understand completely, my current teacher  

10     [Peter] tries to give an explanation. Further, he  

11     [Erik] says that “it is OK, you will understand it  

12     later when you come to that point” 

 
Yuko takes offence to Erik’s avoidance of her questions and positions herself as a serious learner 
who wants to be taken seriously by her teachers. Erik’s avoidance challenges this positioning and 
leaves her irritated. In general, Yuko prefers Peter’s classes to Erik’s because Erik’s less 
systematic approach makes her worry they will not cover the whole textbook: 
 
Excerpt 4.6: interview (translated from Japanese) 
1  Yo: But I didn’t like the way [with Erik] I was taught.  

2      Here, I could really experience that my way of  

3      thinking was “really Japanese”. I mean in the sense  

4      that when one starts to use a new textbook, one  

5      reads page 1, then 2 etc. But this teacher jumped  

6      around from page 1 to page 15 and then back to page  

7      9. It was often like that. We went back and forth. 

8      And it confused me. I couldn’t find the rhythm in  

9      this way of teaching. Therefore, according to my  

10     experience, I think it is best for me. For me it is  

11     most efficient to be taught systematically.  
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Yuko, in the excerpt, connects her preference of Peter’s systematic approach to her Japanese 
background. In a similar way, Mulenga connected her ideas of efficient language teaching to her 
experience learning French. Judging on Yuko’s frequent questions about language correctness in 
class, she seems to be focused on accuracy. This is also supported by her ideal L2 self which 
includes an advanced level of Danish. Thus, for her agency to thrive in an L2 classroom, she 
wants her questions on language rules to be answered. This wish is not fulfilled in Erik’s class 
which helps explain her lack of satisfaction.  
 

4.4.3.3 The L2 learning experience outside the classroom 
The relevance of learner agencies and identities in contexts parallel to the classroom has been 
emphasized in studies by Norton (2000) and Cooke (2006). Accordingly, the agencies of 
Mulenga and Yuko in the classrooms are not the only contextual influence on their L2 
motivational self system. Their motivation for learning Danish is also mediated by their agencies 
in L2 interactions outside it.  

Mulenga and her Danish husband, John, have spoken English together since they met. 
Mulenga sometimes expresses her wish that he would help with her Danish homework and 
generally does not feel he supports her in learning Danish. A common theme in the conversations 
with her is that she wishes he would put more effort into understanding her situation as a black 
foreign woman in Denmark. Instead, her possibility to express and develop an L2 agency in the 
household is closely connected to her 9-year-old stepdaughter, Emma, who lives with them every 
other weekend. Her agency, when Emma is around, is highly dependent on Danish: “when Emma 
is around then I really try hard to speak Danish”. Their conversations involve negotiations of 
identity as a stepmother, a role which she was eager to embrace (Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013). 
Mulenga recorded several conversations from the home when Emma was around, but this context 
is the only one outside the classroom in which she ever recorded herself speaking Danish.  
Therefore the data of her agency at her work and in the public sphere comes from my 
observations of her when shopping and going out, plus from the conversations and interviews. In 
the autumn of 2005, Mulenga worked in the evenings cleaning an empty office. She would 
always do the job on her own and only interacted with others when her boss came around. The 
boss was from the Philippines and they spoke English. Similarly, in shops she would initiate 
conversation in English. She frequently reported that she felt like an outsider in Denmark and that 
Danish people were friendly enough, but a bit “cold”. She never before thought about her skin 
colour but recounted multiple experiences in public buses in which she felt people did everything 
they could not to sit next to her. 

In contrast to Mulenga, Yuko actively sought situations in which she could speak Danish. 
This was evident from the various audio recordings she made during autumn 2005. She spoke to 
a clerk in the information booth of her local supermarket when she went to return an incomplete 
item, she spoke with a taxi driver, and several times on the phone. She was also very keen to only 
speak Danish with me and in shops or in cafés she would persevere in Danish as much as 
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possible. Thus, she seemed to actively seek out contexts in which she could exploit Danish 
speakers to enhance her L2 agency. The interactions rarely went completely smoothly, and she 
had English to fall back on. But in general, she reported only positive incidences leading to 
people complimenting her on her Danish. She reported feeling well received by Danish people in 
public and did not report feeling like a visible outsider, contrary to Mulenga. In her home, at this 
point, she still spoke English with Kristoffer. Her reasons for not speaking Danish with him were 
not due to resistance on his side, as was the case with Mulenga, but rather as a hesitation on 
Yuko’s side, wanting to have interesting discussions with him. Instead, she tried to speak Danish 
with the friends and family of her husband. Thus, her L2 agency in her home was active when it 
came to speaking to people other than her husband.  
 Yuko’s seeking out of opportunities to speak Danish outside the classroom goes hand-in-
hand with her conceptualization of her ideal L2 self as one who knows Danish at a level where 
she can function as a student at the art academy she wishes to join. She did not explicitly state 
this herself but her active engagement in Danish speaking contexts can be viewed as a part of the 
package of actions and goals which help her strive to achieve her ideal L2 self.  
 

4.5 Discussion 
 
The two cases of Mulenga and Yuko neatly contrast each other to provide a unique insight into 
the meditational means of their radically different agencies in Peter and Erik’s classrooms.  
Mulenga prefers Erik’s approach which is unstructured, based on oral drills, and which she finds 
“fun”. Yuko does not believe language learning should be fun, and thus prefers Peter’s systematic 
approach based on knowledge of linguistic rules. Their different experiences and agencies in the 
classroom is further linked to and mediated by their history of language learning and learning in 
general. Mulenga does not have a clear ideal L2 self and this deficit to guide her agency in the 
classroom might explain why it is important to her that learning is fun. Without a vivid ideal L2 
self, and without a concomitant positive reinforcement outside the classroom to give it purpose, 
finding motivation for a teaching method which she doesn’t enjoy appears challenging. Yuko, on 
the other hand, has a clear ideal L2 self which makes learning Danish a serious matter 
unconnected with “fun”.  

With these insights into Mulenga and Yuko’s ideal L2 selves, it is not a surprise that 
Yuko experiences Erik’s teaching approach as limiting her agency, while Mulenga experiences 
Peter’s as limiting hers. These issues dovetail with observations and contexts outside the 
classroom. While Mulenga withdraws whenever possible in contexts where speaking Danish is 
avoidable, Yuko does the exact opposite. The only time Mulenga actively seeks out opportunities 
is with her stepdaughter which is both a matter of necessity (Emma only speaks Danish) and also 
as part of her ideal self in terms of being a legitimate member of her new stepfamily (Chapter 6; 
Kolstrup, 2013). These external contexts of the two women outside the classroom mediated their 
agencies in the classrooms in the sense of creating different needs. Yuko, who seeks out everyday 
opportunities outside the classroom to practice Danish, wants the classroom to present an 
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opportunity to talk meta-linguistically about Danish. In comparison, Mulenga only spoke Danish 
with her stepdaughter once every other week and did not practice with others. Therefore, in the 
classroom, she was looking to practice her oral skills for everyday life.  
 The meditational factors considered here are not unidirectional and separate but interact 
and influence each other.  Hence the idea behind referring to it as an L2 motivational self system. 
A change in one part of the system, for instance a new teacher, might bring about changes in 
other parts. In the case of Mulenga and Yuko, such changes were most profound in Mulenga’s 
change of behaviour from Peter’s to Erik’s classroom. However, in this case, the change did not 
seem to influence her agencies outside the classroom or her possible selves. It would have been 
interesting to see what a more long-term change in teacher might have brought about for Mulenga 
and Yuko’s agencies and possible selves. Perhaps it would have brought Yuko to change 
classrooms to seek out a teacher with a classroom approach more closely aligned with her own 
experiences and beliefs about efficient language learning or perhaps it would have supported 
Mulenga to seek out more routine contexts for speaking Danish. While on this we can only 
speculate, what seems evident is that to consider agency and motivation in L2 learning, we are 
well served when we look beyond the confines of the classroom.  
 

4.6 Conclusion 
 
The L2 motivational self system (Dörnyei, 2009a) combined with an activity theoretical 
understanding of agency (Engeström, 2005; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Wertsch et al., 1993) 
provides a useful framework to consider how the mediation of learner history, possible selves, 
opportunities to speak the L2 outside the classroom, and learner agency inside the classroom, 
interweave and interact. This analysis, based on Mulenga and Yuko’s personal experience and 
narratives about being in Denmark and learning Danish, also factored in observations and 
recordings of their interactions in Danish in and outside the classroom. Even greater depth – but 
complexity too – would be added if we factored in the broader sociocultural influences of both 
participants. For instance, the nationality and culture of Mulenga and Yuko as a meditational 
factor were only included when they themselves referred to it but a further insight into such 
factors might shed light on, for example, the portrait of the West that they both had before 
coming to Denmark. Mulenga’s notion of Denmark representing “a better life” and Yuko wanting 
a place to pursue her dreams of a career within creative arts obviously have a significant impact 
on their approach to L2 learning, and their strategies to achieve this. Nonetheless, what this 
analysis does illuminate is how learner agency is highly influenced by the teacher’s power to 
create affordances. The emphasis on a balanced L2 motivational self system challenges the way 
language centres typically group and classify learners (based on educational level and linguistic 
background), and the way these institutions often attempt to unify the teaching approach. 
Pedagogically, this paper highlights the importance of a clear, conscious, and elaborate future self 
guide for L2 learning and emphasizes the dynamic interplay and sociocultural factors that make 
interaction and integration a matter that extends far beyond the classroom. 

60 



  

 
 

 

 

Chapter 5 

Marriage migration, self-discrepancy,  

and L2 motivation11 
 

 

 

  

11 This chapter is a slightly edited version of Kolstrup, K. Nothing but a fairy tale: Marriage migration, self-
discrepancy, and language learning motivation. Under review at Journal of Language, Identity and Education.   

 

                                                 



 

 

 



 Marriage migration, self-discrepancy, and L2 motivation 

5.1 Introduction 
 
Over the last decade, the trend of younger women from second and third world countries 
emigrating to the West to marry older men has increased (Olsen, Larsen & Lange, 2005). In 
research on globalization and migration, this trend is called marriage migration and is closely 
related to a renewed emphasis in many Western countries on restricting family-based 
immigration and a general tightening of immigration policies. But, as Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 
(2010) point out, such regulations only lead to increased creativity among “would-be migrants” 
on how to enter “Fortress First World” (p. 403). They further point to the potency of a glorified 
view of the West, communicated through the media and reinforced by global tourism, as sparking 
images and dreams of a better life in the minds of people in the second and third worlds.  

While this sort of marriage migrant story may seem self-evident, if we wish to dig below 
the surface of common-sense understandings and appreciate the actual impacts of social policy 
enacted around the question of immigration, it is important to look at the lived everyday 
experiences and perceptions of marriage migrants. This article does just this, taking a holistic 
approach (cf. Ushioda, 2012) to explore the interconnection of second language (L2) learning, 
motivation, and social policy. Specifically, it considers how social positions, governmental 
regulations, and everyday contexts come together to complicate the oftentimes uniform 
educational expectations of language learning that underlie much public discussion on 
integration. It examines this through the case of a Zambian woman, Mulenga, who moved to 
Denmark to marry an older Danish man, John. Her self-reported feelings of having fallen in love 
with a more romantic man, and the associated hopes and dreams of a better (economic) life in a 
Western country are understood here as her “ideal self”-construction (Markus & Nurius, 1986; 
Higgins, 1987). This ideal self-construction is part of her L2 motivational self system (Dörnyei, 
2009a) and serves as the driving force for her motivation to actually move to Denmark, marry, 
and start up a completely new life in an unfamiliar country, with an unknown language.  

While the L2 motivational self system is usually conceptualized from a psychological 
disciplinary perspective, frequently grounded in quantitative, questionnaire-based data, this 
article departs from such an approach. By relying upon a close reading of extensive qualitative 
data, it suggests there is much to be gained from a deeper exploration of how such notions are 
deployed in everyday talk and how this relates to broader sociocultural discourses. In this regard, 
this article embraces the idea that distinct theoretical frameworks for viewing identity, self, and 
motivation often hold in common an understanding of these concepts as contextually-embedded 
and relational, and can thus benefit from informing each other (Ushioda, 2009). To this end, the 
analytical approach in this paper shares an affinity with sociocultural and poststructuralist 
perspectives that emphasize the dynamic nature of L2 motivation and its relation to identity (e.g. 
Norton, 2000; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Kinginger, 2004; Cooke, 2006; Menard-Warwick, 
2009).  

The empirical basis for the article consists of four semi-structured interviews and nine 
conversations (a total of 26 hours of recordings). These are analysed through narrative analysis, 
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an approach which helps illustrate how the self-construct brings together past, present, and future 
events and experiences within a discursive encounter (see Riessman, 1993, 2008; Chase, 2005; 
Pavlenko, 2007). In the two excerpts highlighted in this article, such a perspective proves fruitful 
for understanding how Mulenga’s L2 motivation and images of self traverse, combine, and 
reconfigure different cross-temporal experiences. In them Mulenga looks back on her ideal self, 
the hopes and dreams she had before coming to Denmark, and compares them to her actual self 
and present life 10 months after arrival. For her, the general thrust of her thoughts and reflections 
could best be categorized as indignation. Moreover, learning Danish is intertwined in her 
frustrations as a marriage migrant, especially when it comes to her attempts to become part of her 
new family and meet the criteria for obtaining permanent residency.   

The following two sections of this paper outline a theoretical framework to appreciate the 
interrelation of the L2 motivational self system, language use, and learning, demonstrating how 
qualitative case studies which employ a longitudinal perspective have effectively complicated 
more static understandings. From here the article moves on to a narrative micro-analysis, which 
represents both its primary emphasis and key scholarly contribution. The close reading of 
Mulenga’s reflections and stories enhances our theoretical understanding of the L2 motivational 
self system and helps us better perceive the broader contexts of L2 learning. Also, it develops a 
more in-depth understanding of self-discrepancies (Higgins, 1987, 1998) and how this relates to 
L2 motivation. Finally, it investigates the broader contexts of L2 learning. These findings 
underpin a central argument advanced by this article, namely that educators would benefit from 
looking beyond the confines of the classroom, at immigration policy and societal status, to better 
appreciate how pedagogical needs and challenges interweave between individual, community, 
and (social) institutional levels. 
 

5.2 Theoretical framework 
 

5.2.1 Self-discrepancies and the L2 motivational self system 
 
Following recent trends in the research and theorizing of L2 motivation (Dörnyei, 2003, 2009a; 
Ushioda, 2009, 2012), this paper takes a holistic perspective on second language learners as 
persons with multiple interacting identities rather than just their learner identity. The perspective 
emphasizes constructions such as self and motivation as multifaceted, dynamic, historical, and 
context-dependent. Accordingly, research on L2 motivation views the learner as a “person-in-
context” (Ushioda, 2009) and demands models which take the dynamic and contextual nature of 
motivation into account.  

One of the most recent and comprehensive models is Dörnyei’s “L2 motivational self 
system” (2009a), which proposes combining previous research on L2 motivation with theoretical 
insights on possible selves and motivation from psychology (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Higgins, 
1987). The L2 motivational self system consists of three constituents: the ideal L2 self; the ought-
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to L2 self; and the L2 learning experience. The ideal L2 self consists of integrativeness and 
internalized instrumental goals. Integrativeness, building on Gardner (1985), revolves around an 
individual’s “psychological and emotional identification” with the target language community 
(Dörnyei, 2003, p. 5, italics in original), gauging to what extent a person wants to learn a 
language to become part of communities in which the L2 is spoken. In the determination of 
instrumental motives it is necessary to distinguish between when they are internal – part of the 
ideal self – or external – part of the ought-to self (Higgins, 1987). This is done by keeping in 
mind if the self-guide is focused on prevention or promotion (Higgins, 1998): “ideal self-guides 
have a promotion focus, concerned with hopes, aspirations, advancements, growth and 
accomplishments (…); whereas ought-to self-guides have a prevention focus, regulating the 
absence or presence of negative outcomes, concerned with safety, responsibilities and obligation” 
(Dörnyei, 2009a, p. 28, italics in original). Thus, the ought-to L2 self consists of externalized 
instrumental goals or attributes that one believes they should obtain to meet the expectations of 
others and to avoid negative outcomes, whereas the internalized instrumental goals belong to the 
ideal self and an optimistic future vision. Motivation in this model is viewed as “the desire to 
reduce the discrepancy between one’s actual self and the projected behavioural standards of the 
ideal/ought selves” (Dörnyei, 2009a, p. 18). The motivational capacity of the discrepancy 
between the actual and ideal/ought selves is dependent on conditions such as the availability and 
elaboration of possible future selves, feared possible selves, and to what extent the possible 
selves are perceived to be plausible by the individual.  

Taken together, the possible selves and the ideal/ought-to selves, are also called future 
self-guides and they are continuously constructed and reconstructed based on past and present 
experiences (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Higgins, 1987; Dörnyei, 2009a). The function of the 
possible selves is to ascribe meaning to the events and situations that individuals encounter. If the 
possible self-guides no longer function to help the individual apply meaning to his or her life 
events, the individual may become emotionally distressed. This stage is called self-discrepancy 
and it is characterized by the individual holding incompatible beliefs about themself. The 
emotional reaction depends on which self-guide the person is motivated by. In general, there are 
two broad trends: (1) a person with an actual/ought discrepancy might experience a presence of 
negative outcomes. This experience is likely to be accompanied with agitation-related emotions 
such as resentment, fear, guilt, uneasiness, or feelings of being threatened; (2) a person with an 
actual/ideal discrepancy might experience an absence of positive outcomes resulting in a 
likelihood to feel dejection-related emotions, such as frustrations related to disappointment, 
dissatisfaction, embarrassment, and feelings of being downcast (Higgins, 1987, pp. 322-323). 
 
 

5.2.2 Qualitative case studies and the L2 motivational self system 
 
So far the studies explicitly applying the L2 motivational self system to L2 learning have mainly 
investigated the motivation of foreign language learners using questionnaires (Kormos et al., 
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2011; Ryan, 2009). These studies generally confirm the soundness of the self-based approach and 
the suggested correlations between, for example, integrativeness and the ideal L2 self, 
instrumentality-promotion and the ideal L2 self, and instrumentality-prevention and the ought-to 
L2 self (see Dörnyei 2009a, p. 31). However, while questionnaires are useful in pointing to such 
correlations, when looking at the dynamic and continuous interaction between possible L2 selves 
and the contextual component – the L2 learning process in the broader sense of everyday life 
experience – more qualitatively oriented studies are necessary. Some qualitative interview 
research using this framework have started to occur (Campbell & Storch, 2011; Lamb, 2011), 
however, these studies limit their data to the foreign language classroom. This is not problematic 
per se but runs the risk of ignoring that much of immigrants’ L2-based learning doesn’t occur just 
inside the classroom. Moreover, and perhaps more significantly, immigrants encounter an array 
of L2 contexts in which their motivation to speak may vary significantly. These encounters in 
turn influence their attitudes toward different target language communities and thereby their 
possible L2 selves, something which has been documented in multiple studies (see Norton, 2000; 
Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Lantolf & Genung, 2002; Kinginger, 2004; Cooke, 2006; Menard-
Warwick, 2009), which embrace the social turn in L2 research (Block, 2003). Three of these are 
briefly elaborated upon, as their findings are especially germane for the current study.  

The relationship between L2 learning, issues of power, and identities of adult language 
learners has been usefully assessed in immigrant (Norton, 2000; Cooke, 2006) and study-abroad 
(Kinginger, 2004) contexts. One of the cases in Norton’s study is Felicia, an immigrant to Canada 
who was forced to leave a privileged life as a fulltime mother in Peru. In Canada, she insists on 
continuing to position herself as a wealthy Peruvian, avoiding situations in which she is 
positioned as an immigrant. This results in her quitting a job, withdrawing from the L2 
classroom, and avoiding speaking in encounters with Canadians and other fluent speakers of 
English. Felicia’s lack of investment in English needs to be understood in connection to her 
strong image of herself as a wealthy Peruvian. This identity is simultaneously constructed 
historically and projected into the future and results in Felicia resenting social encounters in 
which this identity is ignored. One can easily see the parallels between Norton’s account and the 
language and analytic insights provided by a self-based framework. Felicia’s bitter resentment 
(Norton, 2000, p. 104) towards Canada and Canadians bear witness to an actual/ought-to self-
discrepancy in which she experiences a presence of negative outcomes (Higgins, 1987), namely 
feelings of marginalization and being positioned as an immigrant. Holding on to a past image of 
herself as a wealthy Peruvian stands in the way of the construction of a realistic ideal L2 self and 
therefore of her motivation to learn English. 

While Felicia does not seem motivated to learn an L2, Alice, the main case in Kinginger’s 
(2004) study, is highly motivated. Alice comes from a lower class background and learning 
French and attending a study-abroad program in France is a “bid for a better life” (Kinginger, 
2004, p. 224) out of poverty and low income housing. Her vision of France is idealized and based 
on the images found in the American media. However, much to her disappointment, when she 
makes it to France this image, as well as her view of herself as a French speaker, is repeatedly 
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challenged. Her housing is in a “gritty, industrial, urban environment” (p. 233) and she finds her 
fellow students and people in general rude and closed. Her experiences make her angry and 
frustrated to a state of depression where she considers suicide. However, Alice manages to 
reconstruct her motives for learning through searching out arenas outside of academia to continue 
improving her French. Again, this account can be reinterpreted in the language of L2 self 
motivation, as the parallels are clear. Alice’s anger, frustration and depressions is characteristic of 
an ideal/actual self-discrepancy (Higgins, 1987). The ideal L2 self she constructed in America 
and which for years functioned as a strong motivator for her to learn French, clashes with her 
actual lived experiences in France. Fortunately for her, Alice manages to reconstruct an ideal L2 
self which is more attuned to the actual experiences.  

Another actual/ideal self-discrepancy is found in the case of Haxhi, an asylum seeker 
from Kosovo, who lives in the UK with his wife and children (Cooke, 2006). Because of his 
asylum seeker status, the family is forced to move several times. Haxhi is initially highly invested 
in learning English because he wants a job to provide for his family. But as the family’s asylum 
status is extended repeatedly, his belief in a positive future starts to decline. To rephrase this 
analogous situation in the terms of L2 motivational self system, Haxhi is experiencing a self-
discrepancy between his actual self (prolonged asylum seeker status preventing him from getting 
a job), and ideal self (getting a job, being the “provider”), which helps to explain his increasing 
frustration and lack of hope.  

The qualitative and longitudinal nature of these and other studies of L2 learning, identity, 
and motivation, provide a more detailed understanding of how possible L2 selves interact with 
the various contexts in which the learner is engaged in their everyday life. Such rich findings on 
the recurrent and complex reconstruction of self are difficult to achieve solely through 
quantitative means. The following analysis of the case of Mulenga supports this argument. 
 

5.3 The case, data, and narrative analysis  
 

5.3.1 Mulenga 
 
Mulenga is a Zambian woman in her early thirties who moved to Denmark in the autumn of 2004 
to marry a Danish man, John, who is about 20 years her senior. Mulenga had lived her entire life 
in a large Zambian city, with her parents and seven siblings. Her family belongs to what she calls 
the Zambian middle-class who can afford to cover more than the basic needs, including 
university-level education for all children, but by no means live a luxurious life. Mulenga has a 
college degree and worked at a lawyer’s office prior to moving to Denmark. 

Mulenga met John in 2003 when he was on vacation in Zambia. Over the next year he 
visited again and she went to Denmark for a couple of weeks before they decided to get married. 
John lived in one of Denmark’s larger cities and worked in the Danish military. He had two 
marriages behind him, and from each he had a daughter. The 8-year-old daughter from his second 
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marriage, Emma, still lived with him a couple days per week when Mulenga moved in. John and 
Mulenga spoke English together while Emma only knew Danish. Mulenga’s mother tongue is 
Bemba, one of the five official languages in Zambia. She speaks English fluently since she has 
attended English-speaking institutions from kindergarten through to college.   

I first met Mulenga in May 2005 when she had just started to learn Danish at the local 
language centre. Mulenga immediately agreed to participate in the project, which aimed at 
exploring second language learning in formal and informal contexts. Her participation involved 
giving interviews and carrying an mp3 recorder to record situations in which she spoke Danish. 
For her the benefits of participating were a chance to speak Danish with a Dane (me), and a way 
to force herself to speak more Danish at home. However, in later interviews and conversations, 
from autumn 2005 onward, she frequently expressed that she hoped by telling me about her 
experiences as a foreigner in Denmark and living with a Danish man, she could someday 
influence other women in her situation to make a more informed choice when considering 
moving from an African to a Western country. Thus, for her, participating in my study was also a 
chance to be heard (Chase, 2005). 
 

5.3.2 Data and narrative analysis 
 
The analysis in this article draws on a larger database from the case of Mulenga consisting of 
recordings from a total of 4 semi-structured interviews in English (1½ - 6 hours in length) and 9 
conversations primarily in English (40 minutes - 4 hours). These occurred over a two year period 
from 2005-2007 and were followed up by an interview in Danish conducted in April 2012. Two 
interviews were made in autumn 2005 by a colleague, in a classroom at Mulenga’s language 
centre. These interviews where based on interview guides developed as part of a interuniversity 
project in Denmark about the language learning and integration of adult immigrants. The 
remaining conversations and follow up interviews were conducted by me in a private setting. All 
material was transcribed.   

The two excerpts analysed in section 5.4 are both from an interview conducted by a 
colleague, focusing on Mulenga’s experiences of Denmark and learning Danish (0549). As was 
often the case in the semi-structured interviews, Mulenga’s answers took the form of short stories 
of particular events or experiences. The two excerpts herein were chosen for detailed analysis 
because they encompass key aspects of what influenced her sense of self at that particular 
moment (autumn 2005). In excerpt 5.1 she talks about her hopes and dreams for her new life in 
Denmark prior to her migration, and in excerpt 5.2 she tells about her experience of living in 
Denmark as an immigrant.  

To account for the complexity of Mulenga’s positioning in the stories told and in the 
interview-context, the excerpts are analysed according to form, content, and context (Pavlenko, 
2007). In the analysis of form, following Riessman (1993, 2008) a division into subparts (frame, 
conflict, affect, summary, parts) was made. In addition, the inclusion of pauses, speech 
perturbations, and the interviewer’s comments and minimal responses, were maintained (see 
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transcription conventions in Appendix 2) in an effort to help account and reflect upon the 
narrator’s performing of self in relation to the interviewer (see also Chase, 2005). Systematically 
following the patterning of a narrative was found to be a useful tool to help trace dominant 
discursive themes, regularities, inconsistencies, tensions, and paradoxes. This was compared with  
how Mulenga positioned herself through the use of personal pronouns, verb tense, and key words 
and concepts. The analysis of these aspects together serves the purpose of giving insight into her 
self-construct, especially her ideal and actual selves. In addition, her stories were further 
contextualized by drawing on the larger database, outlined above, Danish legislation on 
immigration, and the literature on marriage migration.  

To validate the interpretations made in the analysis, Mulenga was asked to read and 
comment on the article. Her reflections were taken into account and the extent to which the 
analysis was revised based upon these is discussed in the concluding section. 
 

5.4 Analysis: Nothing but a fairy tale 
 

5.4.1 Hopes of a better life 
 
In the conversation and interviews with Mulenga, she was questioned several times on what 
direction she saw her life in Denmark going. Excerpt 5.1 is from the end of a 2-hour-long 
interview. Prior to the excerpt Mulenga had explained the stresses of being a foreigner in 
Denmark and being married to John (see excerpt 5.2): 
 
 
Excerpt 5.1 
 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

 

6 

7 

8 

9 

 

10 

11 

 

Frame - question  

In:  do you think that- (1.4) do you think that your  

     image of Denmark will change (.) during the (.)  

     next years or (.) do you see-  what what direction  

     do you see your (.) situation in Denmark (.) going 

     (4.5) ((In clears her throat quietly)) 

Frame - narrative 

Mu:  °yeah I think @° (.)  I think I’m  

     facing reality ((quiet, smiley voice)) (°yeah I think°) 

In:  mhm 

     (1.0) 

Conflict– “I had hopes” 

Mu:  I I I had hopes when I came here I thought (.) you  

     know (.)  
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12 

13 

14 

15 

 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

 

21 

22 

23 

 

24 

25 

26 

 

27 

28 

29 

30 

 

Part 1 – “I was happy” 

     of course I I cannot- I can’t say I didn’t  

     have a good life (In: mhm) I never went to bed hungry  

     I never starved (In: mhm) I had a job I was happy  

     with my family and everything but  

Part 2 – “a better life” 

     (1.2) ((deep breath in)) of course Denmark was  

     going to be better (In: mhm) better you know if I  

     want to go to school and (In: mhm) yeah it’s just a  

     better life or get more money I would help my family  

     back home (.) but it’s (.) 

Affect  

     I I feel it’s like this @@  

     it’s not straightforward (In: no) it’s very (.) hard 

In:  yeah 

Frame/absence of resolution 

Mu:  yeah and then (.)°I don’t know what° (.) I don’t  

     even know the future @@ (In: no)  I can’t  

     talk about it 

Summary and affect  

In:  no (0.6)  but so far you’ve been a bit disappointed it  

     sounds (.) like 

Mu:  yeah (1.2) °somehow°   

In:  yeah 

(0549) 

 

The interviewer initiates the topic in the framing question. She starts out her question about 
whether Mulenga sees her image of Denmark changing in the future but reformulates to more 
broadly ask about the direction of Mulenga’s life in Denmark. The question could be an 
invitation for Mulenga to talk about her future possible selves, be they ideal, ought-to or feared. 
However, Mulenga does not immediately address the question but rather explains the conflict she 
is experiencing at the moment saying she is “facing reality” (l. 7). The very quiet spoken 
utterance, the smiley voice (ll. 6-7), and the longer pause (l. 5) between the interviewer’s question 
and Mulenga’s answer, suggests that this is not an easy topic for her. Leading up to this excerpt 
she has told about the difficulties she has had finding a job in Denmark, making her marriage 
work, her problems in Danish classes, the rudeness of Danes in public, and the frustrations as a 
foreigner in Denmark trying to live up to the legislation (see excerpt 5.2). Thus, the reality she 
refers to here might point back to the previous parts of the interview. 

After a pause (l. 9), Mulenga initiates the narrative with a conflict between the past and 
present: through the use of past tense, “had” (l. 10), she sets the scene in the past instead of in the 
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future, as the interviewer encourages her to in her question. The past tense indicates that her 
hopes in relation to her life in Denmark are hopes that she is now having difficulties holding on 
to. She frames these hopes, which she becomes more specific about in part 2, with a brief 
description in part 1 about her life in Zambia. Her description is negated and thereby entails her 
affective state of her life here: “I can’t say I didn’t have a good life” (ll. 12-13), and bounds on to 
part 2 about her image of Denmark as a Western country offering a “better life” (ll. 17, 19). 
Stylistically, part 1 and 2 are similar as part 1 lists the non-negatives in Zambia while part 2 lists 
the ways in which a life in Denmark would be better. However, both parts end in a “but” 
conjunction (ll. 15, 20), which serves, in part 1, to show that her life in Zambia, despite being 
“happy” (l. 14), in her mind didn’t compare to the image she had of life in Denmark, and, in part 
2, to show how these hopes have turned out not to be a reality she is experiencing. Rather, her life 
in Denmark is “not straightforward” and “very hard” (l. 22). 

Traditionally narratives include a resolution in which the narrator tells how he or she 
“resolved” the conflict (Riessman, 1993). However, Mulenga states explicitly that she doesn’t 
have a resolution: “I don’t even know the future” (ll. 24-25) and “I can’t talk about it” (ll. 25-26). 
In Higgins’ (1987) terminology, Mulenga is experiencing a self-discrepancy between the possible 
selves she created in Zambia about a better life in Denmark and the reality the actual self meets 
when she moves. The better life she hopes for includes instrumental goals which are part of her 
ideal self, getting more education and earning more money (ll. 18-19), and also her ought-to self, 
helping her family back home (ll. 19-20). But the positive outcomes of these possible selves 
remain absent which results in a future self-guide which can no longer help her create meaning in 
her life. Her lack of a vivid ideal self is evidenced by her statement that she doesn’t know her 
future.12 

Both interactionally and in her story, Mulenga positions herself as somebody who has 
been disappointed moving from Zambia to Denmark and who has been – and still is – struggling. 
In excerpt 5.2 the “reality” she is facing is more explicit.  

 

5.4.2 Facing a reality 
 
Excerpt 5.2 is from the same interview as excerpt 5.1 but from a couple of minutes beforehand. 
The narrative analysis is contextualized with data from earlier in the same interview and from 
other interviews and conversations with Mulenga to give a more elaborate picture of the actual-
ideal self-discrepancy.  
 
 
 

12 In other conversations it is clear that she has feared possible selves she is not contemplating in this interview – 
going back to Zambia, facing the judgments for divorce, and having failed after being given the opportunity to live a 
“better life” in the West. 
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Excerpt 5.2 
 

1 

2 

3 

 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

 

9 

10 

 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

 

16 

17 

18 

19 

 

20 

21 

22 

 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

 

28 

29 

30 

31 

Frame - question  

In:  so- (.) what what do you feel that it’s like (.)  

     being a foreigner in Denmark 

     (3.6) 

Frame and affect  

Mu:  °it’s stressful @° 

In:  °yeah° 

Mu:  °I think I’ve never had such stress in my life° 

In:  °no° 

Mu:  no 

Frame - question, continued 

In:  in what in what ways 

     (1.7) 

Part 1 – “they look at you” 

Mu:  apart from being conscious that you’re not part of  

     them? (In: mhm) you actually feel it (1.4) that (.)  

     it’s either they are looking at you or look at you  

     strangely or they look at you as stupid or something  

     (In: mhm) like (.) yeah- (.) you know (.)  

Part 2a – “have to’s” 

     and (.) then you have to deal with like I told you  

     with these (.) laws (In: yeah) 

     and then you have to think of your future (In: mhm)  

     I have to do my Danish (.)  

Part 3 – “cannot’s” 

     it I can’t neglect Danish (.) or decide to work because  

     it’s a problem (.) and I cannot work (.) I cannot just  

     study Danish alone 

Part 4 – it’s in the law 

     I have to be active (In: mhm) because in the end of the day  

     (.) that will go like (.) they’re trying to- I don’t know if   

     it’s: in paper now (.) ((In clears throat)) that they’re trying  

     to make it that you have to be active and you have to learn:  

     Danish (In: yeah) 

Part 2b – “have to’s” continued 

Mu:  (1.4) ((audible breath in and out)) and then you have to  

     deal with a family:? and then you have to deal with the  

     Danish traditions:? 

In:  yeah 
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32 

33 

34 

35 

36 

37 

38 

39 

40 

41 

42 

43 

44 

45 

46 

47 

 

48 

 

49 

50 

51 

52 

53 

54 

55 

56 

57 

58 

59 

60 

61 

62 

 

63 

64 

65 

 

     (0.9) 

Part 5 – to meet half way 

Mu:  and then if you’re marr?ied to a Dane (.) I think a mixed  

     marriage is very (.) let’s (say) (.) there’s a lot of 

     compromising (.) (In: mhm) °I don’t know what word to use° 

In:  in what ways 

     (1.7) 

Mu:  because you’re so different 

In:  mhm 

     (1.3) 

Mu:  and (.) any- you could have (.) if if: you think you’re  

     (.) if you’re strong headed and you say (.) “nej” [no] (.)  

     “I don’t do this” and “this I won’t do” (In: mhm) because  

     “this is not what I do” (In: mhm) and then the other  

     partner says “I won’t do that because this: (In: mhm)  

     this is not (.) it’s not Danish to do that” (.) so you  

     see (.) if you keep like that you keep going like that  

     (In: yeah) you don’t meet half way (In: no)  

Summary  

     that’s (.) where the stress comes in so (0.8)  

Part 6 – Danish male partners 

     s: I think (.) from what I’ve discussed with my other  

     foreign (.) girlfriends? (In: mhm) yeah: ((high pitch))  

     despite they’re not just the Africans I even have Asian  

     ones they have the similar (In: mhm) problems (0.8) 

     (In: yeah) on how to: (0.8) yeah sometimes (.) it’s  

     like (.) you your partner doesn’t even underst- you know  

     they don’t want they just want you to be Danish (.) not  

     other way (In: yeah) and if you’re going to marry somebody  

     from a different race (.) you have to be willing to  

     accept their colour (In: mhm) ((In clears throat)) and  

     accept (.) at least half of what they do even if they  

     don’t believe in it (In: mhm) you know? (.) we’ve had  

     this discussion before as well ((smiley voice)) 

In:  yeah 

Summary and affect 

Mu:  so it’s (.) it’s (.) I think it’s quite stressful (0.6)  

     °you have a lot of things to deal with° (.) a lot  

     of: things to understand (1.8) and: some of the things I’m  
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66 

67 

68 

 

69 

70 

71 

 

72 

73 

74 

75 

76 

 

77 

78 

79 

80 

81 

82 

 

Part 7 – “how to do this” 

     (1.3) ( ) I didn’t kno:w even when I’m just walking  

     on the streets (.) how that works °@° (In: mhm) how  

     how to do this and tha:t ((smiley voice)) (0.6) so- 

Affect  

     ((quiet sigh)) (1.1) °it’s I think it’s stressful° 

In:  yeah (0.6) (very) stressful 

Mu:  I think we don’t get so much (.) support (0.8) emotionally  

Resolution – sarcasm    

     because (.) they they (.) if they’re going to make it  

     so hard (.) then they might as well provide counselling  

     centres for us you know?  

In:  °@@° yeah 

Mu:  or stress control because (In: yeah) its: (.)  

Summary and affect  

     you’ll be so bitter: (.) at the end of the day and say  

     “what is this” “what am I doing” 

In:  yeah 

Mu:  so ((quiet)) 

     (1.2) 

In:  hm 

(0549) 

 
When the interviewer, in the framing question, brings the topic of being a foreigner into the 
interaction, they have already touched on this subject earlier in the interview which Mulenga 
hints at in l. 16 and 60-61. Mulenga’s first response frames the narrative with reference to how it 
feels to be a foreigner in Denmark: . She replies “it’s stressful” (l. 4) and “I think I’ve never had 
such stress in my life” (l. 6). It takes 3.6 seconds (l. 3) before she offers this answer and when she 
does so she speaks quietly. Both of these paralinguistic features hint at the feelings of frustrations 
which Mulenga expresses in the remainder of this narrative. In both content and form of 
answering, Mulenga positions herself as a person who has been going through an emotionally-
difficult time and still is (“It’s stressful”, rather than “it was stressful”). The interviewer shows 
her empathy through minimal responses which are also quietly spoken, aligning with Mulenga, 
and encouraging her to go on with her story. 

Mulenga’s elaborations on the stressful areas of her life can be divided in 7 parts which 
each take up a theme related to the frame and her affect. Before Mulenga starts elaborating on her 
answer, she pauses (l. 10). In the first part she tells about her discomfort when people look at her. 
The looks make her feel positioned as “stupid” or “strange” (l. 14). She is not specific about who 
“them” refers to but since the question is about being a foreigner in Denmark the most likely 
interpretation is Danes. The looks further make her conscious that she is “not a part of them” (ll. 

74 



 Marriage migration, self-discrepancy, and L2 motivation 

11-12) while her emphatic stress on “feel” points to the looks as having an emotional effect on 
her. Her feelings of being positioned as an outsider on the street is unexpected for her and in 
other conversations she tells that she never before coming to Denmark thought about her skin 
colour (0536, 0613, 0716). Earlier in the interview, Mulenga explains that in Zambia people 
smile and are very friendly to each other and to foreigners, and she thought Danes would be 
similarly friendly. Thus, part 1 already points to a discrepancy between her expectations about 
Denmark and the reality she meets.  

Part 2 and 3 are stylistically like a report or list of things she has to and cannot do in 
Denmark. The second part consists of two subparts. In these two subparts, 2a and 2b, she repeats 
“and then you have to” four times (ll. 16, 18, 28, 29 + 26) and a variation of this sentence “I have 
to” (ll. 19 + 23). The things she experiences as stressful are the laws, the future, Danish language, 
family, and Danish traditions. On some of these areas she elaborates: in part 4 she expounds on 
the laws, and in parts 5 and 6 she takes up themes of family and Danish traditions. With the “have 
to” wording she positions herself as a victim of something somebody else has decided for her, 
thus, it is not up to her to decide when and whether or not she is learning Danish. In the third part 
the repetitive character of Mulenga’s narrative continues with two “cannot’s” in l. 21 and a 
“can’t” (l. 20) in which she refers to her trouble balancing work and Danish, which is not going 
as smoothly as expected.  

Getting a job is part of both her ideal and ought-to self for establishing the better life in 
Denmark described in excerpt 5.1, allowing her to make money for herself and her Zambian 
family. She knows it will not be possible to continue her career as a lawyer’s secretary and 
decides prior to arriving that a cleaning job would be a good beginning. Therefore, she spends her 
first months in Denmark calling different cleaning companies. She explains: “it wasn’t that easy 
because every time I called, I start speaking, they say, “no, come back when you’ve learned your 
Danish” ((laughs))” (0547). Her lack of immediate success makes her redirect her ideal self to 
learn Danish before looking for a job. It is interesting to note that the Danish language played 
such an insignificant role in Mulenga’s ideal self prior to coming to Denmark. In another 
interview she explains that she thought she would be able to get by with English, because all the 
Scandinavians she had met in Zambia spoke English well (1214).  

The repetitive syntactical structure in parts 1 to 3 supports the stressful experience she is 
communicating. In 4-6 the pattern is less clear but there are also some repetitions of “and then” 
(ll. 32, 43) and “if” (ll. 40, 41, 56, 59). In part 4 she relates the external pressure of having to 
work and learn Danish noted in parts 2 and 3 to the ever changing Danish immigration laws. The 
“they” in part 4 is not explicit but seemingly refers to Danish politicians since she is talking about 
requirements on immigrants being “in paper now” (l. 25). “They” are positioned as making life 
for foreigners stressful, as becomes evident when she lists what she has to do and cannot do 
(parts 2 and 3). She also emphasizes that changing the laws so frequently makes the exact content 
of them unclear. Simultaneously, in parts 2-4, she positions herself as aware that there are 
governmental requirements she must fulfil in order to maintain her residency, while her unclear 
description positions her as confused about what these entail.  
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Mulenga’s awareness of the requirements she is under as an immigrant in Denmark points 
to the larger political context in Denmark and most other Western countries. Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim (2010) point to the trend in the Western world preaching equality throughout the 
world, while paradoxically denying it when people from the second and third worlds attempt to 
enter “Fortress First World” (p. 411). This trend also holds true in Denmark. From 2001 to 2011, 
the immigrant-hostile Danish People’s Party (Dansk Folkeparti) provided support for the 
minority government and Denmark witnessed considerable constraints to immigration legislation 
which brought international notoriety.13 To Mulenga it felt like “you wake up and there’s a new 
law” (0549). Mulenga’s residency depended on her marriage. But even though she was married 
to a Dane, she still needed to apply to extend her temporary residency every two to three years. 
Additionally,  when she came to Denmark in 2004 the immigration laws stated that after 7 years 
of being married and living in Denmark she could obtain permanent residency on the condition 
that she had passed a Danish language test on B2 level (CEFR). However, these regulations 
changed many times. Her preoccupation with what is required to achieve permanent residency is 
intimately connected to her frustrations with a marriage that doesn’t live up to her expectations. 
In short, she is trapped in the marriage if she wants to stay. 

In parts 5 and 6 Mulenga continues to narrate in the general 2nd person “you” and only 
uses a 1st person “I” when she is enacting hypothetical conversations. In part 5, she positions the 
partner not willing to compromise or “meet half way” (l. 47), as something characteristic of 
Danes (l. 45). She further positions Danes as “strong headed” (l. 41). Thereby, indirectly, she 
positions herself as a non-Dane who has to do all the compromising. Her disapproval of Danes is 
also expressed in her emphasis on the first syllable of “Danish” (l. 45) which gets a sneering 
character. By generalizing this sort of behaviour to a difference in nationality, she further places 
the difference in willingness to compromise as a cultural conflict rather than an individual one, 
despite the fact that arguments over compromise are likely a characteristic of most marriages. 

She initiates part 6 by including herself in 1st person: “I think” (l. 49) but before she 
continues her point she includes girlfriends in Denmark who also have immigrated to marry a 
Dane. With this explanation of who “you” includes, it is clear that she positions herself as a 
spokesperson for women from Africa and Asia who are also married to Danish men. The Danish 
men are positioned indirectly as racist: they “have to be willing to accept their [foreign spouses] 
colour” (ll. 57-58) and that all they want for their wives is to “be Danish” (l. 55). But even though 
she uses a general “you” the experience she refers to is also personal. She is frustrated in her 
marriage about her husband’s lack of empathy for her situation and willingness to embrace her 
perspective in discussions. This picture of white men is different from how she imagined 
marriage to a white man would be. In an interview she explains that many African girls find 
white men “exotic” because they bring their woman flowers and take them on romantic dinners 
(1214). They get this romantic picture primarily from American soap operas, in her case Dynasty. 

13 For instance the BBC headline from February 10th, 2011: “Do Denmark’s immigration laws breach human rights? 
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-12366676) - See also “Related stories” on this site). 
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She explains: “den gang jeg var meget ung, så min hjerne begynder at se aha:, this, sådan er alle 
men- alle europeansk mennesker [back then I was very young so my brain begins to see aha, this 
is what all Europeans are like]” (1214). Her glorified picture of Westerners was enhanced by 
observing the lifestyle of Northern European expats she met in Zambia. Even though they would 
tell her that in their home countries they didn’t have servants or drive big cars the impression 
their Zambian lifestyles made on her helped paint an exalted image of “The West”. Furthermore, 
she had fond memories from her mid-20s when she dated a Northern European living in Zambia 
for three years. 

Thus, her idealized picture of Westerners from television shows and encounters with 
Northern Europeans coloured Mulenga’s decision to marry John and move to Denmark. Beck and 
Beck-Gernsheim (2010), point to these two trends, the media and the presence of Westerners in 
third world countries, as key to understanding why people in the third world develop a glorified 
view of anything Western. When Mulenga met John she didn’t proverbially fall head-over-heels 
but as she got to know him as a sweet, friendly, and open man, her feelings grew. Also, having 
turned 30, there was a social expectation on her to marry soon. 
 

5.4.3 Self-discrepancies 
 
Each of the parts in excerpt 5.2 illustrate self-discrepancies between Mulenga’s ideal self-
construction – her hopes and dreams about her marriage, work, and public life in Denmark – and 
the actual self she had been experiencing the first 10 months in Denmark. This self-discrepancy is 
further evident in the form of her narrative which, as in excerpt 5.1, does not include a realistic 
resolution. In the resolution in excerpt 5.2, Mulenga suggests that “they” should make 
“counselling centres” (ll. 73-74) or offer “stress control” (l. 76) for foreigners in Denmark “if 
they’re going to make it so hard” (ll. 73-74). The unlikeliness of this suggestion hints that this 
utterance is meant sarcastically. The interviewer’s quiet laughter (l. 75) confirms this 
interpretation. The lack of resolution to her frustrations and the bitterness she tells about in the 
summary and affect (l. 77) points to the narrated situation as not only belonging to her past self 
but also to her actual self. Thus, there is an overlap between the narrated self and the self who 
tells the story: She positions herself through the narration of experiences told about in the use of 
1st person “I” and in second person “you”. She simultaneously positions herself interactionally 
through the use of the present tense (rather than past tense), her sarcastic resolution, and the 
paralinguistic features such as pauses, quiet speech, sighs, and very little laughter.  

Throughout the whole narration, Mulenga positions herself as an outsider: in the public 
sphere people look at her strangely; in her marriage she is the only one having to compromise; 
and the immigration laws make sure she doesn’t have the same rights as the rest of the population 
in Denmark. Her narration is one of a woman who sets out to accomplish things in Denmark: to 
succeed in her marriage and to meet the requirements of the laws for immigrants (getting a job 
and learning Danish). In her experience, she has tried to succeed, but she is confronted with the 
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absence of a positive outcome (Higgins, 1987) and this reality is becoming increasingly evident 
and problematic to her.  
 

5.5 Discussion and conclusion 
 
In Dörnyei’s (2009a) adaptation of Higgins’ self-discrepancy theory (1987) to form the L2 
motivational self system, he locates motivation in the discrepancy between a person’s actual self 
and her future self-guides. The term discrepancy is used to describe a person’s motivational 
capacity. The lack of motivation to learn an L2 when experiencing an actual/ideal self-
discrepancy was evident in the case of Mulenga, similar to the cases of Alice (Kinginger, 2004) 
and Haxhi (Cooke, 2006). Yet beyond these few studies, such qualitatively generated findings are 
still scarce in L2 research. For Mulenga in the autumn of 2005, this self-discrepancy found 
expression in her frustrations and difficulties finding meaning and resolution for situations and 
events in her life. This lack of resolution was also evident in the form of her stories, which points 
to narrative analysis as beneficial when exploring the complexity of the self-concept. A key 
methodological advantage of such a structural and form-focused analysis is that it can help 
explicate the content of what is being told in and across interviews, which highlights tensions, 
incongruities, and key social contexts that can be further investigated.  

Even though Mulenga’s self-discrepancy is associated with her disappointment in her 
marriage and the immigration policies in Denmark, it influences her motivation in other contexts 
of her life, not least her L2 classroom. In a previous article (Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013), 
Mulenga’s preference of teaching method and her agency and motivation in the classroom were 
demonstrated to interact with her lack of ideal L2 self and ideal selves outside it. The present 
article similarly points to a complex interrelationship between Mulenga’s personal history, her 
recent experiences, the Danish legislation on immigration, as well as broader global inequalities. 
There are key educational implications of such findings, namely that language educators would 
benefit from paying attention to where the individual learner comes from and where they are 
heading. Such efforts can provide learners with the opportunity to reflect on how their identities 
and social positions might conflict with, or eventually be enhanced by, their language learning 
(see also Menard-Warwick, 2009).  

In the narrative analysis, Mulenga’s hopes and dreams for a new life in Denmark are 
almost entirely instrumental. Some are a part of her ideal self – getting more education and more 
money for herself – and some are a part of her ought-to self – helping her family back home. 
However, while this picture is true for these narrations it doesn’t paint the full picture of her L2 
motivation. In other data generated in this project, her integrative motivation stands out. The key 
L2 community she wishes to be part of is familial, and entirely related to her stepdaughter, 
Emma. Mulenga emphasizes how important it is for her to learn Danish so she can communicate 
to her without John intervening. Thus, L2 motivation, because of its intimate relation with a 
person’s self-construction and their ever-changing present experiences, is dynamic and 
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ambiguous (Dörnyei, 2009a) and varies greatly from context-to-context and over time (Norton, 
2000; Kinginger, 2004; Cooke, 2006).  

When Mulenga was presented with the analysis in this paper, she told me firmly that she 
was not a “gold-digger” but came to Denmark for reasons of love. However, in an interview from 
2012, she explained how her idealized views of white men and a life in Europe influenced her 
hopes and dreams of what her marriage and life in Denmark would be like. Hence, this paper is 
not an attempt to cast doubt on her “reasons of love” for moving to Denmark. Rather, it 
accentuates the importance of including a broader sociological perspective when understanding 
possible selves; in this case, taking global trends such as marriage migration into account. The 
strength of the glorified view of white men and a life in the West for women from third world 
countries – who are oftentimes poorly educated as well as being impoverished – is amplified by 
Mulenga’s similar recitation of this image. Despite being a well-educated woman from the 
Zambian middle class, the view of the West and Western men merges with her feelings of love to 
craft the image of what her new life can be. She is not naïve with a Hollywood dream of what life 
in Denmark will be, nonetheless, her ideal self with its image and possibilities of the West are not 
easily cast aside, and can even be seen as an ongoing constitutive other that shapes her feelings of 
indignation in relation to Danish social policy, her marriage, and the re-construction of new, more 
realistic, future selves. 

The importance of such macro-level forces, and how these influence a person’s possible 
selves, is also highlighted in terms of the structural inequality of the married parties. As the 
migrant party, the possible consequences of the marriage are much more severe for Mulenga. For 
John, marrying Mulenga brings very little change to his working and social life, whereas for her, 
moving to Denmark and marrying John is a point of no return: “once you start your life here, it’s 
like you’ve ended another life there” (0549). She explains that divorces in Zambia are rare, and if 
they happen, the divorced woman is viewed as social outcast. In addition, because of the 
economic realities in Zambia, getting a job is extremely difficult and one is dependent on family 
and social networks for accommodation and financial support if unemployed (0613, 0634). A 
feared possible self as Mulenga describes here – getting divorced and having to return – is not 
necessarily bad for a person’s motivation. Rather, the motivational capacity of a future possible 
self can be efficient when the ideal self is counterbalanced with a feared possible self (Dörnyei, 
2009a, p. 22). However, in the case of  Mulenga, when her actual self does not dovetail with her 
ideal self, the feared possible self takes over and guides her actions. The result is disappointment 
and frustration, which critically and negatively impacts her L2 motivation and chances for 
successful integration, not only linguistically but more broadly into Danish family, culture, and 
society. 
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Chapter 6 

Negotiations of control and connection  

in the multilingual stepfamily14 
 

 

  

14 This chapter is a slightly edited version of Kolstrup, K. (2013). ‘You’re not in charge here’. Negotiations of 
control and connection in a binational family. Multilingua, 32(4), 441-461.  

 

                                                 



 

 

 



 Negotiations of control and connection in the multilingual stepfamily 

6.1 Introduction 
 
Since the 1980s, Denmark, like most other Western countries, has witnessed two significant 
developments influencing family relations: the divorce rate has risen and an increasing number of 
Danish citizens have married foreign nationals (Olsen et al., 2005). These two societal trends 
have broadened the concept of the traditional nuclear monolingual family to include a 
multicultural aspect and a wide range of stepfamily arrangements. The growing acceptance of 
these new family structures in Denmark is mirrored by the advent of vocabulary such as the 
positively valenced “bonus-” prefix (for instance “bonusfar” – “bonus-dad”). However, even 
though the term “bonus” has more positive connotations than “step”, research on stepfamilies 
shows that the process of becoming a stepfamily is by no means easy or straightforward (Burrell, 
1995; Ganong & Coleman, 2004; Levin, 1997a, 1997b).  

While the field of stepfamily formation has been recognised within family studies, it has 
not yet received significant attention within interactional linguistics and linguistic anthropology. 
Much of the research on interaction in intact nuclear families (Blum-Kulka, 1997; Gordon, 2009; 
Marinova, 2007; Tannen, 2001, 2007) is based on Tannen’s framework (2001, 2007), who has 
suggested two dimensions as critically important in family interaction, namely control and 
connection.  

However, as this paper demonstrates, when these concepts are used to analyse a 
multilingual stepfamily, the control and connection dimensions are often insufficient and need to 
be augmented by an explicit awareness of the family members’ legitimacy as speakers (Bourdieu, 
1977). Family members need to perceive each other as having “the right to speech” and the 
“power to impose reception” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 648). The positioning of each other as 
legitimate speakers on family matters is thus a necessary precursor for the negotiations of control 
and connection. The centrality of legitimacy is still relatively unrecognised, or at best implicit, in 
interactional linguistic research on families and stepfamilies (Blum-Kulka, 1997; Gordon 2003, 
2009; Lee 1997; Tannen, 2001, 2007; Varenne, 1992); with the exception of Dedaic (2001). It is, 
however, commonly recognized in research on stepfamilies in the area of family studies (Burrell, 
1995; Ganong & Coleman, 2004; Levin, 1997a, 1997b).  

By exploring the interactional processes of a multilingual stepfamily in Denmark, this 
paper not only integrates these two areas of research but also considers how language proficiency 
impacts on stepfamily interaction; thereby drawing attention to factors which have not received 
much attention in previous linguistic research on family interaction. 
 

6.2 Theoretical background 
 
Previous studies of family interaction (Blum-Kulka, 1997; Gordon, 2009; Varenne, 1992) regard 
each family as “its own world” (Gordon, 2009, p. 6), while emphasising the processes of group 
formation in contrast to presumptions regarding pre-existing “types of families”. Certainly, 

83 



Chapter 6 

families and stepfamilies can be usefully described as legally-structured kinds of social 
configurations. However, the interactional processes constituting different families are 
exceptionally diverse and applying “prefabricated” definitions can result in reductionist and even 
misleading categorical framing. This perspective on processes of family formation has been 
inspired by Thorne who, following Latour (2005, in Thorne, 2011), argues that the term 
“community” is typically indexical of a sociological abstraction. Thorne notes that relying upon 
such static notions unnecessarily and potentially reductionistically draw the focus away from the 
actual, real-time processes of community formation (see also Duff, 2007). A potential value of 
focusing on processes of family formation, rather than working from a predefined understanding 
of “types of families”, is that any kind of social configuration, family or otherwise, can be 
empirically explored as “processes of “doing” communication, alignment, contestation, solidarity 
building, disagreement, establishing and repairing intersubjectivity” (Thorne, 2011, p. 305). 
Essential to these processes is the simultaneous positioning of self and others in the ongoing 
production of self in interaction (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 48). In previous research on 
stepfamily interaction, Goffman’s concept of alignment (1981) has also proved to be a useful tool 
in the revelation of how family members team up to speak as one in, for instance, parenting and 
telling a story (Gordon, 2003), and how misalignments can occur when two generations argue 
(Lee, 1997). However, while the concepts of positioning and alignment are used in the present 
study to reveal the foundational processes behind family formation, these concepts are not 
explicitly concerned with the more specific negotiations of control and connection, which are the 
focus in this article.  

In a series of publications that examine everyday family interaction Tannen (2001, 2007) 
argues that in any conversation the participants need to find “the right position between hierarchy 
and equality as well as between closeness and distance” (2001, p. 71). These dichotomies make 
up two continua with intersecting axes where hierarchy and equality constitute the oppositions on 
the “control continuum”, and closeness and distance constitute the oppositions on the “connection 
continuum”. Tannen (2007) claims that previous studies on family conversations have focused 
too one-sidedly on the control dimension (e.g. Varenne, 1992; Watts, 1991). She finds evidence 
of negotiation of both control and connection while arguing that conversational turns can be both 
ambiguous and polysemic. This means that every utterance which attempts to exercise control 
simultaneously connects – and vice versa (Tannen, 2007, p. 29). Typically, control manoeuvres 
are characterised as utterances intended, or experienced as intended, to get another participant to 
change his or her actions, while connection manoeuvres are utterances intended, or perceived to 
be intended, as bringing the interlocutors closer together.  

To illustrate, in an analysis of a conversation between husband and wife, Tannen (2007) 
shows how a request can entail elements of both control and connection. When Janet asks her 
husband Steve to copy and send off a credit card application, she mixes control manoeuvres – 
such as telling him in detail what to do – and connection manoeuvres – for instance, using 
family-specific nicknames. In this way, Tannen argues, Janet is trying to control Steve’s actions 
and, at the same time, signal their connection by using terms of endearment.  
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Other studies have argued for similar dichotomies in the analysis of family talk, such as 
“respect” and “familiarity” (Geertz, 1989) and “power” and “solidarity” (Blum-Kulka, 1997). In 
one part of her analysis, Blum-Kulka focuses on the intertwining of power and solidarity through 
“social control acts” (Blum-Kulka, 1997, pp. 142-179), in which she explores the direct style 
parents use when addressing their children. She finds that 71.5 percent of all parental control acts 
were directly phrased (1997, p. 148), but adds that 45 percent of these directives were mitigated 
to soften the coerciveness of the control act (ibid., p. 149). Blum-Kulka argues that the direct and 
mitigated direct use of social control acts illustrates the asymmetric power relations between 
parents and children (control), while also fostering informality and intimacy (connection).  

These studies point to the control and connection dimensions as central to the 
interactional processes and community formation in intact nuclear families. Yet communication 
in multilingual/multicultural stepfamilies remains largely unexplored. A notable exception is 
Dedaic’s study (2001), which analyses a teenage stepdaughter’s positioning of herself and her 
stepmother in dinner conversations and also finds evidence of the complex relationship between 
control and connection. For instance, the stepdaughter frequently engages in one-upmanship 
while simultaneously indicating closeness and solidarity towards her stepmother. But Dedaic’s 
findings go beyond the control and connection framework to demonstrate how the stepdaughter’s 
positioning of her stepmother simultaneously involves strategies of inclusion and exclusion. 
Dedaic argues that these strategies provide evidence for the role confusion often evident in 
stepfamilies.  

Her findings are echoed in family studies on stepfamily communication, which discuss 
how disciplining (control) and closeness (connection) issues between stepparent and stepchildren 
often lead to conflict because of role confusion (Burrell, 1995; Ganong & Coleman, 2004; Levin, 
1997a, 1997b). This confusion is related to the stepparent’s say in matters concerning the 
stepchild. For instance. Levin (1997a) describes the case of Roger and Ruth, a father and a 
stepmother, noting: “When a decision is made regarding his children, Roger contacts his former 
wife. Ruth is not included in special arrangements where Roger’s children are in focus. At the 
same time, Ruth is the caring person at home that prepares food for the children, washes their 
clothes, etc.” (1997a, p. 129). In this case, the stepmother is a legitimate speaker in the family 
when it comes to caring for the children within the home but an illegitimate speaker when it 
comes to decisions outside of it.  

What these studies appear to indicate is that legitimacy can function as a precursor for 
possible control and connection manoeuvres available to stepparents. This finding is confirmed 
by Bourdieu, who emphasises that “speech presupposes a legitimate transmitter addressing a 
legitimate receiver, one who is recognized and recognizing” (1977, p. 649). Thus, interlocutors’ 
mutual recognition of each other as legitimate speakers and listeners is essential in all human 
communication, but often runs the risk of being ignored because of how it is embedded within the 
social context.  

In the present study I first analyse an extract from an informal interview I conducted with 
a stepmother in a multilingual family, which illustrates that being considered a legitimate speaker 
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is a precursor for a stepparent to participate in negotiations of control and connection in family 
matters. This is followed by an analysis of family conversations which explores real-time 
processes of positioning and alignment in family formation through the application of Tannen’s 
control and connection framework. Each of the analysed extracts reveals how the stepmother’s 
limited legitimacy as a family member impacts on the negotiations of control and connection. 
Moreover, the stepmother’s status as a second language speaker is highlighted as it further  
complicates the interaction within the family. 
 

6.3 Stepfamily negotiations: Control, connection, and legitimacy 
 

6.3.1 Participants and data 
 
The focus of the present study is on Mulenga, a stepmother in a Zambian-Danish stepfamily. 
Mulenga is 32 years old, has a secretarial college degree, and left her job at a lawyer’s office as 
well as a large family when she came to Denmark. Her mother tongue is Bemba, one of the most 
widely-spoken languages in Zambia, and she speaks English fluently since she has attended 
English-speaking institutions from kindergarten through to college. She came to Denmark in the 
autumn of 2004 to marry a Danish man, John, who is 18 years her senior and works in the Danish 
navy.  

While it is Mulenga’s first marriage, it is John’s third, and he has a child from each 
previous marriage. The eldest is grown up while the youngest, 9-year-old Emma, stays primarily 
with her biological mother. However, John has shared custody, and Emma spends 2-4 days every 
other week with John and Mulenga. Emma speaks Danish only, while the language used between 
John and Mulenga is English. Mulenga takes an intensive Danish course of 3½ hours, 4 days a 
week. At the time of the first recording in October 2005, she had just passed level 1 at the local 
language centre.  

The excerpts analysed in this paper come from a set of data consisting of an interview 
between Mulenga and myself and 12 recordings taken on 5 days between September 2005 and 
February 2006. Mulenga was in charge of the recordings featuring the three family members’ 
interaction. 
 

6.3.2 “You’re not in charge here” 
 
The following excerpt is from a recorded semi-structured interview I conducted with Mulenga in 
my office at the university. While the interview focused on her situation in Denmark and 
language learning history. Mulenga also talked about the struggles she faces when trying to 
become a part of her new family. The recording was taken when Mulenga had lived in Denmark 
for 10 months, which was 2 months after I first met her. Prior to the start of excerpt 6.1, she had 
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expressed her concerns about her linguistic difficulties understanding what Emma says, and her 
concerns about the relationship with Emma in general. 
 
Excerpt 6.1 
1  MUL: sometimes she [Emma] would always say things like, you know, she 

2       didn’t know how to take you, sometimes she’d say, “no, you’re not in 

3       charge here, my dad is” 

4  KIR: yeah I know 

5  MUL: and, I’d be you know hurt about that. and sometimes my husband would 

6       laugh about it, and I said, “no, you should tell her that, ‘cause I 

7       don’t feel good if somebody tells me that, but you should tell it to 

8       her in a nice way that”, yeah, “she’s older than you and, if she tells 

9       you to, not to do this, or not to jump on the sofa or not to do crazy 

10      things that would hurt you then, you have to listen to us”. So 

11 KIR: he said that to her? 

12 MUL: yeah, after I told him that you have to go tell her that, otherwise, I 

13      have to feel like I’m part of this family too 

         (…) 

17 MUL: I don’t think I’m an evil stepmother ( ) 

18 KIR: no, not at all 

19 MUL: I think if she really wants, if I had a chance to really, go out with 

20      her and do things with her, but, I somehow sense the mother doesn’t 

21      trust that. and, I think I’ve given up wanting to be really close 

 
When Emma tells Mulenga “you’re not in charge here, my dad is” (ll. 2-3), she explicitly 
positions her as an illegitimate speaker in the family community. John supports Emma’s 
exclusion of Mulenga through laughter (1. 6). To Mulenga, being excluded is painful: “I’d be 
hurt (...) about that” (l. 5) and “I don’t feel good if somebody tells me that” (ll. 6-7). In her plea to 
John, “you should tell her [Emma] that” (1. 6), she shows awareness of the hierarchy which exists 
in the family, positioning John as possessing greater power than she has in matters of discipline 
and instruction. Her request to John explicitly addresses the necessity of him supporting her 
position as a legitimate speaker on family matters, which would enable Mulenga to conduct 
control and connection manoeuvres in the family. In short, for her to participate as a legitimate 
family member, she needs John’s endorsement. She reports telling him to say to Emma that 
“she’s older than you and, if she tells you to, not to do this” (ll. 8-9), “you have to listen to us” 
(1.10). Without this support, Mulenga is unable to conduct control manoeuvres: she is not 
positioned as an adult who can instruct and discipline Emma but as an interloper who does not 
have legitimacy. Her wish to be included in negotiations of control could also be interpreted as a 
connection manoeuvre, since it aims to establish a family community where she, too, feels good 
(ll. 6-7). Her desire to have a more intimate connection with her stepdaughter is further explained 
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in lines 19-20: “if I had a chance to really, go out with her and do things with her”. But, at the 
same time, she gives up in advance, saying: “I somehow sense the mother doesn’t trust that. And, 
I think I’ve given up wanting to be really close” (ll. 20-21). Her reference to Emma’s biological 
mother shows yet another dimension of the gatekeeping mechanisms that Mulenga faces as she 
attempts to be included in the family.  

Mulenga’s retelling of the incidents and her utterance “I have to feel like I’m part of this 
family too” (l. 13) demonstrate her awareness of how important it is that both Emma and John 
perceive her as a legitimate speaker in the family. Mulenga’s legitimacy in the family would 
allow her to develop the relationship she wishes to have with Emma, namely one in which she 
could both discipline (control) Emma as a co-parent and also be sociable (connect) with her.  

The concerns expressed by Mulenga in the interview are substantiated by the analysis of 
family interactions that have been recorded in the home. Extracts from three such interactions 
show that Mulenga attempts to create alignment with Emma through negotiations of control and 
connection, and in all three of them, Emma rebuffs her attempts and resists granting her 
legitimacy. This reveals how these more or less implicit negotiations of legitimacy function as a 
precursor for negotiations of control and connection between Mulenga and Emma. Moreover, 
Mulenga’s status as a second language speaker adds yet another layer of complexity; while she is 
at risk of being excluded from full participation in the family, she simultaneously needs support 
as a second language speaker. 
 

6.3.3 This is not a “navy camp”: Negotiation of the use of directives 
 
In the following excerpt, the balance between control and connection becomes the explicit target 
of negotiation, when Mulenga challenges John’s way of addressing Emma by positioning herself 
as an adult family member who has a say in the parenting of Emma. As pointed out by Blum-
Kulka, the use of direct requests, such as imperatives, is common in families at dinner time 
(1997, p. 152). This pattern is also prominent when John addresses Emma. For instance, in a 30-
minute recording during dinner, John uses directives with Emma on 11 occasions. Eight of these 
are direct with no mitigation such as: “Emma sæt dig nu ned” (“Emma sit down now”). Mulenga 
does not normally comment on John’s instructions but nearing the end of the dinner, after 23 
minutes and 8 directives in which John sounds increasingly irritated, the following exchange 
occurs: 
 
Excerpt 6.2 
667 JOH: Emma sæt dig  ned og  spis din mad 

         Emma sit you down and eat your food 

668 MUL: °du skal ikke (sidde der)° 

          you must not  sit there 

669      (2.5) 
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670 JOH: hvad skal jeg ikke? 

          what must I not? 

671 MUL: (°du skal tag°) (0.8) °kan du: kan du sidde° (0.8) og spise 

          you have (to) take    can you can you sit         and eat 

672      (2.1) 

673 JOH: jamen  jeg har sagt det [(.) ti gange 

         yes but I have said it      ten times 

674 MUL:                         [det er det er ikke: oh (.) ( ) 

                                  it  is it  is not   uh 

675 JOH: @ ts: 

676 MUL: eller: (0.3) eller (0.6) m: navy camp 

         or           or             navy camp 

677 JOH: °@° 

678 MUL: huh? 

679 EMM: a@@ 

680      (1.5) 

681 MUL: hun er baby (0.4) hun er: (0.5) hun er lille girl så du skal 

         she is baby       she is       she is little girl so you must 

682      [s:nakke 

          speak 

683 EMM: [nej jeg er ni år (0.3) jeg [er ikke en lille pige 

         no I am nine years (old) I   am not a little girl 

684 MUL:                             [okay (.) du [er du  er dame 

                                      okay    you are you are lady 

685 JOH:                                          [°@@° 

686 MUL: @@@@ @ 

687 JOH: en stor pige 

         a big girl 

688 MUL: okay hun er en stor pige så du skal snakker [(    ) 

         okay she is a  big  girl so you must talk 

689 JOH:                                             [ja men (.) 

                                                      yes but 

690      <hvis hun er en stor pige?> (0.4) <så kan hun også godt forstå det> 

          if   she is a  big girl?         then she can also well understand it 

691      (.) <når jeg siger det> (0.6) <så behøves jeg ikke sige det (.) ti 

              when I  say   it          then I do not need to say it    ten 

692      gange> 

         times 

693 EMM: du  har  kun sagt det fem g[ange 

         you have only said it five times 
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694 JOH:                            [ti gange 

                                    ten times 

695 EMM: du  har  kun  sagt det fem gange (.) @@@ 

         you have only said it five times 

696      (3.1) 

697 MUL: okay 

698 JOH: m::? 

699      (1.0) 

700 MUL: okay 

701 EMM: du  har  altså  kun  sagt det fem [gange 

         you have really only said it five times 

702 JOH:                                   [°hm:° 

703      (1.9) 

704 JOH: tak    for[ma:d 

         thanks for dinner 

705 MUL:           [ja: sommetider hun er baby [John 

                    yeah sometimes she is baby John 

706 JOH:                                       [ja ((squeaky)) 

                                                yes 

707 EMM: gegegugugugugugu: ((makes baby sounds)) 

 
When John tells Emma “sit you down and eat your food” (l. 667), he is simultaneously exerting 
control, aiming at getting Emma to change her behaviour, and building connection, making the 
family sit together. His request is formulated in the most direct form, without mitigation, using 
the imperatives “sit” and “eat”. There is no verbal response from Emma, which is also the case in 
other parts of the conversation where John’s orders to Emma go unnoticed or unremarked upon 
by the other two participants. In this excerpt, however, his order to Emma is followed by a quiet 
utterance by Mulenga (l. 668), which is barely audible and makes John ask for repetition: “what 
must I not?” (l. 670). Mulenga continues using the interrogative formulation “can you” (l. 671) to 
demonstrate how she thinks he should speak to Emma. Her turn thus challenges how John 
balances control and connection in addressing Emma. By aligning with Emma, Mulenga is 
positioning herself as her advocate and simultaneously positioning Emma as an independent 
individual who should be spoken to more politely. Thus, Mulenga exerts both control – aiming at 
making John change his way of addressing Emma – and connection, because her utterance serves 
the purpose of trying to make the tone amongst family members more polite and less 
asymmetrical.  

But there seems to be more than negotiation of control and connection going on in these 
first lines of the excerpt. Mulenga takes the floor with a very softly spoken utterance (l. 668). 
While it could be interpreted as linguistic insecurity, Mulenga does not speak quietly in the 
recording prior to the excerpt. The more plausible interpretation of her quiet utterance is that she 
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is positioning herself as somebody who has a say in Emma’s disciplining, an area in which she is 
normally not included. The quietness of her utterance might thus hint at uncertainty about the 
reception of her interference.  

John’s response to Mulenga’s utterance is defensive in terms of how he speaks to Emma, 
challenging her critique, but he does not dismiss Mulenga as an illegitimate speaker. Mulenga 
interrupts John and draws on John’s role at his workplace, “this is not (...) navy camp” (ll. 674, 
676), thus indirectly comparing his way of addressing his daughter to the way he addresses 
subordinates in the navy. Her argument can again be considered both a control manoeuvre – 
trying to get John to change his behaviour – and a connection manoeuvre – using humour 
resulting in laughter by both John and Emma (ll. 677, 679). It is not clear why Emma laughs, but 
I interpret it as a way of aligning with her father for two reasons. First, it is unlikely that she 
understands the English phrase “navy camp”. In addition, the interactional data indicate a clear 
pattern whereby Emma aligns with her father at the first hint of disagreement between Mulenga 
and John. Still, at this point, neither John nor Emma explicitly exclude Mulenga from discussing 
the subject, which might be why Mulenga continues her argument against John, aligning with 
Emma as an adult who speaks up for her.  

In line 688, Mulenga’s aim to make John change his behaviour becomes more explicit: 
“she is a big girl so you must speak”. She no longer speaks quietly and she addresses John with 
the 2nd person pronoun: “you”. However, John interrupts Mulenga again and with a distinct 
articulation defends the way he addresses Emma: “yes but, if she is a big girl...” (ll. 689-692). 
Although he refers to Emma by using the 3rd person pronoun “she”, the fact that he sticks to 
Danish points to his utterance being directed at Emma, while the distinct articulation ensures that 
Mulenga can also follow his argument. Through his articulation, he not only includes Mulenga in 
the conversation, but he also aligns with her linguistically, providing her with the support she 
needs to follow the conversation. Interestingly, at the same time, his utterance positions him as 
disagreeing with Mulenga in terms of Emma’s maturity while positioning Emma as not being a 
“big girl”.  

Emma immediately takes up John’s argument by challenging the number of times he has 
told her to sit down and eat: “you have only said it five times” (l. 693), while leaving his 
positioning of her as not being “a big girl” unchallenged. Her utterance leads to a short childish 
discussion (ll. 693-695), which renders Mulenga’s original point lost. John quickly pulls out of 
the discussion and both he and Mulenga remain silent while Emma laughs and tries to continue 
the childish conversation (ll. 695, 701). In Mulenga’s last utterance, “yeah sometimes she is baby 
John” (l. 705), she abandons her advocacy for Emma and aligns with John by explicitly 
addressing him, mentioning his name and referring to Emma in the 3rd person. But in spite of 
John being the explicit recipient of the utterance, it is clear that the intended receiver is Emma. 
Not only because Mulenga’s utterance is in Danish, but also because of Emma’s response to her 
utterance imitating baby sounds (l. 707). In this last sentence. Mulenga shows her disapproval of 
Emma’s behaviour by shifting her alignment from Emma to John.  
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This shift in alignment can be viewed both as a control and connection manoeuvre. Her 
alignment with John is a control manoeuvre positioning herself as a co-parent who disciplines 
Emma, but it is also a connection manoeuvre because it tells Emma that she will only stay on her 
side if she behaves well.  

This analysis demonstrates a micro-development in Mulenga’s positioning of herself, 
from alignment with Emma, to alignment with John. But the analysis also suggests that there is 
more to this interaction than just control and connection manoeuvres. What is readily apparent is 
Mulenga’s awareness of her risk of being excluded in the negotiation of family matters. It 
becomes evident in her initial, indirect way of addressing John’s manner of speaking to Emma. 
When she is accepted as a legitimate speaker on the matter, she expands upon her argument and 
becomes more explicit in her involvement and suggestions. This is not the sole instance when the 
issue of legitimacy is manifest, as becomes clear when Mulenga, Emma and John negotiate the 
question of gender. 
 

6.3.4 “Tom and Jerry”: Resisting connection through negotiations of gender 
 
On one occasion, Mulenga recorded more than two hours during the afternoon, dinner and after-
dinner activities of the family. All five recordings provide evidence of Mulenga trying to get 
Emma to align with her through their shared gender. While Mulenga tries to align via essentialist 
interpretations of femininity, Emma consistently rejects Mulenga’s positioning of the two of them 
in a group excluding John, by either including him or positioning herself as “not girly” and thus 
in alignment with John.  

In the following excerpt, the family have finished dinner and Mulenga is giving Emma a 
manicure while Emma watches cartoons. Right before the start of the excerpt, John tells Emma 
not to watch cartoons during the manicure because he thinks it will prevent her from enjoying it. 
Mulenga takes Emma’s side by telling John that women can focus on multiple things at once, 
which receives no audible response from Emma. After this discussion. Mulenga focuses her 
attention on Emma watching the cartoon, Tom and Jerry: 
 
Excerpt 6.3 
264 MUL: Jerry er en lille t- mus ikke? 

         Jerry is a little mouse right? 

265 EMM: ja: 

         yes 

266      (1.0) 

267 MUL: ja hun er meget [dygtig 

         yes she is very good 

268 EMM:                 [jeg kan sige To- Tom og Jerry på engelsk 

                          I   can say     Tom and Jerry in English 
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269 MUL: jeg tæn[ker 

         I think 

270 EMM:        [Tom and Jerry 

271 MUL: jeg tænker Tom er en mand og Jerry er en kvinde fordi (0.8) Jerry 

         I   think  Tom is a  man and Jerry is a  woman because     Jerry 

272      er meget (1.0) dygtig (.) [@@@@ 

         is very        good 

273 EMM:                           [ja: for det er kvinder (.) og det er 

                                    yes because women are so  and so are 

274      nogen mænd også 

         some  men too 

275 MUL: ne:j ((creaky voice)) 

         no 

276 EMM: jo (.) min far er dygtig 

         yes    my dad is good 

277 MUL: [na:::h ((high pitch)) 

278 EMM: [der  er  visse   ting   damer ikke kan  og  visse   ting mænd ikke kan 

         there are certain things ladies can’t do and certain things men can’t do 

279 JOH: det er rigtigt Emma 

         that’s right   Emma 

280 MUL: [hvad? 

         what? 

281 EMM: [@@ (.) damer er ikke så gode til at øhb (.) øhb lave 

                ladies are not so good at     uhm    uhm repairing 

282      biler men det er mænd [damer- MÆND er ikke gode til at lave= 

         cars but that is men  ladies  men are not  good  at doing 

283 MUL:                       [(din far) 

                                your dad 

284 EMM: =manicure men det er damer (.) 

          manicure but ladies are 

285      (2.0) 

286 MUL: Emma (1.0) så din [far 

         Emma       so your dad 

287 EMM:                   [eh bobobob Bollybob3 [eller hvad den lige hedder 

                            uh bububub Bollybob  or what ever it is called 

288 MUL:                                         [din far fortalte dig? 

                                                  your dad told    you 

         (1.0)  

289      om    det? 

         about that 
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290 EMM: nej jeg har [selv (.) fundet ud af   det 

         no   I have myself   found out about that 

291 MUL: [det 

         that 

292 MUL: jeg tænker du s- du: (0.9) what do you say you sound 

         I   think you    you       what do you say you sound 

293 MUL: [du l- 

         you 

294 JOH: [<du lyder som> 

          you sound like 

295 MUL: du  lyder som  din far nu 

         you sound like your dad now 

296 EMM: m@ jeg har (0.4) [JEG KAN IKKE LIDE at få  manicure 

            I have         I   don’t   like getting a manicure 

297 MUL:                 [ne:: Emma 

                          no   Emma 

298 EMM: jeg kan ku- jeg kan godt lide de f- f- hæn[der jeg har- 

          I can      I   like          the      hands    I have 

299 MUL:                                           [( ) 

300 EMM: =jeg har fået det fra min far af 

          I have gotten it from my dad 

301 JOH: nej det- jeg kan da godt lide at få manicure 

         no that   I  quite like       getting manicure 

302      (1.5) 

303 MUL: men det  er mange kvinder der arbejder som mechanic (0.7) or 

         but there are many women who  work     as a mechanic      or 

304      engineer (.) hm? 

 
In the first half of the excerpt (ll. 264-284), Mulenga attempts to create an alignment with Emma 
through a series of connection manoeuvres in which she positions Emma and herself as women, 
in opposition to John as a man. But Emma resists this alignment with Mulenga. The excerpt starts 
with a connection manoeuvre in which Mulenga initiates a conversation with Emma about the 
cartoon she is watching: “Jerry is a little mouse right?” (1. 264). Emma willingly participates in 
the conversation by saying that she can say Tom and Jerry in English (ll. 268, 270). Mulenga, 
however, does not show any interest in Emma’s offer of linguistic alignment. Instead, she 
indirectly describes Jerry as a woman by using the pronoun “she” (1. 267), followed by an 
explicit reference to Jerry as a woman: “I think Tom is a man and Jerry is a woman” (1. 271). In 
both instances her argument for thinking that Jerry is a woman is that she considers Jerry 
“dygtig” (“good”, also meaning clever, talented and competent). According to this logic, women 
are positioned as good in opposition to men as “not good”. Thus, Mulenga attempts to align with 
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Emma based on gender and thereby excludes John. Mulenga’s laughter (1. 272) suggests the 
joking nature of her argument. Emma agrees with Mulenga but immediately includes “some 
men” (1. 274) and more specifically, “my dad” (1. 276) as also being good. Thus, Emma rejects 
Mulenga’s attempt to connect via exclusion when she insists on including John. Her use of the 
possessive pronoun “my”, stressing her family-bond with her biological father, further points to 
her exclusion of Mulenga. Emma elaborates on her argument: “there are certain things ladies 
can’t do and certain things men can’t do” (l. 278), with which John agrees: “that’s right Emma” 
(l. 279). By countering Mulenga’s good/bad gender binary, he positions himself and Emma in 
alignment with each other, which also has the effect of excluding Mulenga. Emma’s appreciation 
of her alignment with John is evident in her short laughter (ll. 281, 296).  

Thus, the initial alignment and connection which Mulenga attempted to create with Emma 
has been rejected by Emma, who has now included John as “good”. However, in the second part 
of the excerpt (ll. 286-304), the negotiation takes a new turn when Emma attempts to exclude 
Mulenga and align with John. This is rejected by both John and Mulenga, who position 
themselves as adults, in opposition to Emma.  

When Emma positions men as being able to repair cars and women as being good at 
manicures (ll. 281-284), Mulenga responds by asking: “your dad told you about that?” (ll. 288-
289). She further tells Emma “you sound like your dad now” (1. 295), while seeking John’s 
assistance in finding the expression “you sound” (ll. 292-295). At this point Emma and John have 
created an alignment in positions excluding Mulenga, but as was already evident in section 6.3.3, 
the disagreement does not prevent John from aligning with Mulenga linguistically. In other 
words. Mulenga is simultaneously misaligned positionally but aligned linguistically. In this 
excerpt, the linguistic support consists of John helping her find vocabulary. Emma continues 
positioning herself in alignment with John, resisting connection and alignment with Mulenga by 
claiming “I don’t like getting a manicure” (l. 296). She takes her position even further away from 
Mulenga – and towards John – by pointing to her hands as a physical resemblance of her dad’s 
hands: “I like the hands I have” (l. 298), “I have gotten it [them] from my dad” (l. 300). But when 
John rejects Emma’s positioning of him as someone who does not like manicures, “I like getting 
manicure” (l. 301), he places Emma in a dilemma. Emma has pitched categories for men and 
women linking them with certain actions and objects: women and manicures on the one hand, 
and men and cars on the other. Furthermore, she positions herself as not being part of the 
“women” category – in an apparent effort to align with her father – by claiming that she does not 
like manicures. However, John resists Emma’s positioning of him and thereby challenges her. 
Mulenga then re-aligns with John and thereby also challenges Emma’s categorisation by saying 
“but there are many women who work as mechanic or engineer” (l. 303). Thus, in her attempt to 
avoid being positioned with Mulenga, Emma suddenly finds herself misaligned with her father.  

In this excerpt, Mulenga’s attempts to connect with Emma are followed by a lengthy and 
dynamic negotiation of exclusion and inclusion, which is characterised by processes of 
alignment, resistance and rejection between Emma, Mulenga and John. The analysis of the 
processes gives an insight into which positions Mulenga can suggest for herself, Emma and John 
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respectively. It also illustrates which positions facilitate Mulenga being considered a legitimate 
speaker, or co-parent, by Emma. Emma accepts Mulenga’s positioning of herself if the group 
formation includes John, but if Mulenga positions Emma and herself as allies in opposition to 
John, Emma resists.  

Of course, John’s presence during the two conversations analysed influences the 
positioning strategies and alignments of all three participants. In both instances the negotiations 
start with Mulenga attempting to align and create a connection with Emma. Furthermore, in both 
instances Emma resists, which results in Mulenga choosing alignment with John. But, as will be 
seen in the next section, this is altered when John is not present. 
 

6.3.5 “Santa Lucia”: Collaborating but disagreeing 
In excerpt 6.4, Mulenga and Emma are alone in the kitchen. Prior to the excerpt Mulenga asks 
Emma about dance lessons that she has been taking and Emma talks about the upcoming Santa 
Lucia procession, an annual tradition for many schools in Denmark. The two of them briefly 
dance and sing Santa Lucia together, and Mulenga asks Emma about the procession details, 
which Emma provides willingly, until she declares that she is not going to participate in the Santa 
Lucia procession because she finds it boring (ll. 188-189): 
 
Excerpt 6.4 
188 EMM: jeg gider ikke om øh at øhm: gå Santa Lucia 

         I  don’t want to uh to uhm walk Santa Lucia 

189 EMM: >jeg synes det er kedeligt< 

           I think it’s boring 

190 MUL: ne:j Emma 

          no Emma 

191 EMM: johov 

         yeaheah 

192      (1.3) 

193 MUL: det er ikke rigtig 

         that is not true 

194 EMM: jo 

         yes (it is) 

195      (2.1) 

196 MUL: jeg tænker du ska:l (0.6) lave ma:nge ting (0.4) om: (.) ø:h (.) 

         I   think you will         do  many   things     about   uh 

197      (daje) da var (.) da: (1.3) da du e:r (.) en: (.) junge junge (.) 

              when was    when     when you are    a      *junge *junge 

198       pi- 

          gir- 
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199 EMM: °jång° (.) ung 

          *jång     young 

200 MUL: ung (0.5) ung børn (0.4) du skal lave mange mange ting (0.4) 

         young  young children    you must do  many many things 

201      og  så   du- 

         and then you 

202 EMM: jeg gider ikke [at s( ) 

         I   don’t want  to 

203 MUL:                [m- da: du blive:r oh tra:- tredive 

                           when you turn   uh       thirty 

204       =du h[ar: (.) meget meget [s: ø:h (1.0) har lavet mange ting 

          you have      a lot a lot     uh        have done many things 

205 EMM:       [°æ:j°               [ups ((not directed at Mulenga)) 

                 æj ((annoyance))    woops 

206 EMM: ja ((high pitch)) 

         yes 

207 MUL: ja ((high pitch)) 

         yes 

208      (1.9) 

209 MUL: jeg syntes (.) så 

         I   think      so 

 
Mulenga’s argument about the importance of the Santa Lucia procession: “I think you will 
[should] do many things when you are a young children [child]” (ll. 196-200), is, as we have seen 
in other fragments of this family’s interactions, simultaneously a control and connection 
manoeuvre. As she tries to make Emma change her mind about participating (control), she also 
aims to bring herself and Emma closer. If Emma acquiesces in her suggestions, this might be 
achieved (connection). Mulenga struggles to formulate her argument, searching for words, which 
is evident in the many pauses (ll. 196-197). And even though Emma does not agree with what 
Mulenga is saying – or what Mulenga is trying to achieve interactionally – she still aligns with 
her linguistically by helping her find the Danish word for “young” (l. 199). Mulenga immediately 
picks up the word and continues her argument (l. 200). The formulation of her argument is both 
indirect and polite in the sense that she does not use directives to tell Emma what she should do, 
but rather offers an opinion on the choice she has made. The content of her argument – that she 
thinks children should try many different things – is dismissed by Emma (l. 202).  

But Mulenga ignores Emma’s attempt to dismiss her argument and continues: “when you 
turn thirty you have (...) done many things” (ll. 203-204). Thus, she suggests that Emma should 
spend her childhood having fun, otherwise she might regret it when she gets older. Emma stops 
trying to argue with Mulenga but dismisses her argument again with a high pitched “yes” (l. 206). 
Mulenga rounds off the discussion by stating that she merely shares her opinion with Emma: “I 
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think so” (l. 209). At this point, her attempt to make Emma change her mind (control) seems to 
have failed. But even though Emma disagrees with Mulenga and thereby resists Mulenga’s self-
positioning as an adult with more life experience, to whom Emma should listen, Emma aligns 
with Mulenga by supporting her linguistically. Her support shows that she is still engaged in the 
conversation and has not discounted Mulenga’s legitimacy to speak, despite the fact that she 
rejects Mulenga’s – her stepmother’s – legitimacy to advise and instruct. 

In a similar way to excerpts 6.2 and 6.3, this excerpt seems to end in a misalignment 
between Mulenga and Emma. However, the development of the negotiation is different from 
when John is present. Excerpts 6.2 and 6.3 end with Mulenga aligning with John, but in this 
fourth excerpt the outcome is not so clear. Mulenga, leaving herself vulnerable to Emma’s 
possible rejection of her, leaves the offer of connection with Emma open. Whether Emma 
interprets this as an attempt to connect and whether she acts upon it is hard to judge, but an 
answer may be hinted at in the light of how the recording continues. As it proceeds, Mulenga 
changes the subject, asking Emma what she wants for Christmas. Emma replies with “a teddy 
bear or an African necklace”, which is a clear alignment and connection manoeuvre towards 
Mulenga, who often wears African accessories.  

The legitimacy issue in excerpt 6.4 is not explicit in the sense that Emma does not exclude 
Mulenga as a legitimate speaker on the topic. However, Mulenga’s suggestions and arguments 
(ll. 196-204) are indirect and polite which might be indicative of Mulenga being aware of the risk 
that Emma may not accept her advice. 
 

6.4 Conclusion 
 
By applying Tannen’s control and connection framework (2001, 2007) to a multilingual 
stepfamily, I have shown that the negotiations of control and connection in a stepfamily also need 
to consider whether or not the family members regard each other as legitimate speakers. On the 
whole, the data suggest that legitimacy is a precursor for the possible control and connection 
manoeuvres that Mulenga, as a stepmother, can make in the family, especially towards Emma. 
This issue is addressed explicitly in the narrative data (excerpt 6.l), in which Mulenga reflects on 
issues related to control, connection and, not least, her legitimacy as a family member. The 
analysis of the three interactional fragments demonstrates how processes of legitimacy take 
different forms, from subtle to explicit, and how they shape the interactional possibilities that a 
stepmother has at her disposal. Examples of subtle negotiations of legitimacy were shown in 
sections 6.3.3 and 6.3.5; evidenced by Mulenga’s quiet utterances and indirect arguments. In 
section 6.3.4, exclusion took a more explicit form when Emma resisted alignment with Mulenga. 
The most explicit form of Emma’s exclusion of Mulenga was seen in section 6.3.2, when 
Mulenga recounts how Emma says “you’re not in charge here”. Based on these findings, it 
appears that researchers should pay greater attention to the role legitimacy serves. It is an – often 
overlooked – precursor for control and connection manoeuvres in family interaction.  
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In stepfamilies, the issue of legitimacy is often explicit (Burrell, 1995; Dedaic, 2001; 
Ganong & Coleman, 2004; Levin, 1997a, 1997b). However, legitimacy in stepfamilies takes 
different forms, depending on how long the stepfamily has been a unit, whether the biological 
parents have shared custody, and so forth. Unfortunately, within family studies research there is a 
tendency to group stepfamilies into a limited number of patterns (Burrell, 1995; Levin, 1997a). 
Such a priori conceptualisations of families and stepfamilies run the risk of eclipsing the 
dynamics and complexity unique to each family being studied. This article, along with Blum-
Kulka (1997), Gordon (2009), and Varenne (1992), suggests that “families” might be better 
conceptualised, researched and understood as social configurations that are formed, changed and 
achieved in and through the processes of interaction. 

The analysis has further shown how Emma and John, as the fluent language users, face 
choices of alignment when interacting with the non-fluent language user, Mulenga, during 
negotiations of control and connection. Their linguistic alignment was expressed through 
prosodic features such as John’s clear articulation, in excerpt 6.2 (ll. 689-692), enabling Mulenga 
to follow; help with vocabulary, in excerpt 6.3, when Mulenga briefly switches to English (l. 294) 
to ask for the right expression in Danish; and correction, in excerpt 6.4, when Emma corrects 
Mulenga’s pronunciation of “young” (l. 199). Interestingly, in all three cases of linguistic 
alignment, the fluent language users simultaneously misalign with the non-fluent language user in 
terms of the argument or connection manoeuvre she is trying to accomplish. This kind of 
complexity is engendered by trying to position oneself in roles which are, at times, seemingly 
incompatible – trying to exercise control and connection as a stepmother while simultaneously 
needing support as a second language learner – and it points to the need for conceptual flexibility 
in future studies. The contemporary family unit is increasingly “non-traditional”, which means 
we need to be attentive to how different sociocultural factors impact on the negotiations of 
connection and control. 
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 Word searches and language brokering while complaining 

7.1 Introduction 
 
In everyday conversation across cultures, various types of face-threatening acts such as requests, 
orders, and complaints are commonplace occurrences. The performance of face-threatening acts 
reveals sociocultural mores surrounding issues of politeness and self-presentation, as well as 
norms surrounding status and associated patterns of interpersonal interaction. As one might 
expect, these acts are more often expressed directly in contexts where participants evince strong 
social bonds as opposed to those contexts in which the interlocutors are less intimate (Brown & 
Levinson, 1987). In family talk specifically, these types of acts are typically aimed at getting the 
recipient to change his or her behaviour; they are generally initiated by a parent, directed at a 
child, and intimately linked to the socialization of the child into the moral normativity of the 
family community and broader society (Blum-Kulka, 1997; Dersley & Wootton, 2000; Boxer, 
2002; Laforest, 2002, 2009). While the legitimacy of parents to reprimand their children is most 
often uncontested by the participants in the “traditional” nuclear family, when the makeup and 
structure of a specific family changes, this tends to reconfigure the social roles within it. In 
particular, research has paid attention to how stepparents may struggle to achieve authority when 
disciplining and connecting with their stepchildren (Dedaic, 2001; Ganong & Coleman, 2004; 
Kolstrup, 2013; Levin, 1997a; Ogiermann, 2013). In cases where the stepparent is a marriage 
migrant coming from a different cultural and linguistic background, yet another layer of power 
dynamics is added to family talk.  

With these trends in mind, this article investigates how social roles in family talk develop 
in tandem with a stepmother’s emergent interactional competence in her L2. Drawing on 
previous literature in interactional sociolinguistics on face-threatening acts and complaint 
sequences (see Brown & Levinson, 1987; Dersley & Wootton, 2000; Drew & Walker, 2009; 
Laforest, 2002, 2009), the micro-analytical focus is on a complaint made by a Zambian marriage 
migrant stepmother regarding the behaviour of her 9-year-old Danish stepdaughter. Our analysis 
indicates that for the stepmother, the aim is not small talk or speaking just for the sake of learning 
Danish. While an ostensibly run-of-the-mill occurrence, complaining about a messy child for the 
stepmother in this context is a serious matter precisely because it puts her social identity as a 
stepmother at risk. The risk is further amplified by her non-fluency in Danish, which conflates 
matters of her L2 competence with the positions she can and cannot negotiate.  

Accordingly, the first section of our article outlines a theoretical framework for 
understanding complaints in L2 families, emphasizing how non-fluency is often evident in repair 
sequences, primarily word searches (Brouwer, 2003; Gaskill, 1980; Kurhila, 2006) and implicitly 
triggered calls for partners to language broker (Bolden, 2012; Del Torto, 2008). The 
characteristics of complaints in family talk and of L2 conversations are discussed further in this 
section, which relies on Conversation Analytic (CA) informed research. Section 7.3 that follows 
this framework briefly outlines the case, before delving into a data-driven micro-analysis. This 
section constitutes the bulk and key scholarly contribution of this paper, by adding to our 
understanding of L2 use in everyday activities in an intimate setting – a setting which is still only 
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scarcely researched (Firth, 2009; Firth & Wagner, 2007). This article’s analytical findings 
highlight the intrinsic connection between the development of social relationships, in this case the 
role of stepmother, and the development of interactional competence in another language (this 
connection is also pointed to in Brouwer & Wagner, 2004). This key finding emphasizes the 
importance of viewing L2 speakers as interactionally skilful participants despite their lower level 
of grammatical and lexical knowledge (see also Canagarajah, 2007; Firth & Wagner, 2007; 
Norton, 2000).   
 

7.2 Theoretical Framework 
 

7.2.1 Politeness and complaints in family talk 
 
Issues of politeness are central in all cultures and contexts. This is especially true when making a 
request, a complaint, a reprimand, an accusation, or generally “face-threatening acts” (FTA) 
(Brown & Levinson, 1987). Research further indicates that the directness or indirectness of the 
strategy chosen to express the FTA is highly dependent on the formality or informality of the 
relationship between the interlocutors. For instance, studies which concentrate on the family note 
that FTAs regularly take a more direct form because of the interlocutors’ intimate relationship 
(see Blum-Kulka, 1997; Boxer, 2002; Laforest, 2002, 2009). Blum-Kulka’s (1997) study of 
dinner talk in American-Israeli families focuses on how parents use different types of “social 
control acts” to verbally control their children’s behaviour at the dinner table. These social 
control acts are often characterized by a simultaneous use of directives and mitigations, 
illustrating the asymmetric power relations between children and parents while simultaneously 
evoking a tone of informality and solidarity. Laforest (2009) comes to similar conclusions in her 
studies of multi-party family interactions, focusing especially on the role of the “witness” – the 
person who is neither complainer nor complainee. Research on the sequencing of complaints 
typically distinguishes between direct complaints, when A complains to B about the behaviour of 
B, and third-party complaints, when A complains to C about the behaviour of B (Dersley & 
Wootton, 2000; Drew & Walker, 2009; Laforest, 2002, 2009). However, as Laforest (2009) 
argues, when a direct complaint takes place in a multiparty setting, the borders of these categories 
becomes blurred because not only is A complaining to B about his or her behaviour, A is also 
complaining to C about the behaviour of B. In line with previous studies of complaints in family 
conversations, she finds that the most frequent pattern is the witness affiliating with the 
complainer resulting in added pressure on the complainee. She argues that the reasons for the 
dominance of this pattern is that families are closely knit groups with shared norms of behaviour 
and a deviation from the moral order of the family places family cohesion at risk.  

Micro analytical studies of politeness and FTA’s in family talk, such as the above 
mentioned, most often study nuclear families, whereas stepfamily constellations are still 
relatively unexplored. This is not per se problematic, but micro-analytic studies of stepfamily 
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conversations (Dedaic, 2001; Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013; Ogierman, 2013) show how a further 
dimension of legitimacy, or inclusion and exclusion, needs to be taken into account. Dedaic 
(2001) shows how a stepdaughter excludes her stepmother through various strategies of 
activating a “we-ness” in which she includes her father while talking about her stepmother as if 
she were not present. Her study points to the idea that issues of legitimacy in stepfamily 
conversations are most often raised implicitly. Chapter 6 (Kolstrup, 2013) confirms this 
implicitness when Mulenga approaches the issue of her stepdaughter’s behaviour. When claiming 
the floor as stepmother, she demonstrates her awareness of illegitimacy by speaking more quietly 
than normal and making indirect arguments.  

In the studies mentioned in this section (7.2) as well as in the data and analyses of this 
chapter, processes of affiliation, disaffiliation, alignment, and misalignment are key because they 
determine the direction and outcome of the conversation. Affiliation and disaffiliation relate to 
the participants’ negotiation of social positions and social hierarchy. In complaints specifically, 
they are about whether the participants agree on “the teller’s conveyed stance” (Stivers, 2008, p. 
35). Nevertheless, for participants to convey affiliation or disaffiliation towards each other, the 
activity of complaining, needs to be in alignment “with respect to the activity in progress” 
(Stivers, 2008, p. 34) in order to maintain intersubjectivity. As we will argue in the following 
section, establishing and maintaining intersubjectivity is a frequent and salient issue when 
learners of a language are involved. 
 

7.2.2 Intersubjectivity in L2 conversations 
 
Interactional intersubjectivity is often taken for granted until trouble occurs. When one or more of 
the participants in a conversation is an emergent speaker of the conversational language, the risk 
of breaches to intersubjectivity is greater, resulting in more frequent repair sequences than in 
conversations where all participants are fluent language users (Wagner & Gardner, 2004). Repair 
sequences are side-tracks in the ongoing conversation that provide “resources for dealing with 
trouble in speaking, hearing, and understanding, talk per se, across the topics, sequences, etc. 
which the talk may compose” (Schegloff, 2007, p. 106). In our understanding of repair, we build 
on the oft-cited work of Schegloff et al. (1977), supplemented with the research on repair 
sequences in L2 conversations involving one or more participants using their L2 in the 
conversation (Bolden, 2012; Brouwer, Rasmussen & Wagner, 2004; Del Torto, 2008; Gaskill, 
1980; Kurhila, 2006). Schegloff et al.’s (1977) foundational work explored the organization of 
repair in naturally occurring first or native language (L1) conversations, finding four 
configurations of repair: self-initiated self-repair, self-initiated other-repair, other-initiated self-
repair, and other-initiated other-repair. Of these configurations they found a general preference 
for self-repair across contexts, participants, and in terms of which party initiates the repair. This 
preference is confirmed in studies of L2 conversations outside the classroom (Brouwer, 2003; 
Brouwer et al., 2004; Firth, 2009; Wagner & Gardner, 2004; Gaskill, 1980; Kurhila, 2006). 
Although the types of repair are similar in L1 and L2 conversations, as might be expected, the 
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frequency of repair sequences in L2 conversations is generally higher, especially word searches 
(Gaskill, 1980; Brouwer, 2003; Kurhila, 2006). One important caveat to this finding, especially 
pertinent for this study, is that the communicative ability of the L2 speaker is a key distinction – 
more advanced speakers display fewer repairs.  

Research in L2 conversations has also uncovered types of other-repair not mentioned in 
Schegloff et al. (1977), such as embedded corrections (Brouwer et al., 2004; Kurhila, 2006) and 
language brokering (Bolden, 2012; Del Torto, 2008). An embedded correction is when the 
speaker of the ongoing turn B does not open up a side sequence to attend to the repair, but allows 
for the talk to proceed unmarked while simultaneously checking his or her understanding of what 
was said in turn A (Brouwer et al., 2004, p. 75). Kurhila (2006) finds embedded corrections to be 
the most common repair type in her data based on meetings between a secretary and L2 users. 
Typically, embedded corrections do not result in a side-sequence to the conversation in contrast 
to word searches which do result in side sequences (Brouwer, 2003; Gaskill, 1980; Kurhila, 
2006). Word searches are a specific type of self-initiated repair and typically consist of three-
phase sequences:  

 
[F]irst, there is a self-directed phase in which the non-native speaker displays hesitancy and “marks” being 
involved in the search. In the subsequent other-directed phase, the non-native speaker produces some 
material by uttering either some candidate solutions or initial syllables of some target word, on the bases of 
which the native speaker can try to resolve the search (Kurhila, 2006, p. 148). 

 
The first turn by the non-fluent speaker consists of two phases, a self-directed phase followed by 
an other-directed phase. In the self-directed phase the word search is marked by non-lexical 
speech perturbations, such as sound stretches, pauses, cut-offs, and “uh’s” interrupting the flow 
of the turn (Brouwer, 2003, p. 541). Speech perturbations in word searches are often 
accompanied with explicit interrogatives such as “what’s it called” or quiet speech. In the second 
phase, the non-fluent speaker attempts to involve the fluent speaker by producing parts of the 
word, a candidate solution or an other-directed interrogative.  Goodwin and Goodwin (1986) 
show that a speaker returning eye-gaze to the recipient is critical when inviting the recipient to 
aid the word search sometimes supplemented with an interrogative. Studies of L2 conversations 
based on video data also find eye-gaze to act as invitations for L1 speakers to aid in word 
searches (Kurhila, 2006, p. 96). Typically, word search sequences are short with intersubjectivity 
being re-established in the same or the next turn so that the primary communicative action can 
continue (Kurhila, 2006, p. 93).  

Most studies of embedded corrections and word searches analyse data from dyadic 
interactions between one L1 speaker and one L2 speaker. But when exploring L2 conversations 
with more than two participants, repair-sequences can take on different patterns in which a 
participant not speaking and not directly addressed can engage in “language brokering” (Bolden, 
2012; Del Torto, 2008). The role of a language broker is to translate or in other ways mediate 
repair sequences between participants who may be struggling to reestablish intersubjectivity or 
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clarify specific aspects of the talk at hand. Typically the language broker shares linguistic 
knowledge with both of these participants. In informal conversations among friends or family 
members, Del Torto (2008) and Bolden (2012) both distinguish between three triggers of 
language brokering depending on when the language broker steps in: 1) triggered explicitly: the 
language broker is explicitly requested to step in; 2) triggered implicitly: the language broker 
steps in when problems arise in the turn sequence that are made evident through disruptions such 
as pauses; 3) non-triggered: no problem is evident and yet the language broker steps in (Del 
Torto, 2008). Both triggered and non-triggered brokering are most often uncontested by other 
speakers, which implies a certain legitimacy conferred to language brokers to position themselves 
in linguistic asymmetry to other participants.  

For the purpose of this article, the literature on politeness and complaints in family talk 
highlight a number of points important for our analysis. First, it notes a power asymmetry 
between the parent as complainer and the child as the complainee; second, the participants’ 
general acceptance of this hierarchy suggests that complaints are seen as a legitimate means of 
socialization; and finally, the affiliation of the witness with the complainer in multiparty 
conversations functions to ensure the moral normativity of the family. When paired with 
literature on L2 conversations, our analyses address repair sequences in which the participants 
need to negotiate mutual understanding in order to maintain or re-establish intersubjectivity. 
Additionally, some sequences of language brokering, catalysed by the limited linguistic resources 
of one of the participants, potentially conflict with the L2 user’s desire to establish and legitimate 
her position as a stepmother within the family.  
 

7.3 The co-construction of a complaint in a multilingual stepfamily 
 

7.3.1 Participants and data 
 
Mulenga is a Zambian woman in her early thirties who in the autumn of 2004 moved to Denmark 
to marry a Danish man, John, who is about 20 years her senior. While it is Mulenga’s first 
marriage it is John’s third and he has a daughter, Emma, who was 9 years old at the time of the 
recordings. Emma lives with John and Mulenga for 2-4 days every other week. She speaks only 
Danish, while the language used between Mulenga and John is English. Mulenga’s mother 
tongue is Bemba, one of the five official languages in Zambia, but her English is fluent since she 
has been attending English speaking schools since her childhood.   

The data come from a database consisting of 20 recordings, totalling 6 hours and 20 
minutes, of verbal interaction in Mulenga’s home situation. Mulenga was given a hard disc 
recorder and encouraged to turn it on when she spoke Danish. In 18 of the recordings, all three 
family members are present and the majority of them are recorded at either the dinner or 
breakfast table. The mean length of the recordings is 19 minutes (shortest: 4 minutes, longest: 54 
minutes). They are taken over 7 weekends from September 2005 to May 2006. All recordings 
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were first transcribed roughly including all words, sounds, and longer pauses. Through several 
readings they were coded according to: the topic of conversation, the participants’ affiliations, 
and how the participants aligned with Mulenga in repair sequences. The passages which were 
identified as potentially relevant for further analysis were transcribed in detail (see Appendix 2 
for transcription conventions). In addition to the database of the interactions between family 
members in the domestic sphere, the study also included 4 semi-structured interviews and 9 
conversations (mean length: 2 hours) between Mulenga and one of the authors of this article, all 
of which were carried out between 2005 and 2007. In these conversations and interviews, 
Mulenga states that she is determined to play a role in Emma’s life as an adult who cares about 
her and can discipline her (Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013). In general, Mulenga and Emma have a 
good relationship but Mulenga often expresses a wish to be able to communicate with Emma 
without John having to mediate because she feels and sometimes suspects he is not 
communicating her message to Emma in the way she wants.  
 

7.3.2 A tornado in the shower 
 
The transcripts presented in this analysis come from two moments in a 33 minutes recording 
which took place in February 2006. The first excerpt sets the scene and is from the first 10 
seconds of the recording. Excerpt 7.2 takes place 5 minutes later and continues in excerpts 7.3 
through 7.7, which together last one minute and fifty seconds. Judging by the topic of 
conversation between the participants later in the recording, Mulenga turns on the recorder after 
having had a shower. Emma had a shower before her and has left the shower room floor slippery 
with shampoo and on top of that has used up all of the hot water. A messy shower room is not 
only potentially affecting John and Mulenga, but also their neighbour with whom they share the 
shower. Thus, in contrast to most of the other recordings, Mulenga turns on the recorder with a 
clear interactional activity in mind and at hand: she wants to complain to Emma (and John) about 
Emma’s behaviour. When Mulenga addresses Emma after having turned on the recorder, she 
interrupts John and Emma while they are watching and interacting with a TV program (ll. 13, 
16). In the show, the viewers have to guess numbers and words and then call in to win money.  
 
Excerpt 7.1: 
((In the background a voice on the TV continuously explains the rules of the show)) 

13  MUL: Emma Hansen? 

14       (1.2) 

15  EMM: °>du ska- du ska- du ska-<° 

         you must you must you must 

16  MUL: jeg har spørgsmål for Emma Han[sen? 

         I  have question  for Emma Hansen? 

17  EMM:                               [°>du ska- 

                                         you must 
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18       [du- du-<° 

         you  you 

19  JOH: °halv°fems:[::::::::::::::: [ fireoghalvtres: 

          ninety                       fifty four 

20  EMM:            [m vi kan vind:? [sy- vi kan vinde syv  

                       we can win     se- we can win seven 

21       tu[sinde kroner måske 

         thousand crowns perhaps ((crowns are the Danish currency)) 

22  JOH:   [(nul:)?  

            zero 

23  JOH: °nul° (.)°fire° 

          zero     four 

24       (0.8) 

25  MUL: hva:d? 

         what? 

26  EMM: vi kan måske v:inde syv  tusind   kroner? 

         we can perhaps win seven thousand crowns?  

 
In l. 13 and 16, Mulenga requests Emma’s attention using Emma’s full name with a rising 
intonation, indicating that she has a serious matter to discuss. Neither John nor Emma 
immediately respond to her: John mumbles out numbers in response to questions on the game 
show (ll. 19, 22-23) while Emma at first doesn’t reply at all (l. 14) and then, following Mulenga’s 
second and more elaborate request, in an eager voice explains to Mulenga that they have a chance 
to win money (ll. 20-21). Emma’s response misaligns with Mulenga’s request to ask her a 
question and blocks Mulenga from continuing. Following a significant pause (ll. 22-24), Mulenga 
responds with an open class repair-initiator (Drew, 1997), “what?” (l. 25) indicating that Emma’s 
explanation of what they are doing (ll. 20-21) is a source of trouble for her. Emma repeats (l. 26), 
slightly rephrasing her trouble turn and the conversation continues with Mulenga asking some 
clarifying questions about the show and what they can win. In excerpt 7.1, John misaligns with 
Mulenga’s attempt of getting Emma’s attention and instead aligns with Emma, implicitly 
accepting that Emma is not responding when explicitly addressed by her stepmother. Mulenga 
withdraws temporarily and doesn’t approach Emma with her question again until 5 minutes later 
when the TV show is done.  
 
Excerpt 7.2: 
((Throughout excerpt 7.2-7.7, a children’s cartoon is playing in the background)) 

141 EMM: [hvad? 

          what? 

142 MUL: [men Emma? (0.4) jeg har spørgsmål  

          but Emma        I  have question 
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143      (0.8) 

144 MUL: når d[u: var: i ba:d? (1.4) ø::h- er der::  

         when you were in bath       uh    is there    

145 EMM:      [°(øhm:)° 

                 uhm 

146 MUL: havde du kendt Ka↑tri:↑na: eller tor↑na:↑do: 

         had  you known Katrina     or    tornado  

147      (0.5) på: b- °shower°?  

               on      shower?  

         (0.6) 

148 JOH: brusekabinen? 

         the shower room? 

149      (0.9) 

150 EMM: °hvad° 

          what 

151      (0.5) 

152 JOH: har der været en tornado? 

         has there been a tornado?  

153 EMM: næh:  

         no 

 
When Mulenga enters the conversation again (l. 142), she does so in overlap with Emma (l. 141). 
Her utterance (l. 142) starts with a “but” connecting it to her previous requests to ask Emma a 
question five minutes earlier (l. 16). However, what she formulates in her following turns, “when 
you were in bath (…) had you known Katrina or tornado” (ll. 144, 146), is not really a question 
but the beginning of a very indirectly formulated complaint about Emma leaving the bathroom 
messy. In the complaint she uses two types of conversational implicature: hinting and overstating 
(Brown & Levinson, 1987, pp. 213, 219). She hints when comparing the state of the bathroom to 
the damage produced by Hurricane (misidentified as a tornado) Katrina, an event unrelated to the 
actual bathroom incident. Simultaneously, it appears this overstatement could serve as an attempt 
at humour. The complaint is further disguised as a question. The use of indirectness can be 
viewed as a strategy to mitigate the accusation that Emma inappropriately left the shower room a 
mess. The use of mitigation shows an awareness on Mulenga’s part of the fragility of her 
legitimacy as a stepparent with the right to address Emma’s behavioural issues (cf. Kolstrup, 
2013). However, it could also be the only way Mulenga can, linguistically, initiate the complaint. 
This interpretation is supported by the continuation of the complaint in excerpts 7.3 and 7.4, 
below, when Mulenga struggles to explain the state of the shower room despite having had time 
to prepare her complaint. Her struggle is evident in a number of speech perturbation, such as 
intra-turn pauses (ll. 144, 147) and sound-stretches (ll. 144, 147). Her rising intonation, quiet 
speech, and use of English for the word “shower” (l. 147) are interpreted by John as other-
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directed and he steps in to complete her turn with the candidate response “shower room?” (l. 
148). His suggestion is not taken up by Mulenga in any audible way but intersubjectivity seems 
to have been reached since she is not challenging his completion.  

Emma does appear to immediately recognize the complaint as indicated by a longer pause 
(l. 149) and a quietly spoken open class repair-initiator (Drew, 1997): “what” (l. 150). The next 
turn (l. 151) is left open for Mulenga, the initial complainer, to restate her complaint. But when 
she remains silent, John paraphrases, “has there been a tornado?” (l. 152), and thereby again 
engages in language brokering ensuring intersubjectivity between Mulenga and Emma. But by 
stepping in at this point, he is doing more than language brokering: he is affiliating with 
Mulenga’s complaint and making the accusation towards Emma more forceful. However, his 
affiliation also puts Mulenga’s authority as a co-parent at risk because Emma orients to John’s 
turn rather than Mulenga’s. Her response is “no” (l. 153) and it has a character of “why do you 
ask?”. Typically a “no” in Danish is “nej” produced with a glottal stop, but Emma’s “no” is 
articulated as “næh:”. It has no glottal stop and it consists of a prolonging of the sound, 
suggesting that Emma is puzzled. The implicitness of the type of conversational implicature that 
Mulenga uses requires well developed conversational skills. Emma’s puzzled “no” might very 
well be due to her not remembering that a (misidentified, though this is likely not the issue) 
tornado named Katrina took place in the US more than half a year prior to the conversation. In 
the continuation of the negotiation in excerpt 7.3, Mulenga (l. 154) treats Emma’s “næh:” as a 
“no, why do you ask?”:  
 

Excerpt 7.3 
154 MUL: fordi det var:- h:ele tiden  øh: (1.2)  

         because it was  all the time uh    

155      °ø:h hvad er det° 

         uh  what is that 

156 JOH: vådt?  

         wet? 

157      (0.7) 

158 MUL: °øh° (0.5) °øh° (.) sh:ampoo:? eller: (0.5) body:  

          uh         uh      shampoo    or           shower 

159      (0.7) sh:ampoo- eller (  )  

               gel       or 

160      (1.3) 

161 MUL: [(   ) 

162 JOH: [hm (.) var der   nogen (0.3) var der   ingen  der  

          hm     was there somebody    was there nobody who  

163      havde ryddet op?  

         had  tidied up? 

164      (0.8) 
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165 MUL: øh:  

         uh 

166      (0.9)  

167 EMM: °jeg havde ryddet op°  

          I   had   tidied up 

168      (1.7) 

 

In excerpts 7.3 and 7.4 Mulenga’s complaint is both a direct complaint to Emma about her 
behaviour and a third-party complaint to John about Emma’s behaviour. She continues the 
complaint by explaining why she thinks there has been a tornado: there was shampoo or shower 
gel all over the floor. But before it is clear what she wants to say, she stalls in a word search 
marked by a quietly spoken interrogative “what is that” (l. 155). John interprets her interrogative 
as other-directed and suggests the lexical item “wet?” with rising intonation (l. 156). Whether her 
interrogative was self- or other-directed does not become clear because Mulenga doesn’t pick up 
the material provided but instead continues her word search evident in quiet speech, numerous 
intra-turn pauses, sound stretches, and rising intonation while providing candidate solutions such 
as shampoo and shower gel (ll. 158-159). This time John doesn’t engage in Mulenga’s word 
search but instead formulates a question to Emma: “was there nobody who had tidied up?” (ll. 
162-163). Emma’s turn is delayed, suggesting a dispreferred response (Drew & Walker, 2009, p. 
2402), leaving time for Mulenga to contemplate taking the floor “uh” (l. 165).  Emma responds 
by quietly denying the accusations: “I had tidied up” (l. 167).   

John’s action is on one level that of a language broker ensuring intersubjectivity between 
Mulenga and Emma. On another level, he affiliates with Mulenga and becomes a co-complainer, 
adding pressure on Emma as the complainee. In his reformulation of Mulenga’s complaint he 
uses a less implicit strategy making it a matter of not having “tidied up” (ll. 162-163). However, 
rather than using the personal pronoun “you” (sing.) he uses the impersonal “somebody” and 
“nobody” and thereby continues Mulenga’s indirect way of addressing Emma. This strategy 
contrasts with John’s usual way of disciplining Emma, which is direct and often includes 
imperatives such as “sit down” or “eat your food” (see Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013). His taking 
over is supportive, but it simultaneously challenges Mulenga’s position as a legitimate 
complainer regarding family matters because in her response, Emma (l. 167) orients toward John 
rather than Mulenga. If he instead had engaged in Mulenga’s word search (ll. 158-159), helping 
her formulate her own complaint, he would also have supported her as a legitimate co-parent in 
the family. Mulenga’s “uh” (l. 165), in this regard suggests that she doesn’t intend for John to 
take over. This interpretation is supported by the continuation of the conversation (ll. 169, 172) in 
which Mulenga ignores what happened in l. 162-167 and returns to what she tried to say in l. 
158-161. 
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Excerpt 7.4 
169 MUL: du  ik-  kan ikke forstå    hvad jeg s[iger   

         you not- cannot   understand what I  say  (what I am saying) 

170 EMM:                                       [j@o  

                                                yes (I do) 

171      (0.6) 

172 MUL: jeg siger du- hvad er det (.) shampoo:? (.) [eller 

         I   say   you what is that    shampoo?       or 

173 JOH:                                             [hm 

174      (1.2) 

175 MUL: sh[ower gel  

176 JOH:   [ja  bo- 

            yes bo- 

177 JOH: ja (.) [body shampoo 

         yes     shower gel  

178 MUL:        [°ja°  

                 yes 

179      (0.5) 

180 MUL: °ja° (1.0) (  ) (0.3) har: (0.5) på: °gru:d° (0.4)  

          yes                  have       on  *grud 

181      (0.7) 

182 JOH: °*grud?°  

183 EMM: gulvet  

        the floor 

184 JOH: [uhu?  

185 MUL: [all the bottle:s were all over:  

186 JOH: uhu?  

187      (1.0)   

188 JOH: >der er nogen    der ikke har ryddet  

        there is somebody who not  have tidied  

189      op inde i < brusekabinen?  

         up inside  the shower room 

190 EMM: det [har jeg  

         that have I (I have) 

191 MUL:     [(     ) 

 

192 JOH: [ne:j? nå- 

          no?   oh 

193 MUL: [d- d- d: ne:j? (.) det var:- 

                   no?       it  was 
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194 EMM: jo det [gjorde jeg 

        yes that did    I (yes I did) 

195 MUL:        [I’d say upside down 

 
Complaints met with a denial such as Emma’s (l. 167) are usually followed up by the complainer 
making further assertions about the behaviour the complaint is about (Dersley & Wootton, 2000). 
This is also the case in these data (l. 172). In l. 169, Mulenga claims that Emma: “cannot 
understand what I’m saying”. The ambiguity of her statement is evident in the following turns in 
which Emma treats it as a question orienting to Mulenga’s lack of fluency in Danish by 
answering “yes (I do)” with a short laughter (l. 170). However, Mulenga’s continuation points at 
Emma not understanding what she was complaining about: there being shampoo all over the 
bathroom floor (ll. 172, 175, 178, 180). To explain to Emma that this is what she means, she 
picks up what she attempted to say in ll. 158-159, ignoring what happened in ll. 162-167 when 
John took over the complaint. In contrast to the actions in excerpt 7.3, in excerpt 7.4 both John 
and Emma engage in Mulenga’s word search (ll. 176, 177, 182, 183). After a pause (l. 181) and 
John quietly repeating Mulenga’s candidate non-word solution “grud” (l. 182), Emma jumps in 
offering the lexical item, “the floor” (l. 183). As was the case in excerpts 7.2 and 7.3, Mulenga 
doesn’t appear to acknowledge this lexical help. Emma’s linguistic support at this point in the 
conversation is especially noteworthy because she has disagreed, up to this point, with the 
premise and substance of Mulenga’s complaint. By supporting Mulenga’s word search, Emma 
aligns with her helping to ensure intersubjectivity but thereby also, paradoxically, supports the 
production of the complaint against herself.  

Rather than picking up the lexical item provided by Emma, Mulenga switches to English 
and tells John how “all the bottles were all over” (l. 185). The switch to English excludes Emma 
from the conversation and explicitly invites John to not only translate but to take over the 
complaint. With this invitation, Mulenga withdraws from complaining directly to Emma, 
simultaneously giving up trying to position herself as a legitimate co-parent. John first responds 
with an “uhu” with rising intonation (l. 186) and after a pause paraphrases the point Mulenga is 
trying to make to Emma with a fastly spoken “there is somebody who had not tidied up?” (ll. 
188-189). His paraphrase is very similar to the one he made earlier: “was there nobody who had 
tidied up?” (ll. 162-163), but differs by now being formulated as a statement and thereby 
intensifying the complaint. The intensification comes through in Emma’s denial which is now 
stronger than in excerpt 7.3; she responds, “I have” (l. 190) and “yes I did” (l. 194). After 
Emma’s first denial, Mulenga attempts to formulate a counter turn starting with “no it was” (l. 
193) but when Emma jumps in repeating her denial (l. 194), Mulenga in overlap with Emma 
switches to English (l. 195) and thereby gives John the floor to step in and take over. The fight 
for the floor evident in the many overlaps (ll. 190-195), Emma’s emphasis on “I have” (l. 190), 
and Mulenga’s switch to English, suggests the complaint is developing into an argument 
(Laforest, 2002, p. 1611). However, instead of escalating the argument further, Emma withdraws 
and Mulenga in English explains to John what she thinks of Emma’s tidying up:  
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Excerpt 7.5 
194 EMM: jo  det [gjorde jeg 

         yes that did    I 

195 MUL:         [I’d say upside down 

196      (0.5) 

197 JOH: uhu? 

198 MUL: °(ds:)° 

199      (0.5) 

200 JOH: >hvad på hovedet?< 

         what on the head? (upside down) 

201      (0.7) 

202 MUL: °ja° 

          yes 

203 JOH: hm:? 

 

204 MUL: °måske° (0.4) °the- the: the: shower was like upside down° 

          perhaps       the the: the: shower was like upside down 

205 JOH: uhu?   

206      (1.4) 

207 JOH: >du skal altså  huske    at rydde op<? 

  you must really remember to tidy up? (so, you need to remember to tidy up) 

 

Excerpt 7.5 consists of two similar sequences: ll. 195-200 and ll. 204-207. In both sequences, 
John responds to Mulenga’s English explanation with an “uhu?” with rising intonation (ll. 197, 
205), followed by a pause, and a faster spoken utterance in Danish (ll. 200, 207). By shifting to 
English, Mulenga triggers John’s language brokering implicitly (Del Torto, 2008) and John’s 
“uhu”s confirm he has heard her and takes on the role as language broker: First he translates what 
Mulenga is saying (l. 200) and secondly he paraphrases (l. 207). Mulenga aligns with John, 
confirming she was encouraging him to language broker with a “yes” (l. 202). By using English 
Mulenga positions herself as a non-fluent speaker of Danish who needs somebody to translate for 
her. Her switch to English also indicates that lodging a complaint via John is more important than 
continuing to struggle with communicating the complaint herself in Danish. John’s paraphrase (l. 
207) is the most direct form the complaint takes. It has a concluding character in the use of 
“altså” which translates to “so, you need to remember to tidy up”. Emma doesn’t align or affiliate 
with the complaint but remains silent which, as (Laforest, 2002, p. 1608) notes, has the effect of 
disregarding it.  

By the end of excerpt 7.5, the talk-in-interaction of the participants show multiple and 
sometimes conflicting asymmetrical relations. These include: 

• Emma – as the child denying what she is being accused of versus Mulenga who is in the 
role of her stepmother accusing her; 
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• Emma – as the child denying the rephrased complaint from John as the head of the family 
and her biological father who reprimands her; 

• John – as the father connecting with his daughter by co-participating in a TV show but 
who must interrupt this to support Mulenga. 

• Mulenga – as the stepparent who cannot by herself formulate a complaint about Emma’s 
behaviour versus John who can do so independently;  

• Mulenga – as the limited L2 speaker of the family language versus John and Emma as the 
expert/native speakers.  

 
While the specifics of how these asymmetries play out are dynamic, we note that Mulenga 
exhibits trouble producing felicitous utterances and struggles to legitimate her position in the 
family hierarchy. This may contribute to why, in excerpt 7.6, she does not let go of the complaint: 
 
Excerpt 7.6 
208 MUL: så- [du siger du er ikke en baby (0.3) du er en: (0.6) pige 

         so   you say you are not a baby       you are a        girl 

209 EMM:     [(                ?) 

         (0.5) 

210 EMM: ja: ((whispering)) °j[a:° 

         yes                 yes 

211 MUL:                    [så:- (1.4) hvad er det? (0.3) en baby    

                             then       what is it         a baby  

212       eller pige. (.) baby eller p[ige.  

          or    girl      baby or    girl 

213 EMM:                              [ssch 

214 JOH: DU: (0.3) der bliver snakket til [dig  

         you       there is   talked to   you (somebody is talking to you) 

215 MUL:                                  [jeg snakker 

                                           I   talk 

216      med DIG: ((a knock sound when saying "dig")) (.)  

         with you      

217      D[U: 

         you 

218 EMM:  [<jeg har hørt de:t> 

           I have heard it 

219 MUL: ja: ta:k.  

         yes thanks  

220      (0.7) 
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In excerpt 7.6, Mulenga takes the complaint in a slightly different direction by approaching 
Emma in a sort of meta-conversation about what age Emma’s behaviour can be associated with: 
that of a baby, or that of a girl (ll. 208, 211-212). She bridges this part of the conversation to the 
previous with a “so” and a rhetorical statement (l. 208) followed by Emma reluctantly agreeing to 
being a girl, not a baby, through two quietly spoken “yes”s (l. 210). Her second “yes” overlaps 
with Mulenga who in a teasing tone again asks Emma rhetorically whether she is a baby or a girl 
(ll. 211-212). The teasing tone and nagging character is picked up by Emma who in overlap 
hushes Mulenga with a forceful “ssch” (l. 213). Her hush is treated as rude by both John and 
Mulenga, who raise their voices and stress the 2nd person pronoun “you” (ll. 214, 216-217). 
Mulenga’s turn, “I talk with YOU” (ll. 216-217), mirrors John’s in both form and content, 
“YOU! somebody is talking to you” (l. 214), showing a strong alignment with his activity and 
affiliating with his positioning of Emma as rude. Also, by aligning and affiliating with John in an 
incidence of disciplining, Mulenga positions herself as a co-parent with authority similar to 
John’s. Her position is supported by the content of what John is saying, “somebody is talking to 
you” (l. 214), because he is legitimating Mulenga as someone who can reprimand Emma. John 
and Mulenga insist that Emma listen to Mulenga, in contrast to what happened in excerpts 7.2-
7.5. Here Mulenga did not manage to formulate her own complaint and position herself as 
somebody to whom Emma must listen. Emma responds with a fast spoken: “I have heard it” (l. 
218), positioning herself in alignment with the activity but still disaffiliating with the complaint. 
When Mulenga replies “yes thanks” (l. 219) it is with a tone of sarcasm leaving the next turn 
open for Emma to admit her mistaken behaviour (l. 220). The nagging character of the complaint 
climaxing in Emma’s hushing of Mulenga represents the struggle for power in this series of 
complaint sequences with Mulenga seemingly looking for Emma to recognize and apologize for 
her behaviour and perhaps promise to attend to tidying up in the future.  

Boxer (2002) notes that nagging in families is typically done by an adult to a child about 
household chores. She describes nagging as consisting of several moves: the first move is a 
request, e.g. “could you empty the dish washer”, which might be followed up with a verbal 
agreement to do so, but not with the actual act of emptying the dish washer. When the request is 
not followed up, a reminder is given, which again may be acknowledged verbally but not with an 
act. When the reminder is repeated it is nagging. The nagging in the present analysis is slightly 
different: First, Mulenga complains, Emma denies (excerpt 7.3), second, Mulenga reformulates 
the complaint and Emma denies (excerpt 7.4), third, Mulenga reformulates the complaint and 
Emma ignores her (excerpt 7.5), and finally, in excerpt 7.6, Mulenga requests Emma to reflect on 
her behaviour, and while Emma acknowledges that she has heard the complaint, she still refuses 
to acquiesce to it. In this nagging sequence, Mulenga is not looking for Emma to follow up with 
an act of tidying up, but more likely with a recognition or apology and perhaps a promise of 
attending to tidying up in the future. 

Excerpt 7.6 ends differently than excerpts 7.2-7.5 in that Mulenga is positioned as a 
legitimate co-parent with authority to complain. However, her authority here also depends on 
John, who provides her with the vocabulary to complain (“I talk with you”, l. 215-216) and 
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legitimates her as somebody Emma needs to listen to (l. 214). But the atmosphere is tense with a 
strong disaffiliation between the adults on the one side and Emma as a child who doesn’t tidy up 
after herself, needs to be reprimanded, and responds rudely to her stepmother. In excerpt 7.7, 
Mulenga takes the conversation in a direction where Emma can again affiliate with her father:  
 

Excerpt 7.7 
218 EMM:  [<jeg har hørt de:t> 

            I  have heard it 

219 MUL: ja: ta:k.  

         yes thanks  

220      (0.7) 

221 MUL: og så:   det er en første: g- øh gang jeg 

         and then it is  a first       uh time I 

222      kommer til Danmark og: (0.5) og:m (0.5) har: koldt bad. 

         come   to  Denmark and       and        have cold shower 

223      (0.5)  

224 JOH: @@@@@@ 

225 MUL: så jeg skal skrive på: min: øh: (0.7) diary? 

         so I   will write  on  my   uh        diary? 

226 JOH: dagbog? 

         diary? 

227 MUL: ja: 

         yes 

228      (1.6) 

229 JOH: at-   at  Emma har brugt alt det varme vand? 

         that that Emma has used  all the hot   water 

230 MUL: ja: 

         yes 

231 JOH: hm 

232      (1.6) ((sounds like a metal plate being banged)) 

233 MUL: at  jeg skal fryser          hele  dag     idag. 

         that I will freeze (be cold) the whole day today 

 
Mulenga’s turn in ll. 221-222 develops a different path and now turns to Emma using all the hot 
water. Though still a complaint, her use of humour and constructing herself as somebody foreign 
to Denmark and the family (l. 222) is a way of making the atmosphere lighter (cf. Laforest, 
2002). The humour is picked up by John who aligns through laughter (l. 224) while Emma 
misaligns by remaining silent. By referring to herself as an outsider, Mulenga positions John and 
Emma together as Danes in opposition to herself as a non-Dane. This contrasts with the earlier 
excerpts in which Mulenga and John as parents were in solidarity in their reprimand of Emma.  
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When Mulenga had turned on the recorder 7 minutes earlier, she was seemingly irked at 
having had a cold shower and having had to slide around the shower room on shampoo and 
shower gel. She continues, jokingly referring to the cold shower as notable enough for her to put 
it in her diary (l. 225). In the production of the turn, she engages John in a word search by briefly 
switching to English and using rising intonation on the word “diary”. When he provides the 
Danish translation (l. 226), she acknowledges his help with a “yes” (l. 227) followed by a long 
pause (l. 228). When Mulenga doesn’t continue her turn in this pause, John picks it up with a 
suggestion for completion “that Emma has used all the hot water” (l. 229). His completion links 
directly to Mulenga’s turn (l. 225) with the subordinate conjunction “at” [that] after a restart. 
Again, Mulenga acknowledges his completion with a “yes” (l. 230). In the continuation of the 
conversation (transcript not included here), Emma participates in a discussion about the size of 
their hot water tank in comparison to the one at her mother’s place. In this part of the 
conversation, John explains to Mulenga that Emma is used to having unlimited hot water and not 
a boiler with limited hot water, the latter being the case at John and Mulenga’s apartment. Thus, 
even though John completes Mulenga’s turn (l. 229) and thereby ensures intersubjectivity, he 
doesn’t affiliate with her but rather with Emma defending her likely unaware (over)use of their 
hot water.  
 

7.4 Discussion 
 
Mulenga’s social role as stepmother is intrinsically interwoven with her emergent linguistic 
competence because she depends on her L2 to position herself as a stepmother. Her linguistic 
competence can be viewed as a problem when she fails to produce the complaint without John’s 
mediation. But simultaneously, Mulenga’s communicative difficulties creates opportunities for 
her complaint to be more forceful because of John’s alignment and affiliation. Moreover, her 
linguistic struggles bring Emma temporarily in alignment during the disagreement when Emma 
participates in Mulenga’s word search16 (l. 183). The intrinsically interwoven nature of language 
competence and social roles is especially clear in the analysis of John’s double role as language 
broker and co-complainer/co-parent. John aligns with Mulenga’s activity of complaining when 
engaging in her word searches and serving as a language broker who translates and paraphrases 
what she says for Emma. As a co-parent and biological father of Emma, he simultaneously 
affiliates with the stance Mulenga is making: that Emma needs to tidy up the bathroom after she 
showers. His role as language broker in conversations between Mulenga and Emma are evident 
elsewhere in the database.  

16 It can also be seen as an effort on Emma’s side to stay on her father’s good side. In the data there is a clear 
tendency for Emma to avoid getting positioned with Mulenga if her father is excluded. She then vigorously resists 
Mulenga’s alignments to suggest positions which bring herself in alignment with her father (Chapter 6; Kolstrup 
2013). 
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This finding confirms Del Torto’s (2008, p. 95) suggestion that language brokering is a 
strategy, which “helps achieve family cohesion and construct identities.” But even though 
Mulenga in these excerpts is highly dependent on John to language broker for her, she is 
persistent in her attempts to independently position herself as Emma’s stepmother. Similar to 
previous findings in micro analytical studies of L2 conversations outside the classroom (e.g. 
Firth, 2009; Gardner & Wagner, 2004; Kurhila, 2006), both Mulenga and the other family 
members attend primarily to mutual understanding while overt linguistic corrections are not 
generally offered. The most dominant type of repair sequences found in the analysis is word 
searches initiated by Mulenga. It is striking how no embedded corrections (see section 7.2.2) are 
found since others (Brouwer et al., 2004; Kurhila, 2006) have found embedded correction to be 
one of the most frequent corrections in L2 conversations outside the classroom. However, the L2 
speakers in Brouwer et al.’s data are more advanced in their L2 than Mulenga, whereas the 
competence of Kurhila’s L2 speakers varied. Another reason might be found in the contextual 
difference among these settings. As mentioned in section 7.2.2, both Brouwer et al.’s and 
Kurhila’s dataset come from more formal settings in which face saving strategies, such as 
embedded corrections, are more of a concern. In the stepfamily data, the relationship between the 
participants are much more intimate making face-saving strategies less of a worry (Blum-Kulka, 
1997; Laforest, 2002, 2009). Whether the dominance of word-searches and non-existence of 
embedded corrections are representative of the database will be explored in future research.  

CA informed studies on language learning can be broadly categorized as falling in two 
groups: those which focus on the changes of L2 speakers’ participation in practice over time, and 
those which focus on how participants demonstrate that they are involved in “doing learning” 
(Firth & Wagner, 2007; Pallotti & Wagner, 2011a). An example of doing learning during word 
searches in conversations between L1 and L2 speakers, is found in Brouwer (2003) who 
describes interactional indications such as the L2 speaker repeating the linguistic material offered 
by the L1 speaker or acknowledging the offered material with a “yes”. In the study at hand, there 
are a few such instances of Mulenga “doing learning”. In excerpt 7.4, for example, Mulenga 
offers two quietly spoken “yes”s (ll. 178, 180), and acknowledges the lexical material, “shower 
gel” (l. 176) suggested by John. In excerpt 7.7 she also acknowledges John’s support with a “yes” 
(l. 227) when John provides the lexical material “dagbog” or “diary” for her and when he 
completes her turn (l. 230). If we had access to the bodily postures and gestures of the 
participants, we might also be able to show other types of acknowledgements of the linguistic 
support, e.g. Mulenga nodding or making eye contact. Thus, even though it was not the emphasis 
of this study, we think it is pertinent to note that there are some indications that the construction 
of the complaint simultaneously functions as a language learning opportunity for Mulenga. 
Nevertheless, respecting the principle of staying close to our data, we would surmise that such 
learning opportunities are incidental to the primary intent of the interaction we have outlined in 
this chapter. Mulenga typically doesn’t repeat the linguistic material provided and eventually 
switches to English during this interaction, which signals a primary concern to successfully 

120 



 Word searches and language brokering while complaining 

establish her complaint over and above her secondary goal of increasing her capacity to 
communicate in Danish.  
 

7.5. Conclusion 
 
The multilingual stepfamily suggests an intriguing new context for further exploring L2 
conversations and expanding the interactional L2 development database as called for by Firth 
(2009), Firth and Wagner (2007), and Wagner (2004). While in the present analysis we did not 
attempt to address whether or not the family conversations are a language learning setting for 
Mulenga, we are sympathetic to the notion that language learning is essentially a social practice, 
a claim made by other scholars who combine the insights of CA with second language 
development (Brouwer & Wagner, 2004; Firth & Wagner, 2007; Mondada & Pekarek Doehler, 
2004; Pallotti & Wagner, 2011b).  In this social practice and ecological perspective, language is 
understood as an affordance for establishing, as well as contesting, social relationships and their 
boundaries. Van Lier (2004) defines the term “affordances’ as a relationship between an 
organism and its environment that “signals an opportunity for or inhibition of action” (p. 4). In 
application to language learning in domestic social contexts, these excerpts can be seen to reflect 
“the raw materials out of which signs grow” (van Lier, 2004, p. 63). In this way, language 
learning is inseparable from language use in the sense that L2 speakers actively engage linguistic 
and other competences “within a constant process of adjustment vis-à-vis other social agents and 
in the emerging context” (Mondada & Pekarek Doehler, 2004, p. 502). 

Broadening our discussion, we think it worthwhile emphasizing that the analysis 
presented above advocates a conceptualisation of L2 competence that extends beyond knowledge 
of grammar and lexicon to include interactional achievements and symbolic competence (see 
Canagarajah, 2007; Firth & Wagner, 2007, Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008; Norton, 2000). For 
instance, Canagarajah (2007, p. 928) includes notions of language awareness, strategic 
competence and pragmatic competence as dimensions of a dynamic conceptual framework that is 
inclusive of a speaker’s sensitivity to contextual dynamics such as power relations and other 
participants’ positionalities and abilities. To illustrate this, one can look at the way Mulenga 
approaches Emma through the use of advanced strategies of implicature (see Brown & Levinson, 
1987). She could have stated directly that the bathroom was messy and all the hot water used. But 
instead she brings in common cultural references to humorously compare Emma’s actions in the 
bathroom to that of “Tornado” Katrina. Her humorous and indirect approach in conversations 
with Emma is representative of the database as a whole and illustrates a sophisticated ability for 
interactional engagement that extends considerably beyond her linguistic expertise. 

Finally, we would like to mention that the analysis in this article touches on broader 
issues of identity and socialization in emergent L2 users (Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Norton, 
2000). In the interviews and conversations with Mulenga, it is clear that she wishes to create a 
close relationship with Emma in which she is both a friend and a respected co-parent. But the 
development of her social identity as stepmother is intrinsically bound to her developing 
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interactional, symbolic, and linguistic competence in Danish. In interviews, when discussing the 
role she hoped to play in the family, Mulenga often described the practice of raising children in 
Zambia in contrast to what she experienced in Denmark. She reported that in Zambia, children 
are brought up to respect and listen to an array of adults that comprise an extended family, all of 
whom typically have a say in how they are raised. In Denmark, she experiences the raising and 
reprimanding of children as almost exclusively the role of the biological parents. Thus, her 
wished for role as stepmother is not only mediated by language, but also by her expectations and 
growing awareness of the different ways in which family life is culturally organized. 
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In the empirical studies detailed in the four previous chapters, triangulation became key to 
account for the interrelation of different factors on a number of levels, from the use of multiple 
data sources, to the consideration of complementary conceptualizations, accounting for legal and 
policy initiatives, and the inclusion of broader societal and global contexts. In this respect, several 
interpretive frameworks were put to work in order to more fully understand both psychological 
and sociological dimensions of the participants’ L2 motivation, identities and agencies. 
Moreover, various types of data were included to point to possible conflicts, flesh out 
discrepancies, and to add nuance and complexity to what we otherwise might take for granted. 
The purpose of such an eclectic approach is to embrace the “messiness” of L2 learning and use in 
everyday life, confronting the challenge of accounting for such processes in line with an 
ecological perspective on language learning. As explained in the first two chapters of this 
dissertation, this scholarly standpoint centres on the organism-environment relationships which 
are central to a situated understanding of L2 use and learning. It calls for research that 
emphasizes multi-level analysis with the aim of achieving a more holistic understanding of 
opportunities to speak and the L2 in use.  

In this final chapter, I first revisit the conclusions from the four empirical chapters and 
expand upon these to illustrate how they transverse the individual chapters and link up to broader 
themes. These conclusions lead in to a section on some of the contributions of this study to the 
existing research on L2 development and use. I focus especially on the benefits of how broader 
contextualizations of case studies can help increase external validity. I then move on to argue 
how the findings can shed light on areas outside of L2 research, such as sociological and 
anthropological studies of marriage migration, national-policy perspectives and discussions, and 
interactional linguistics in the context of family talk and communication in the domestic sphere. 
The chapter is rounded off by some thoughts on future research trajectories within the existing 
database and for the field of L2 research more generally.  
 

8.1 Conclusions 
 
In Chapter 1, two main questions were formulated around which the work in this dissertation 
pivots. These were:  
 

1. How do individual, contextual, and societal factors relate to the motivation to learn a 
second language?   

2. How does language competence interrelate with negotiations of identities in L2 use in the 
domestic sphere?  

 
I now return to these questions by revisiting them alongside the principal conclusions in chapters 
4-7. While these chapters were designed to stand alone – when looking across their findings, new 
patterns and conclusions emerge. In the following two subsections, these new patterns are 
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discussed and simultaneously placed in dialogue with the two main questions. As this exchange 
develops, I show how each empirical chapter contributes to better understanding aspects of L2 
use, learning, and motivation.  
 

8.1.1 L2 Motivation  
 
In section 2.2, I argued for the benefits of an interaction between the psychologically informed 
L2 motivational self system (e.g., Dörnyei, 2009a) and the sociological and poststructuralist 
informed studies of L2 identity, motivation and investment. Such an interaction, I claimed, could 
result in a more in-depth understanding of L2 motivation as an emergent phenomenon that takes 
into account both the relativity and openness of self and identity. Chapters 4 and 5 both took as a 
point of departure an understanding of L2 motivation as conceptualized in the L2 motivational 
self system. The analyses were especially concerned with the ideal L2 self and the participants’ 
experiences with learning Danish and social integration in Denmark. Chapter 4 highlighted how 
opportunities to speak in the same L2 classroom can be perceived and experienced very 
differently by different learners. The findings demonstrated a complex interplay between the 
reasons for studying an L2 and the actual day-to-day reality of learning it, a reality which extends 
far beyond the confines of the classroom. These findings came about through an analysis of 
multiple data sources focusing on the agencies and experiences of Mulenga and Yuko during 
classes with their everyday teacher as well as with a substitute teacher. In the analysis, I 
accounted for teaching method, learner history, experience and agency in the classroom, life 
goals and everyday activities outside it. I concluded that it is the confluence of these multiple 
mediating factors that shape learners’ motivation and agency in the L2 classroom.  

In Chapter 4, I also showed how Mulenga seemed to lack a clear ideal L2 self and argued 
that this lack of an articulated ideal self influenced her preference for teaching method and her 
motivation to participate in the classroom. In Chapter 5, this lack of an ideal L2 self was again 
explored but this time in greater depth, building primarily on the narrative database. Thus, 
whereas Chapter 4 highlighted the intimate relation between openness and the relativity of self 
and other, Chapter 5 focused more carefully on how this openness was evident in case of 
Mulenga and especially in her self-construction(s). The detailed narrative analysis of excerpts 
from an interview from the same period as the data used for the analysis in Chapter 4, revealed a 
discrepancy between Mulenga’s earlier ideal self (her hopes of a better life with a romantic man 
from the idealized West) and her contemporary actual selves (her lived realities in Denmark), 
which was understood in the context of global inequalities between first and third world 
countries. This self-discrepancy resulted in disappointment and frustration, which critically 
impacted her L2 motivation and successful integration, not only linguistically but more broadly 
into Danish family life, culture, and society. These findings moreover point to the relevance for 
studies on L2 motivation that include broader global trends and national policies.  

While the two first empirical chapters focused explicitly on how opportunities to speak 
and learn an L2 are experienced by learners, chapters 6 and 7 zoomed in on how opportunities to 
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speak are negotiated in immediate conversation in the domestic sphere. Thus, these two latter 
chapters were not explicitly concerned with the openness of the participants. However, because 
of the intimate relationship between self and identity, motivation and agency, they provide a 
perspective that augments the findings in chapters 4 and 5. While chapters 4 and 5 concluded that 
Mulenga lacked a clear sense of an ideal self which mitigated her motivation to learn Danish and 
to socially integrate in Denmark, chapters 6 and 7 demand a readjustment when we factor in 
Mulenga’s persistent attempts to speak Danish at home in an effort to create a relationship with 
her stepdaughter. Her determination to build a close relationship with Emma is reflected both in 
the interview data and in the recordings from her home. In the home, she shows great 
interactional creativity in efforts to ensure continued interaction with Emma. Thus, in contexts 
that include Emma, Mulenga seems motivated to use Danish. This seeming tension presents an 
obvious question, namely: why does this L2 experience not influence her self-construction to 
build alternative ideal selves? One plausible explanation seems to be that at the time of the 
recordings analysed in chapters 6 and 7, Mulenga was already frustrated about her marriage and 
life in Denmark. After all, she is in Denmark because of her marriage to John and becoming a 
valued member of the family was part of this vision. However, the urge to be a good stepparent to 
Emma – a motivation which relies upon L2 competence – seems to not translate outside these 
moments for many reasons, including the fact that by this point she already felt unsure about the 
direction their marriage was taking and, correspondingly, what implications this had for her 
possible future trajectories in Denmark. The triangulation of data and of the interpretive 
approaches employed for analysis make it possible to get a more in-depth understanding of L2 
motivation and, in this case, to explore inconsistencies. 

To summarize, the complex picture that arises of Mulenga’s agency and motivation across 
the four chapters confirms the importance of including both individual, contextual and societal 
factors and, not least, the relationship between all of these.  The recognition of such complex 
interactions is fundamental to  the ecological perspective on language development, the notion of  
“variation being the primary given” (Kramsch, 2002a, p. 4). In this regard, we can say that 
ecological principles that seem especially well suited for furthering our understanding of L2 
motivation are those of openness, relativity of self and other, and motivation, agency and identity 
as emergent phenomena. Viewing these principles across the qualitative case studies forming this 
dissertation, empirical chapters 4 and 5 focused on the openness of the participants while 
empirical chapters 6 and 7 were governed more by the ecological principle of relativity of self 
and other. These latter chapters form the focus of the following section. 
 

8.1.2 L2 Learning and use beyond the classroom 
 
This dissertation was positioned to align with research viewing language learning as language 
use, a stance that advocates making L2 contexts beyond the L2 classroom key sites for exploring 
and understanding L2 learning. In this view, L2 learning is a contextualized activity wherein 
different places of L2 use form key sites for the exploration and understanding of L2 learning. In 
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such situations the willingness of other more fluent speaking participants to negotiate 
intersubjectivity and “doing learning” become central, as does the learner’s ability “to shape the 
very context in which the language is learned and used” (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p. 664). 
The ability to shape the context and maintain intersubjectivity are central for the participant’s 
negotiation of social roles and positions. This interconnection was the focus in chapters 6 and 7. 
The analysis in Chapter 6 showed how the identities of family participants emerge in interaction 
with the other members, meaning the ecological principle of relativity of self and other took front 
stage. In the narrative data, Mulenga expressed a strong wish to take an active part in family life 
as a friend and co-parent for Emma who could both discipline and socially connect with her. In 
the interactional data, this strong wish of hers played out as a persistence to position herself in 
alignment with and support of Emma – even in situations when Emma resisted her attempts to 
align. Emma’s resistance of Mulenga’s control and connection manoeuvres were explained with 
reference to the frailty of Mulenga’s legitimacy on family matters, an issue which has so far been 
only sparsely addressed in studies of family talk in the domestic sphere. The analysis in Chapter 6 
furthermore revealed how the fluent language users, Emma and John, were faced with the 
necessity of linguistically supporting Mulenga to maintain intersubjectivity, even at times when 
they disagreed with her actions.  

This issue of being faced with choices of alignment during disagreement was also 
explored in Chapter 7, which began by showing how social roles and interactional competence 
were intertwined during a complaint made by Mulenga to Emma. During this longer complaint 
sequence, Mulenga struggled linguistically to express and explain her complaint to Emma. At 
many points during these struggles, John stepped in to language broker and thereby support 
Mulenga’s activity of complaining. But he also took her side on an interpersonal level by 
positioning himself as a co-complainer and co-parent. The analysis shows how these functional 
positions of language broker and co-complainer/co-parent are sometimes difficult to 
disambiguate. At other points during Mulenga’s linguistic struggles to express her complaint, 
John or Emma would engage in word searches with her to re-establish intersubjectivity. It is 
significant that Emma does so despite disagreeing with the complaint Mulenga is making about 
her. Moreover, in line with previous research on L2 conversations outside the classroom, we find 
that the participants orient primarily to the social roles and only secondarily to linguistic 
competence.  

The fine-grained analyses in chapters 6 and 7 offer unique insights into the deeply 
contextualized use of Danish as an L2 in a stepfamily. They especially highlight how, when you 
are an L2 speaker, the self you can be in everyday life is limited, at times, by your interactional 
and linguistic competences. This was especially clear when Mulenga attempted to be a 
stepmother who could make a complaint to her stepdaughter about her behaviour. To position 
herself as someone who can make a complaint, she depended crucially on John’s language 
brokering. This finding makes relevant the quote from Wagner and Gardner (2004), also cited in 
Chapter 2: “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 
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action” (p. 13). That is, to understand language learning, we need to look at language use. In 
Chapter 7, I discussed how some of the word searches in our analysis could be viewed as 
potential incidences of learning. I also discussed the implications of the findings for how L2 
competence is viewed, arguing that Mulenga is using advanced interactional strategies when 
creating opportunities for herself to continue her argument and complaint towards Emma. Thus, 
she shows a considerable ability to shape the context of conversations in the family, a 
competence that aligns with what Kramsch and Whiteside (2008) have referred to as “symbolic 
competence”. Mulenga’s interactional competence in the domestic sphere (Chapters 6 and 7) 
contrasts with the analysis of her agency in the classroom (Chapter 4), as argued for above 
(section 8.1.1). Thus, her symbolic competence seems highly context dependent and might need 
to be viewed in relation to the person’s self-construction as suggested in the L2 motivational self 
system. Symbolic competence is closely related to the power asymmetries that exist between 
participants in most settings. Looking at how Mulenga views herself in these power asymmetries 
can shed light on her different agencies in the home versus in the classroom. When talking about 
family life in Zambia and the relationship between children and adults, Mulenga explained how 
in Zambia, children learn to respect and listen to an extended group of adults ranging from 
parents, to extended family members and friends of the family. She seems to bring this view of 
appropriate roles and respect into her relationship with Emma in attempts to actively enact a role 
as co-parent. In contrast, she doesn’t speak about the classroom activities as something she as a 
learner can influence. Rather, as was discussed in Chapter 4, she places this responsibility solely 
on the teacher when talking about how going to class should be fun. In this respect, we can again 
see how viewing the chapters in concert with the research questions leads to fundamental insights 
that inform a broader understanding of L2 use and motivation as contingent upon context and 
interaction.   
 

8.2 Scholarly contributions  
 
The main contribution of this dissertation to the existing body of research on L2 development is 
that it takes seriously the encouragement in the field to embrace and tackle a more holistic 
approach and to locate studies within broader societal contexts (see Dörnyei et al., 2015; Ushioda 
& Dörnyei, 2009; Duff, 2006; Kramsch, 2002b, 2008; Norton & Toohey, 2011). The attempt to 
more holistically frame the focal analyses is evident in a number of ways: from the triangulation 
through the analyses of multiple data sources to the analysis of these data from multiple 
conceptual and interpretive perspectives. Furthermore, in these analyses the larger sociocultural 
contexts are actively engaged with and brought in to add further dimension and depth to the 
studies. Such triangulations and contexualization have the benefits of helping to increase the 
external validity of the study (see Duff, 2006).  

More concretely, the findings in this dissertation contribute to the existing literature on L2 
development in a number of significant ways. First, by including micro-analysis of talk in 
interaction this dissertation demonstrates how L2 identity, agency, and motivation are phenomena 
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which emerge in interaction between individual, contextual, and societal factors. Typically, case 
studies of foreign and immigrant L2 learners rely on data from classroom observations, 
interviews and/or self-report (e.g. Kinginger, 2004; Lantolf & Genung, 2002; Pavlenko & 
Lantolf, 2000: Menard-Warwick, 2009; Norton, 2000, 2001). In contrast, this research focused on 
issues of L2 development by comparing participants’ self-reported agency and motivation with 
their immediate negotiation of identity and agency in actual interaction. This combination of data 
and analyses is still rare in the field, a point noted by Norton and Toohey (2011). The benefits of 
such an approach are twofold: the micro-analysis adds to the broader understanding of the 
complexity of L2 development, motivation, agency and identity, thus shaping professional use of 
these concepts; and furthermore, it reveals the particularities and unevenness when these 
dynamics are negotiated in immediate, moment-to-moment interaction. This was especially 
evident in the analysis of the conversations in Mulenga’s family, which contributed to better 
understanding the complexity of L2 motivation and agency as they are enacted in non-
instructional contexts.  

Secondly, sociocultural and political factors were shown to have a considerable affect on 
Mulenga’s L2 motivation. This realization further contributes to understanding the crucial role 
these broader contexts play and the need to acknowledge their significance to more fully 
understand and interpret ethnographic data of L2 development. In this regard, this dissertation 
can be seen as building upon an increasing number of studies that argue for a similar recognition 
(e.g. Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Menard-Warwick, 2009; Norton & Toohey, 2011; Watson-Gegeo, 
1992).  

In line with these mostly conceptual contributions, this research also contributed to the 
existing empirical database of L2 development in two valuable ways: by analysing data from a 
marriage migrant, and by analysing L2 conversations in the domestic sphere. Previous studies of 
L2 motivation, identity and agency have included participants who are immigrants living alone or 
with a partner with the same cultural and linguistic background (Menard-Warwick, 2009; Norton, 
2000, 2001), asylum seekers (Cooke, 2006), students in foreign language contexts (Kinginger, 
2004; Lamb, 2009; Lantolf & Genung, 2002; McKay & Wong, 1996), and students studying 
abroad (Kinginger, 2004). However, these types of case studies do not often include participants 
who are marriage migrants entering a first world country from a third or second world country. 
Furthermore, the inclusion of micro-analytic studies of family talk also adds to the existing 
research on L2 use and learning in informal settings, an area that remains infrequently studied 
(Firth, 2009; Firth & Wagner, 2007; Wagner, 2004).   

  
 

8.3 Broader perspectives 
 
In chapters 1 and 2, I argued for how the events and activities of participants in case studies can 
be understood as fractals of larger societal trends. In this research, this meant including the 
broader developments of marriage migration and changing family formations in the Western 
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world to understand in greater depth the experiences and activities of the participants. Another 
way to conceptualize the inclusion of these broader contexts is to view them through the lens of 
the social identities of the participant. In the immediate interactional contexts of the classroom 
and the home, respectively, these identities were Mulenga and Yuko as language learners in the 
classroom in Chapter 4 and Mulenga as a stepmother in chapters 6 and 7. However, while these 
social identities may be self-evident as defined largely by the context of interaction, it is also 
crucial to note that the narrative data analysed in chapters 4 and 5 revealed multiple other 
significant identities. Those were especially that of being a global migrant, an immigrant (and 
visible minority) in Denmark, and the wife of a Danish man. The relativity of these identities and 
the asymmetrical power relationships in which they are constructed was also made apparent. 

In this way, the global migrant identity highlighted was that of a marriage migrant (as 
opposed to a knowledge or professional migrant, for instance), which points to inequalities 
between third and first world countries (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2010). When talking of herself 
as an immigrant, Mulenga positioned herself, and other immigrants too, in an unequal 
relationship to people with Danish citizenship, who have more benefits in the welfare system than 
those with temporary residency. This reflects the similar way that this “class” of immigrant is 
often positioned discursively in political and policy discussions when it comes to questions about 
the global movement of people and integration (Jørgensen, 2012). Of course, such distinctions 
are not bound up only in one social role. In the classroom, for instance, the teacher-learner 
asymmetry is evident in Yuko’s and Mulenga’s described experiences in which they express 
dissatisfaction with the activities and the approach of the classroom, without attempts to set up 
counter discourses. Finally, a third power discrepancy was clearly visible and pertinent within 
this study, namely in Mulenga’s home where she needed to actively negotiate a co-parent role to 
address the asymmetrical relations between her husband’s and her own say on family matters.  

In the analyses offered in the empirical chapters that comprise this study, these identities 
were oftentimes secondary. However, this should not be construed as interpreting them as a less 
crucial aspect of the participants’ L2 motivation and agencies. The discussions below should thus 
be read as a further supplement to previous analyses, which draws upon some of the above 
mentioned contexts and distinctions to discuss how these identities were constructed and 
experienced for the participants in this study. In this regard, it looks at the implications of this 
study for areas outside of L2 development.   
 

8.3.1 Marriage migrant 
 
In the field of marriage migration research, Mulenga is not an unusual case. This is especially 
clear when considering what Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2010, p. 412) refer to as “double desire” 
– that is, the inseparable relationship between a migrant’s desire for the partner and for the 
country. For Mulenga, it may have been coincidence that the man she fell for was Danish and not 
Zambian (see Chapter 5). However in interviews and conversations, especially the one from 
2012, it is clear that her initial view of John was indeed coloured by the view of Westerners as 
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they are portrayed in the Zambian media. Thus, the discourse about the more romantic white man 
and the better life in the West was so strong that it made it difficult, even for a well-educated 
woman like Mulenga with a permanent job and a rich social life, to distinguish between the 
partner and the country. Likewise, Mulenga’s case confirms recent studies of marriage migration 
that conceptualise migrant women as people actively choosing to migrate and thus portray them 
as highly agentive (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2010; Constable, 2005; Sims, 2012). This line of 
research contests studies that describe marriage migrants in a victimized discourse that results in 
positioning them as non-agentive in a relationship with white men, who are viewed as more 
economically powerful. It is also important to note in this respect that such negative stereotyping 
of women from third world countries who marry white men from the West is not only active in 
Western countries. This became evident when Mulenga protested to my description of her as a 
marriage migrant (Chapter 5). Her reaction: “I’m not a gold-digger”, and subsequent elaboration 
made it apparent that these kinds of marriage also spur negative stereotypical thinking in Zambia. 
She highlighted that within the Zambian context, such terminology implied women marry white 
men not for reasons of love but for financial betterment. Mulenga clearly wanted to dispel such 
notions, and emphasized that she migrated for the “right” (romantic) reasons.  

In our conversations between 2005 and 2007, Mulenga explicitly denied the double desire 
of the partner and country. However, as is evident in Chapter 5, she does admit that she expected 
“Denmark was going to be better [than Zambia]” (excerpt 5.1). In relation to this, it is interesting 
to note that her narrative about herself as a participant in my study changed across its duration. 
Already by autumn 2005 she somewhat jokingly suggested that I should write about the 
experiences of women like her, who move from Africa or Asia to marry a Danish man. By 2007 
and 2012 this narrative had become more serious, and she told me that she hoped her experiences 
could influence other women from African countries to make a more informed choice if 
considering moving to a Western country. In this sense, Mulenga no longer participated in my 
study as a means of advancing her linguistic socialization (her originally stated rationale), but 
rather as a means to be given a voice which she hoped would reach others in similar situations. 
The idea of narratives as the means to give voice to minority groups is common in the tradition of 
narrative analysis (see Chase, 2005; Personal Narratives Group, 1989). However, as is the case 
for all such voices, the voice of Mulenga in this dissertation is mediated by the choices I have 
made as a researcher with a specific focus, impacting everything from the specific extracts 
chosen to the framework in which they are placed (see Mauthner & Doucet, 2003). Thus while I 
have tried to take into account Mulenga’s reformulation of why she was participating in my 
project, a shift which corresponded closely with a change in how she made sense of her own 
experiences, that is, her self-construction, my focus was first and foremost on L2 motivation and 
use. That being said, her experiences as a marriage migrant and immigrant in Denmark certainly 
inform the former and through their inclusion both strengthen the depth of this study and also 
potentially point to areas of overlap in other fields.  

For instance, in relation to the studies of marriage migrants and the associated global 
inequalities between third and first world countries, Mulenga’s stories about how the West and 
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white people are depicted in African countries such as Zambia, calls for further inquiry. It raises 
challenging questions such as: What image do people in third world countries hold of the West, 
life within it, and marriage with a Western partner? How are these representations related to the 
media discourse in these countries about the West as well as the interactions with Western 
tourists and expatriates? An exploration of such questions could possibly inform our knowledge 
of would-be migrants’ dreams and hopes associated with migration. While such research about 
the experiences and agencies of marriage migrants is certainly present in the work conducted by 
anthropologists or sociologists, frequently it relies on ethnography and/or narrative data. 
However, the analysis in this research points to the advantages of also including interactional 
analysis of data from the everyday life contexts of these participants. Such an additional layer of 
context can help further reveal the complexities of these told-about processes of socialization. As 
such, the study of Mulenga spurs interesting potential research angles around the linguistic 
socialization and social integration of this type of migrant.  
 

8.3.2 Danish immigrant  
 
Global inequalities influence the migration flow between different countries and parts of the 
world and have resulted in what Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2010) refer to as “wall-building” 
around “Fortress First World”. This wall-building plays out as a wave of laws aimed to restrict 
certain groups of migrants. Arriving in 2004, Mulenga and Yuko came during one of the most 
turbulent periods in Danish history regarding changes to the legislation on immigration, a period 
that began in 2001 when a right leaning government came into power (see Jørgensen, 2012). For  
both Mulenga and John, Yuko and Kristoffer, these restrictions meant they were forced to marry 
if they wanted to pursue their relationship. Their situation was similar to the Cuban-Danish 
couples described in Fernandez’ (2013) study, who reported feeling forced to marry if they 
wanted to live in the same country and explore their relationship; many would have preferred to 
live in the same country before deciding on marriage. Paradoxically, Fernandez argues that these 
couples were forced to marry because of the political attempts to avoid so-called “forced” 
marriages. These political attempts to limit immigration resulted in multiple restrictions designed 
to curtail individual and familial-based migration in certain cases. In this respect, they revealed a 
clear dichotomy – discursively and legislatively – between the educated and skilled “wanted” 
migrants (typically from other Western countries), and the less-educated (often Muslim) 
“unwanted” migrants entering European countries through the laws of family unification 
(Jørgensen, 2012).  
 Thus, for Mulenga and Yuko, there were institutional factors behind the need for marriage 
that played a significant role. But these were not the only influences. In addition, the cultural 
values and personal meanings Mulenga attached to marriage impacted her experiences when 
moving in with John. For her, marriage was a point of no return because a divorced woman in 
Zambia is treated as a second class woman. They are socially stigmatized, she explained, leaving 
very few chances to enter into new relationships. Furthermore, she described how in Zambia, the 
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extended family gets involved if a marriage is headed off track, in an effort to right its course. In 
the summer of 2006 she explained how this fear of stigmatization should she return to Zambia 
was her main reason for not considering divorcing John, despite her frustrations with their 
marriage. Thus for Mulenga, tight immigration laws forced her to marry John to get to know him 
better. However, by tightening these requirements they further restrict her – she becomes locked 
into a marriage and bound to her adoptive country. Her immigrant identity is demonstrably 
intertwined with the L2 and her inability to establish a clear sense of self, a situation which is 
described within the analyses in chapters 4 and 5.  

For Yuko, marrying Kristoffer and migrating does not involve this level of frustration, but 
she still explains that she sometimes wished she could have just moved to Denmark to her own 
place and then continued dating Kristoffer, rather than being forced to marry him. The reasons for 
her being content in Denmark necessitates a more detailed analysis of her background and ideal 
selves which lies beyond this dissertation. This said, based on the analysis in Chapter 4, it seems 
reasonable to presume that she doesn’t view her migration and her marriage as a point of no 
return. Furthermore, her ideal L2 self is tied not only to her marriage but to a strong wish for an 
artistic career and a desire to be accepted as a student at a prestigious Danish art academy – a 
goal which she later achieved. 

In line with the conclusions in Fernandez (2013), the cases of Mulenga and Yuko also 
serve to highlight unintended consequences and concerns resulting from the strict laws on family 
unification. When couples who barely know each other are forced to marry to explore their 
relationship, issues of inequality may be increased rather than prevented. Furthermore, within 
Denmark the frequent changes in policy surrounding the requirements to achieve permanent 
residency becomes frustrating to Mulenga (Chapter 5). Thus, the study of Mulenga puts a human 
face on both the intended and unintended effects and efficacy of legislation on immigration. It 
especially shows the emotional impact constantly changing legislation can have, which clearly 
frames and influences immigrants’ future possible selves and the sub goals they can set for 
themselves to achieve those hoped for self-stages. Simply put, contemporary efforts to pursue 
policies of social integration, through their severe restrictions on who gets in, what they need to 
do to stay, and the societal discourse which surrounds this, may in fact be creating motivational 
disincentives for those who feel their identity and status as an immigrant will always come to the 
fore. In this regard, the work in this dissertation supplements other work that urges policymakers 
to keep in mind the variety of people that laws affect and to ensure that laws avoid vague 
formulations of what it means to live in Denmark and associated notions of so-called Danishness 
(Jenkins, 2011).   
 

8.3.3 Stepmother 
 
To understand what was going on during family conversations, this dissertation relied on findings 
from Family Studies (Ganong & Coleman, 2004; Levin, 1997a, 1997b) to shed light on the 
dynamics of conversations in non-nuclear families. The micro-analysis of the conversations in 
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this multilingual stepfamily confirmed previous findings from this literature that the legitimacy of 
the stepparent can be an issue in certain family matters regarding the stepparent’s possibilities to 
participate in control and connection manoeuvres. Research in this area of Family Studies seems 
to rely mostly on interview data to gain insights into family communication. However, as argued 
for in Chapter 6, this area of research could gain further understandings into how those dynamics 
of legitimacy and inclusion/exclusion play out by also being informed by micro-analysis of how 
the told-about communication plays out in reality. Similarly, studies on family talk coming from 
interactional linguistics and linguistic anthropology (Blum-Kulka, 1997; Gordon, 2009; Tannen, 
2007) have previously studied the conversations of nuclear families but could benefit from 
looking into conversations of stepfamilies at different stages of formations. Gordon (2003) also 
studied alignments in a stepfamily, but at the point of analysis, the stepmother and stepdaughter 
have known each other for more than a decade. The power dynamics that play out in the analyses 
in chapters 6 and 7 thus might be more representative of a stepfamily conversation in its early 
stages of formation.  

On a slightly different note, in the conclusions to Chapter 7 as well as in Chapter 1, we 
point to how Mulenga experiences family life in Denmark as different from family life in 
Zambia. Upon her arrival in Denmark, she is determined to become part of her new family and to 
create a relationship with Emma in which she is both a friend and a legitimate co-parent. The 
differences between the concept of family in Zambia and in Denmark were a frequent focus of 
my conversations with Mulenga, and she experienced significant cultural differences regarding 
marriage and family. With this in mind, it would be interesting to see to what extent the findings 
in Family Studies also hold true in non-Western countries where divorce rates are much lower 
and where the “step”-terminology is not used (if we take Mulenga’s description in Chapter 1 at 
face value). In Family Studies and in studies that involve micro-analysis of stepfamily talk 
(Chapter 6; Dedaic, 2001; Kolstrup, 2013; Ogiermann, 2013), the legitimacy of the new parent on 
family matters is argued to be important. But would legitimacy also be a concern in cultures 
where children call their new parent mom/dad or aunt/uncle? What about in cultures where 
divorces are not socially accepted to the extent they are in the Western world today? These 
questions suggest research trajectories that could build from the investigations presented here and 
contribute to various academic subfields as well as to applied issues related to public policy and 
social work support of immigrant communities.    
 

8.3.4 Classroom learner 
 
The findings in this dissertation fall in line with previous research pointing to the importance for 
teachers and language educators to take into account the variety of learner backgrounds and 
motives for learning an L2 (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008; Menard-Warwick, 2009; Norton, 2000, 
2001). A lack of attention to learners’ reasons for being in the language classroom and general 
motives to learn the L2 has been documented (e.g. Cooke, 2006; Lantolf & Genung, 2002; 
Norton, 2001) and this work adds further evidence of the importance of this in terms of language 
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pedagogy. In the analysis of Mulenga’s and Yuko’s motivation and agency in the classroom, their 
beliefs about how one best learns a language and their reasons, or motivations, for learning it, are 
pivotal to the classroom approach they find relevant. Their divergent perspectives in this regard 
were furthermore shown to be closely related to their sociocultural background as well as to past 
life experiences in Zambia and Japan. Finally, their experiences with Danish and Denmark 
outside of the classroom were key to understanding their self-construction and preference of 
teaching methods within it.  

Another implication for language teaching is that it cannot be taken for granted that 
learners in an L2 context have, or utilize, opportunities to speak and practice the L2 outside the 
classroom (see also Cooke, 2006; Menard-Warwick, 2009). Mulenga and Yuko are both married 
to Danish men, but at the time of the study, English served as the lingua franca in both of their 
relationships. The importance of the home setting on ways of participating in the classroom has 
been recognized in language socialization studies (Watson-Gegeo, 1992). The analyses in 
chapters 6 and 7 document how Mulenga actively participates in family life despite struggles to 
adequately communicate in Danish. Thus irrespective of limitations in terms of her knowledge of 
Danish grammar, vocabulary and so forth, in this particular context she comes across as a highly 
competent language user in terms of her interactional and symbolic competence (see 
Canagarajah, 2007; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008). This picture of Mulenga, however, contrasts 
with the picture of her in the classroom, in which her agency seems constrained by a particular 
teacher’s approach. Thus, Mulenga’s symbolic and interactional competences seem highly 
context dependent.  

In this work I explain this stark difference with reference to Mulenga’s lack of a clear 
ideal L2 self, which in turn points to the importance of such clarity for a learner’s participation in 
the classroom. In this respect it serves as a caveat for how teachers view students. Rather than 
dismissing a learner as unmotivated in the classroom, this finding calls for language teachers to 
help language learners create future visions of themselves as L2 users. Dörnyei (2009a, pp. 32-
38) lists some practical suggestions for how to motivate students based on the knowledge from 
the self-model. These suggestions include helping the learners to create ideal L2 selves and 
understanding the importance of ideal selves in language learning. This process also involves 
feared possible selves, that is, the negative counterparts to the positive possible selves. In the case 
of language learning, those include what it would mean not to learn the language. It requires 
helping the learners to make these ideal L2 selves plausible and to help engender the belief that 
they are realistic. It demands supporting the learners’ efforts to keep their vision of the ideal L2 
self alive and adaptive to emergent conditions and changing goals and aspirations. Finally, 
successfully helping learners construct motivation can involve facilitating learners’ attempts to 
develop their own plans for action, such as realistic sub-goals on the path towards their more 
fully realized ideal self. This approach would serve both teacher and student. Not only do 
students gain an understanding of designing their own goals and associated practices of language 
learning, by getting involved with motivating students in this way, teachers are pushed to view 
learners as individuals with aspirations that extend beyond the L2 classroom. This helps 
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circumvent a reliance on common learning stereotypes that tend to be dependent on nationality, 
gender, motivation, and educational background.17 Dörnyei’s suggested approach would help 
implement relevant discussions of (perceived and implicitly felt) mechanisms and dimensions of 
power in society that impact one’s ability to make the ideal L2 self plausible and that potentially 
hamper one’s resourcefulness in developing feasible action plans to achieving it. Thus, as was 
also argued in section 2.2, when it comes to suggestions for classroom practice, research into the 
L2 motivational self system and poststructuralist-inspired studies of L2 identity can usefully 
inform one other in mutually beneficial ways.  
 

8.4 Future research 
 
Thus far in this chapter, I have pointed to the implications of this study for research on marriage 
migration and family talk and to policies related to immigration, immigrants and language 
education. In the final section, below, I shift focus back toward the area of L2 development 
research to briefly suggest some future lines of study stimulated by the findings in this 
dissertation. Before doing this, I first outline some pragmatic research trajectories that are already 
possible by building further on the data from Mulenga and Yuko. In this respect, the second 
section looks at proposals for research that would demand further empirical exploration while the 
first outlines queries that would continue the work already presented in this dissertation by 
continuing analysis associated with the two focal participants. 
 
 

8.4.1 Trajectories in the existing database 
 
The analyses in this dissertation build on a large data set collected on two participants, Mulenga 
and Yuko. Certain foci were chosen in this work based on what stood out to me as a researcher 
and a person (see Chapter 3), and as is always the case with qualitative research, certain aspects 
could be further explored. For example, the analysis in Chapter 7 focused on the dynamics of 
language use pointing especially to word searches and language brokering as central to 
understand the conversations in Mulenga’s family. However, by pushing this analysis in a 
different direction, one could also conduct longitudinal analysis to explore how these dynamics 
help inform Mulenga’s L2 development. Such research could choose as a possible starting point a 
focus on how the negotiations of repair change over time, or alternatively, could emphasize how 
John’s language brokering shifts over different phases of their relationship.  

17 Dörnyei does not explicitly talk about the power asymmetries that many learners in the case study literature report 
to encounter (see Cooke, 2006; Menard-Warwick, 2009; Norton, 2000), which the notion of symbolic competence 
covered in Kramsch and Whiteside (2008) entails. Probably this is attributable to the fact that the studies of the L2 
motivational self system upon which he refers are mostly based on questionnaires from secondary school students in 
foreign language settings. 
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Another prospective avenue that might prove fruitful, already hinted at implicitly 
throughout the analyses in this dissertation, is a sharper focus on gender. In the two first 
empirical chapters, through the relevance of the marriage migration perspective, and in the latter 
two, via Mulenga’s role as a stepmother, issues of gender certainly come to the fore. 
Furthermore, gender was argued to be an important factor in my relationship with Mulenga. In 
the research of Norton (2000) and Menard-Warwick (2009), gendered identities are key to 
understanding the relationship between their participants’ L2 identities and their L2 development. 
Such a perspective on the case of Mulenga seems likely to also provide a more in-depth 
understanding of her self-construction. It proves especially important when looking ahead to the 
later interviews and conversations that were not included to a significant extent in the current 
analyses (please see Epilogue for further details).   

Finally, the case of Yuko was included to highlight how individual background and future 
aspirations mediate what classroom approaches different learners experience as relevant. 
However, this does not give full ethnographic attention to Yuko, whom we don’t get to know to 
the same extent as Mulenga. Just as with the analysis of Mulenga, in the case of Yuko, further 
inquiry into the relationship between her interactional activities outside of the classroom and her 
ideal L2 self would prove intriguing. Such an exploration would provide insights into a very 
different set of life circumstances. As mentioned in chapters 3 and 4, Yuko provides recordings in 
which she speaks Danish in an array of settings, both domestic and public: from making a claim 
about a product at the supermarket, to talking with a taxi driver, making phone calls to the doctor 
and travel agencies, and speaking to her husband’s friends and family. Thus, there appears to be a 
positive relationship between her clear ideal L2 self, as found in Chapter 4, and her attempts to 
seize opportunities to speak and practice Danish. Additionally, during the 6 months I observed 
Yuko in the classroom, I noticed how she skipped class more and more often. For a teacher, this 
might be interpreted as she became less motivated to learn. However, in the conversations I had 
with her, it seemed more likely that the utility for learning Danish she experienced in the 
classroom decreased over time. These interpretations are at the moment hypothetical and would 
of course need to be further explored to gauge their accuracy.   

 
 

8.4.2 L2 Research 
 
As this dissertation attempts to illustrate, the study of complex phenomena such as identity, self, 
motivation, and agency benefits from a careful analysis that includes narrative, observational and 
interactional data. While such a multi-method, multi-data approach is indeed a time consuming 
endeavour, it is both worthwhile and rewarding to trace how these complex and dynamic 
phenomena interact and emerge. In endeavouring to contribute to efforts to move forward how 
we conceive of L2 development, I follow previous calls in the field to stay open to pluralism and 
eclectic approaches (Block, 2003; Kramsch, 2002a; Thorne, 2000).  

138 



 Conclusions, contributions, and perspectives 

On a related conceptual note, this work has pointed to the importance of including larger 
sociocultural contexts when understanding L2 motivation and related phenomena. In essence, L2 
development that is interested in the identity and motivation of adult immigrants would benefit 
from keeping in mind the notion that ethnographic data are not “strictly factual” (Menard-
Warwick, 2009, p. 5) and often need to be framed within broader events and dynamics. In cases 
of adult immigrants, these broader contexts could be the societal status of the participants, the 
political and economic relationships between the participants’ countries of migration and 
immigration, as well as associated legal policies and practices.  

In terms of the type of participants we typically choose to study in L2 development 
research, this dissertation directs our attention to the population of marriage migrants, a group 
which are rarely addressed in L2 studies. Despite this group’s relative absence from L2 research 
attention, they are nevertheless a demographically important group and are also of interest for 
conceptual and social justice agenda reason, which include issues such as the aforementioned 
“double desire” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2010) and economic global inequalities. Furthermore, 
marriage migrants are assumed to have immediate access to the L2 through their partner and his 
or her social network, making the domestic sphere an especially relevant site for studying L2 
socialization. Insights into L2 socialization in the domestic sphere can further provide a key to 
understand broader motivations for social integration in society. Additionally, studying L2 
development in informal contexts such as the domestic sphere represents a fecund and high 
frequency venue for research on the nature of L2 conversations and L2 development.  

Finally, the contrasting findings of learner participation in the domestic sphere versus in 
the classroom highlight a greater need for case study research that includes interactional data. 
Such cross-contextual analyses can help make more tangible previous findings in L2 research of 
learners’ sometimes ambivalent desires to speak (Norton, 2000). This, in turn, can help us to 
specify how opportunities to speak are negotiated, perceived and mediated.  
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If I could take my life back,  
and if I could see what had happened to me now,  

I think I would have said “no, I will not go to Denmark” (…) 
I have decided that I take the regret and just throw it out the window. (…) 

There are also other things which are positive in Denmark for me 
 (Interview with Mulenga, April 2012, translated from Danish) 

 
The analyses in this dissertation concentrated at a point in Mulenga’s life (autumn 2005) during 
which she was frustrated about her marriage and about being in Denmark. It was argued that this 
frustration was due to a discrepancy between the ideal self she constructed in Zambia about her 
new life in Denmark, and the actual lived experiences after a year in the country. However, 
eventually, Mulenga was able to move on. She created new ideal selves, which in turn helped her 
to create meaning in her (Danish) life.  

During six hours of interviewing and conversation in spring 2012, she looked back upon 
her years in Denmark, her decision to migrate, and her marriage with John. As she states in the 
above quote: moving to Denmark had not been an easy ride, but rather, was one of regret. 
However, she was done mourning her decision and was determined to make the best of it and 
move forward. Her ideal self was no longer connected to hopes of a better life with a more 
romantic white man. Instead it became connected to hopes of being an independent woman who 
strove for education and was able to support herself financially. These hopes, she explained, were 
inspired by Danish women, whom she perceived as very strong and independent, and by 
memories of her mother, who emphasized the importance of taking the best from a situation and 
moving on, rather than dwelling in feelings of failure. 
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Appendix 1: Data tables 
 
 
Overview of all data: 

• Table 1: Overview of data from Mulenga 
• Table 2: Overview of data from Yuko 
• Table 3: Interviews with teachers 

 
How to read the tables: 
Name of recording = year-week: e.g. 542 = year 2005, week 42 
(* designates interviews conducted by somebody other than myself, see Chapter 3) 
 
N.B. The fieldwork observations in the tables of Mulenga and Yuko all overlap. 
 
 
 

TABLE 1: Overview of data from Mulenga 
 
Data type Recording: year/week Duration 
Semi-structured interviews 542 in English 

547* in English 
549* in English 
611* in Danish 
716 in English/Danish 

Average: 1h40m 
(1h-3h30m) 
Total: 8h 20m 

Recorded conversations between 
participant and researcher 

535 in English 
536 in English 
537 in English 
540 in English 
546 in English 
552 in English 
613 in English 
634 in English/Danish 
1215 in Danish 

Average: 2h 
(40m-5h30m) 
Total: 18h 

Classroom observations 21 observations with 
Peter (May 2005-Sep. 
2005 + Nov. 2005 – 
May 2006)) 
 
4 observations with 

3½ hours each 
Total: 87h 30m 
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Erik (Oct. 2005) 
 

Audio-recordings from classroom 91  
Audio-recordings from home 536a,b,c,d 

542a,b 
548 
551 
605a,b,c,d,e,f 
613a,b,c,d,e 
622 

Average: 19m 
(4m – 54m) 
Total: 6h 20m 
 

Notes after meetings 610 
615 
618 
621 
705 
731 

 

 
 

TABLE 2: Overview of data from Yuko 
 
Data type 
 

Recording: year/week Duration 

Semi-structured interviews 545* in Japanese 
546* in Japanese 
612* in Danish 
716 in Danish 

Average: 1h 35m 
(1h20-1h50) 
Total: 6h 20m 

Recorded conversations between 
participant and researcher 

549 in Danish 
552 in Danish 
625 in Danish 

Average: 2h 20m 
(1h15m-3h40m) 
Total: 7h 

Notes after meetings 539 
543 
621 
704 

 

Classroom observations 
 
 
 
 

16 observations with 
Peter (May 2005-Sep. 
2005 + Nov. 2005 – 
May 2006)) 
 
4 observations with 
Erik (Oct. 2005) 

3½ hours each 
Total: 70h 
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Audio-recordings from classroom 25  
Audio-recordings: friends and family 540a,b,c 

541 
547 
549 
552a,b 
619 

Average: 11m 
(2m30s-16m10s) 
Total: 1h 39m 

Audio-recordings: supermarket, taxi, 
telephone (doctor/airplane) 

540a,b 
545a,b 
609a,b 
613 

Average: 13m 
(2m50s-35m40s) 
Total 1h 31m 

 
 

TABLE 3: Interviews with teachers 
 
Teacher  Recording: year/week  Duration 
Peter 619 1h 
Erik 620 2h10m 
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Appendix 2: Transcription conventions 
 
In the chapters of this dissertation, I operated with two sets of transcription conventions 
depending on the type of data and the type of analysis the transcriptions were meant to serve. The 
excerpts for interactional analysis were transcribed according to ten Have (2007). Therefore, the 
explanations below are from ten Have (pp. 215-216) but slightly reworded to accommodate the 
use of them in this dissertation.  

The transcription conventions for the narrative data (see section 3.3.3) were generally to 
include all words but not word repetitions and the minimal back-channeling of the interviewer. 
The transcriptions of the interview excerpts with Yuko, used in Chapter 4, were prepared by the 
Japanese interviewer and then translated into English. Thus, it was not possible for me to check if 
the punctuation marks were actually used accordingly. However, this is the sole instance of this 
within this dissertation. In the other excerpts from interviews and conversations with her and 
Mulenga, the conventions below apply. 
 
 

 

 

Detailed transcription conventions (chapters 5, 6, 7) 
 

[  A single left bracket indicates the point of overlap onset. 

= Equal signs, one at the end of one line and one at the start of a next, 

indicate no gap between lines. 

(.)    Pause shorter than 0.2 seconds. 

(1.2)  Pause length in seconds. Between line pauses are only indicated when 

(0.5) or longer.  

word  Underscoring indicates stress. 

WORD  Upper case indicates loud sound relative to the surrounding talk. 

°words° Utterances bracketed by degree signs indicates relatively quieter speech. 

<words> Right/left carets bracketing an utterance indicates speeding up. 

>words< Left/right carets bracketing an utterance indicates slowing down. 

::  Colons indicate prolongation of the immediately prior sound. Multiple 

colons indicate more prolonged sound.  

-   A dash indicates a cut-off. 

?  A question mark indicates a rise in intonation. 

↑ Arrow indicates a marked shift in higher pitch in the syllable 

immediately following the arrow. 

@@  At-sign indicates laughter. Multiple at-signs indicate more laughter. 

“words”  Utterances bracketed by quotation marks indicate enacted speech. 
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(In: mhm)  Indicate interviewer’s back channelling in participant’s continued 

speech.   

mhm        Indicate minimal confirmative back-channelling. 

((comment))   Italics in double parentheses contain transcriber’s comments. 

(I think)  Utterances bracketed by parentheses indicate dubious hearings.   

(  ) Empty parentheses indicate the transcriber’s inability to hear what was 

said.  

*    Asterisk indicates the following “word” is not an actual word in Danish. 

            

        

Transcription conventions for interviews and conversations (chapters 1, 4, 6, epilogue) 
 

,.  Punctuation marks indicate pauses in talk. Comma indicates a shorter 

pause and period a relative longer pause. 

? Question mark indicates a question being asked in the previous utterance. 

“words” Utterances bracketed by quotation marks indicate enacted speech.  

((comment))  Italics in double parentheses contain transcriber’s comments. 

(I think)  Parenthesized words are dubious hearings.   

(  ) Empty parentheses indicate the transcriber’s inability to hear what was 

said.  

...  Ellipsis (three dots) indicates a sentence or a few words are omitted. 
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Appendix 3: Interview guide 
 
The following example illustrates how the interview guides in this project were designed. 
Typically, they started from a general area of interest followed by more specific questions centred 
on specific themes. This exemplar is from the “Life story interview” which was constructed in 
collaboration with the researchers in the larger research project (see section 3.3.3). This guide 
was originally made in Danish, but for the purpose of this appendix is translated into English.  
 
 
 

LIFE STORY INTERVIEW 
 
Introduction 

a) What is your name? 
b) What country are you from? 
c) How long have you been in Denmark? 
d) When did you start at the language centre? 
e) What are your reasons for coming to Denmark? 

 
Why I’m interviewing you  
[please note, the following is not a script to be rigidly adhered to but is a general structure 
interviewers should use to explain the purpose of the research to participants] 
 
I would like to ask you some questions to hear about your life before you came to Denmark and 
after you came to Denmark. 
 
I would also like to hear about your experiences going to school (how you were taught, how your 
teachers taught), and about how you have experienced learning another language. 
 
Even though I am asking questions, you are welcome to tell me about your experiences in your 
own words. You are also very welcome to tell me about things that I don’t ask about – anything 
that you think has been important in your life.  
 
Do you know what this interview will be used for? What you tell me can be used to help improve 
the way we teach Danish so that it is better fitted to the needs of the learners and how they learn 
language the best. 
 
If there is anything you don’t want to answer or talk about, please feel free to let me know. 
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1. General life-story background 
a. Where were you born and where did you grow up? 
b. How was your life there? 
c. Can you tell me about your family? 
d. What happened later in your life? 
e. Tell me about events that you remember particularly clearly (good/bad). 
f. Have you stayed in other countries than your home-country before you came to 

Denmark? 
g. Why and how did you come to Denmark (was it part of a plan/a coincidence)? 

 
2. Schooling and educational history 

a. Did you go to school in your home-country (or other places) before you came to 
Denmark? 

b. Do you have an education? (which one / from where?) 
c. Tell me about your experiences from school (and education). 
d. What did you like and dislike about going to school? 
e. How where you taught? How were your teachers? 
f. What were your parents’ attitudes towards schooling/education? 

 
3. Professional history / work-history 

a. Did you work in your home country? 
b. What area did you work in? 
c. Were you happy about your work? 
d. Do you have a job now? How did you get this job? 
e. Are you looking for a job / another job? (How? Applying, phone calls, job 

interviews) / do you have any plans to start up your own job or business? 
f. What would you prefer to be doing? 

 
4. Life in Denmark 

a. What was your first impression of Denmark? 
b. What happened right after you came to Denmark? 
c. Do you have family in Denmark? 
d. How is the situation for you and your family? (work, spare time, etc.) 
e. Do you (and/or your family) have contact with Danes? 
f. Do you or your family receive any form of social benefit? 
g. What do you think about living in Denmark? 
h. What plans do you have with your life? 
i. How do you hope the future will be for you /and your family? 
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5. Learning Danish and other languages 
a. What languages did you grow up with? 
b. What do you think (how do you feel) about learning Danish? (Do you feel it is a 

demand or something voluntary? Do you think it is fun, boring, difficult, easy, 
does it make you nervous?) 

c. How do you prefer to be taught? 
d. What do you think about the way you are taught? 
e. What makes a good teacher / a good class? 
f. What do you do to become better at Danish? 
g. (Why) is it important for you to learn Danish? 
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  Nederlandse samenvatting 

 
Om een taal aan te leren is het nodig om die taal te gebruiken. Maar of iemand besluit om in een 
bepaalde situatie in die taal te gaan praten is afhankelijk van de mogelijkheden die een persoon 
voor zichzelf ziet, zowel in relatie tot andere sprekers als tot de specifieke context. De termen 
mogelijkheden en spreken zijn analytisch afhankelijk van elkaar en gerelateerd aan de zelf-
constructie van een individu en zijn/haar persoonlijke ambities. Daarnaast hangen ze ook af van 
situationele en bredere maatschappelijke factoren. 

Het onderzoek beschreven in dit proefschrift bevindt zich op het kruispunt van  onderzoek 
naar taalverwerving, motivatie, internationale huwelijksmigratie, de dynamiek van 
onderwijssituaties en familierelaties. Het richt zich op de eerste plaats op de vraag hoe motivatie 
om een tweede taal (T2) te leren ontstaat en in de loop van de tijd verandert. Als tweede wordt 
onderzocht hoe taalvaardigheid gerelateerd is aan identiteit. Deze twee onderzoeksvragen worden 
bekeken vanuit verschillende perspectieven, waaronder etnografische- en micro-interactionele 
analyses in de gezinssituatie, de schoolklassituatie van de proefpersonen en de bredere, globale 
context. De hoofdproefpersoon is Mulenga, een 32 jarige Zambiaanse vrouw die naar 
Denemarken is verhuisd om daar te trouwen en samen te wonen met haar Deense man en zijn 
dochter van 9 jaar oud. Een tweede casus die wordt behandeld is die van Yuko, een 27 jarige 
Japanse vrouw, die ook met een Deense man is getrouwd. 

De empirische casus studie wordt in in hoofdstuk 2 gerelateerd aan twee conceptuele 
vraagstukken in recent onderzoek naar tweede-taalontwikkeling (T2). Het eerste vraagstuk gaat 
over hoe onderzoek naar het T2 motivationele zelf-systeem (Dörnyei, 2005, 2009) en 
casusonderzoek geïnspireerd door poststructuralisme en socioculturele theorie aan elkaar 
gekoppeld kunnen worden (Norton, 2000, 2001). Het tweede vraagstuk dat wordt behandeld is 
het lopende debat rondom de assumptie dat het aanleren van een taal niet te scheiden is van het 
gebruiken van die taal (Firth, 2009; Firth & Wagner, 1997, 2007). Deze twee vraagstukken 
worden behandeld in het kader van een ecologische perspectief op het aanleren van taal dat 
voortbouwt op Kramsch (2002, 2008).  

Hoofdstuk 3 beschrijft de bredere maatschappelijke context rondom huwelijksmigratie en 
het Deense immigratiebeleid. Ook wordt ingegaan op de praktische aspecten en overwegingen bij 
dit onderzoek, zoals het selecteren van proefpersonen en procedures rondom dataverzameling. 
 De vier casussen die volgen in hoofdstukken 4 t/m 7 gaan over Mulenga  (en in mindere 
mate Yuko) en vormen de belangrijkste wetenschappelijke bijdrage van dit proefschrift. Het 
betreft een aantal gedetailleerde, kwalitatieve en empirie-gedreven onderzoeken naar factoren die 
invloed hebben op het aanleren en gebruiken van een tweede taal. 
 Deze studies zijn gebaseerd op de interactie van een aantal belangrijke assumpties 
besproken in hoofdstukken 2 en 3, namelijk de opvatting dat het leerproces van een tweede taal 
onafscheidelijk is van het gebruiken van die tweede taal; de opvatting dat een tweede taal ontstaat 
door de interactie tussen individuele, situationele en maatschappelijke invloeden en de visie op de 
individuele factoren die het gebruik van een tweede taal beïnvloeden in formele en informele 
situaties. 

169 



Nederlandse samenvatting 

In de empirische hoofdstukken wordt een analyse gebruikt waarmee andere dimensies en 
een bredere context meegenomen kunnen worden bij het analyseren van het gebruik van een 
tweede taal in specifieke situaties. Dit wordt duidelijk in hoofdstuk 4 waarin het gedrag van de 
leerder en de routines in een traditionele klas – een setting die vaak wordt gebruikt in T2 
onderzoek – worden gebruikt als het beginpunt van de analyse. Dit hoofdstuk toont aan hoe 
noodzakelijk het is om niet binnen de gebaande paden te blijven om T2 motivatie en gebruik te 
begrijpen. Het laat zien dat de mogelijkheden voor een leerder om een tweede taal te leren 
spreken in deze context voortkomen uit de interactie tussen de taalideologie in het klaslokaal en 
individuele ervaringen en ambities zowel binnen als buiten het klaslokaal. Hoofdstuk 5 
concentreert zich vervolgens op de factoren buiten het klaslokaal. Het gaat dan om de 
verbindingen tussen Mulenga’s T2 motivatie, zelf-constructie en haar ervaringen in Denemarken. 
Het laat een duidelijke relatie zien tussen de hoop voor haar toekomstige leven enerzijds en haar 
concrete ervaringen met het leren van de Deense taal en de sociale integratie in haar nieuw 
geadopteerde land anderzijds. Hoofdstukken 4 en 5 kunnen dus worden gezien als een 
ontdekkingstocht naar hoe een geïntegreerd kader met een brede contextuele en maatschappelijke 
focus bij kan dragen aan de gebruikelijke, meer beperkte kijk op T2 motivatie, leren en gebruik. 

Aan de ene kant zijn attitudes, motivatie en het T2 zelfbeeld afhankelijk van deze bredere 
contexten, aan de andere kant zullen deze contexten ook een stempel drukken op de analyse van 
relevante tweegesprekken op microniveau. De analytische focus verschuift in hoofdstukken 6 en 
7 naar deze tweegesprekken om deze processen beter te bestuderen. Deze hoofdstukken gaan 
over de onderhandelingen over sociale rollen in de huissfeer wanneer iemand afhankelijk is van 
de tweede taal om intenties over te brengen. Wil Mulenga deel uitmaken van het sociale 
gezinsleven, dan heeft ze in de interacties in het gezin de ondersteuning nodig van de andere 
deelnemers – haar man en 9 jarige stiefdochter. Haar mogelijkheden om zich te manifesteren in 
deze huiselijke sfeer worden niet alleen beperkt door haar frustratie over de beperkte 
mogelijkheden om haar gedachten onder woorden te brengen in een tweede taal, maar ook door 
de vraag of ze wel gerechtigd  is om te een stem te hebben in gezinszaken. De legitimiteit om als 
een co-ouder invloed te hebben in gezinszaken is het thema van hoofdstuk 6. Het laat verder zien 
hoe moedertaalsprekers keuzes moeten maken om de niet volledig competente tweede-taal 
gebruiker te ondersteunen tijdens conflicten en maakt ook helder welke rol intersubjectiviteit 
speelt. Hoofdstuk 7 gaat verder door op dit thema. Het beschrijft een diepgaander onderzoek naar 
hoe intersubjectiviteit in stand wordt gehouden en onderhandeld gedurende de sociale 
positionering tijdens gesprekken in de familiekring. De focus ligt daarbij op de kwesties als 
klachten en correctie van gedrag in T2 conversaties. Dit laat zien hoe afhankelijk de deelnemers 
zijn van de bereidheid van de mede-deelnemer om te helpen de intersubjectiviteit in stand te 
houden.  

In het laatste hoofdstuk worden de verschillende analyses en overwegingen gepresenteerd 
en hoofdstukken 4 tot en met 7 bij elkaar gebracht en wordt een  gedetailleerde casus studie over 
T2 motivatie  beschreven. Hier wordt zichtbaar hoe de conclusies uit hoofdstuk 4 de bevindingen 
uit hoofdstukken 6 en 7 tegenspreken. Hoofdstuk 4 laat zien dat Mulenga’s teruggetrokken 
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gedrag in de klas gerelateerd is aan haar gebrek aan een duidelijk en realistisch ideaal T2 
zelfbeeld, terwijl de bevindingen uit hoofdstuk 6 en 7 laten zien – door Mulenga’s creatieve 
gebruik van taal en haar blijven proberen om te communiceren met haar Deense man en 9 jarige 
stiefdochter – dat zij zeer gemotiveerd is om haar T2 te spreken en te gebruiken.  

Het onderzoek in dit proefschrift draagt bij aan onze kennis van twee kernfacetten in het 
aanleren en het gebruik van een T2: Het vult bestaand casusonderzoek naar learner agency, 
motivatie en identiteit aan met micro-analytische analyses en het draagt bij aan de vulling van een 
database  met zorgvuldig getranscribeerde data uit de intra-familiaire communicatiesfeer. 
Doorgaans is casusonderzoek naar buitenlandse of geïmmigreerde taalleerlingen gebaseerd op 
data van klasse observaties, interviews of zelfrapportage. Het huidige onderzoek richt zich op 
aspecten als identiteit, agency en motivatie door gebruik te maken van zowel de door de 
deelnemers zelf-gerapporteerde agency en motivatie als van concrete realisaties van identiteit en 
agency in concrete interactie. Deze micro-analytische studies naar gezinsgesprekken dragen ook 
bij aan bestaand onderzoek naar het leren en gebruik van T2 in een informele setting, een gebied 
dat nog weinig bestudeerd is. Door het onderzoeken van het gebruik van T2 zowel binnen als 
buiten het klaslokaal is dit onderzoek ook van belang voor docenten T2. Het benadrukt het belang 
om de variëteit in achtergronden en motieven om een tweede taal te leren serieus mee te nemen. 
Daarnaast is dit onderzoek gesitueerd in een bredere socioculturele en politieke context waarvan 
steeds vaker wordt onderkend dat dit soort etnografische data belangrijk zijn om  de motivatie om 
een tweede taal te leren en gebruiken, te doorgronden. 
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