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Challenges of Internationalization 

 

The issue of language is central to the issue of 

internationalization 

Language is used to mediate access to student services, 

academic communities, social life 

 



How to examine these challenges? 

How to respond? 

This presentation proposes the framework of social 

identity as a means of examining and responding to these 

challenges in the classroom 
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Language and Identity 

Social identity:  

“How people define their relationship to the world, how that 

relationship is constructed across time and space, and how people 

understand their possibilities for the future.” (Norton, 1997) 

 

Language Identity: 

“The relationship between one’s sense of self and different means of 

communication, understood in terms of language, a dialect or 

sociolect, or multi-modality” (Block, 2007) 

 

Language is the means by which we both express and construct 

our identities. 

 

 

 



Why language learner identity? 

A learner’s identity plays a role in their language-learning 

success 

Language is key to every aspect of NNES international 

students’ experience at university. 

Understanding their identities as English-language 

learners is key to understanding and responding to the 

NNES international student experience 



How to explain silence? 

Language use vs. silence 

 

Do you know NNES international students who are:  

quiet, shy, withdrawn, don’t always participate in class or in social 

settings; who don’t seem to “integrate”; who seem to only hang 

out with friends from their home country…? 

 

 



How to Explain Silence? 

Lack of motivation? 

Instrumental motivation (desire that language 

learners have to learn a second language for 

utilitarian purposes, such as employment[…]”) or 

integrative motivation (desire to learn a language 

to integrate successfully with the target language 

community […]“) (Peirce, 1995, p.17). 

Both are internal to the individual; constant 

But motivation doesn’t explain different learner 

behaviour: learners are sometimes silent, and 

sometimes not 

My students are highly motivated, aren’t yours? 

Not related to 

stereotypes of “passive 

Asians or learner 

anxiety” (Morita 2004) 

 

Is it cultural? 

Are these students 

too nervous to 

speak? 



Explaining Silence: Learner Investment 

Investment:  

“the socially and historically constructed relationship of learners to 

the target language and their sometimes ambivalent desire to learn 

and practice it" (Norton, 1997, p.411).  
 

 

The complex relationship between the learner and the social 

context and power relationships in which they find themselves 

inform their varying patterns of language use. 
 



Imagined Communities 

“learners are stimulated to invest or not in their [...] learning 

depending on the communities they see, or imagine themselves 

belonging to in the present or future." (Murphey et al., 2005, p. 84) 

Identity is shaped by participation in, or being denied access to, 

these communities. 

 

Imagined communities, investment, learner silence 

Norton (2001, p.166) argues that "the very people to whom [learners 

are] most uncomfortable speaking English were the very people who 

[are] members of--or gatekeepers to--the learners’ imagined 

communities."  

 



Discourse interplays with Learner Identity 

Who you are determines what you can say 

Discourse is defined here as "a set of historically grounded 

statements that exhibit regularities in presuppositions, thematic 

choices, values, etc.; that delimit what can be said about 

something, by whom, when, where, and how; and that are 

underwritten by some form of institutional authority." (McKay and 

Wong (1996, p.2) 

Discourses around foreign students, around immigrants, around 

certain nationalities, around young people influence students 

language use patterns, (and ultimately learning progress.) 

 



My Research 

Chinese undergraduate students in NS 

Silence in small-talk encounters is influenced by students’ 

investment in English 

Imagined community: local, native-English speaking peer 

group 

Tension: how they imagined their life in Canada to be, and 

the realities of their first year experience 

Constrained by the discourse around foreign students 
 

 



Methodology 

4 Chinese undergraduates, age 20-22  

St. Francis Xavier University, Antigonish, NS (St.FX) 

2+2 Program with several Chinese universities 

Interview, journal 

Narrative 

 



Findings 

Common experiences: 

International Students and Social Silence 

Direct link between language and integration 

Lack of ability to make small talk, in terms of subject, 

comprehension and language, affected ability to fit in in 

residence, on campus, and at work. 



Social Silence 

#1: Bin. Business Student 

• All boys residence 

• Friendly and confident, yet has 

troubles integrating in residence 

• Bin places the blame for his non-

participation in small talk with 

vocabulary, as well as lack of 

knowledge of social cultural topics 

 

“Canadian people all like ice hockey 

but we rarely have ice hockey games 

in China, so if you talk about ice 

hockey I have no idea what you are 

talking about.” 

#2: Eleanor. Business student 

• Fast food job 

• Uncomfortable with co-workers 

• Feels “trapped” by her limited English 

and is afraid of offending her co-

workers 

 

 

“I want to talk to them, but I don't 

know how to talk to them. […] because 

I, if I pick out a topic, I'm not sure if it's 

offensive, or maybe rude, or not 

suitable as a topic.” 



Social Silence 

#3: Han. Comp Sci Student 

• "I'm here for my studies, not for 

entertainment.“ 

• She said that the vast majority of her 

professors and classmates in 

computer science are Chinese.  

• Finds the academic vocabulary used 

in class easy, but informal 

expressions and slang difficult to 

master. 

 

“It's easier [in class], the words are uh, 

ours, and the words for courses we 

can prepare it.” 

#4. Ying. Chemistry Student 

• Inspired by cultural exchange 

• Feels she can’t “keep up” when 

interacting with her Canadian peers in 

chemsitry 

 

“When I was with […] my classmates 

in Chemistry, I just felt English is my 

second language. […] You may feel 

like you are in their group and you 

don't talk about the same thing and 

you should have [a] quick mind so that 

you can […]can make the onversation 

go on.” 



Social Silence 

Onus to keep conversations going is put firmly on the NNE 

speaker and not on the NE speaker. 

Students feel that they are playing on the native speakers' playing 

field, with their rules, and must adapt to the NES norms on their own, 

with no help from the NES interlocutor.  

When they cannot uphold their side of the conversation, they position 

themselves on the margins of these small talk interactions, or 

avoid them altogether. 



Different Coping Strategies 

Bin 

Apprenticeship 

Moves into community with 

help of insider informant: 

roomate from Cape Breton 

Insider Status; admiration from 

Chinese peers 

Eleanor 

Changing Identities 

Job is bringing about positive 

personal change 

Becoming more assertive and 

out-going 

In Chinese she’s quieter; in 

English more confident 



Coping Strategies 

Ying  

Moving Alliances 

Joined community of 

international students at St. FX. 

Many countries; all NNES 

Shared experiences:  

“I think most of the students come 

from cities not too far away, like Cape 

Breton […], they have their talk, they 

have their common things, and I think 

we have ours. “ 
 

Han 

No strategy  

Investment purely pragmatic 

Her imagined community is 

purely professional and 

academic 

She sees it as within reach; 

Less conflictive situation 



Discussion 

They have a symbolic investment in learning English: cultural and 

linguistic knowledge 

Students have a desire for social capital (not just material capital) in 

learning English 

They want the subject position of “one of the girls/guys” in the 

network of native-speaking peers 

Norton (2001, p.166) argues that "the very people to whom [learners 

are] most uncomfortable speaking English were the very people who 

[are] members of--or gatekeepers to--the learners’ imagined 

communities."  

Constrained by the discourse around the foreign student; they’ve 

taken on this subject position 

 



“Foreign Students” 

• Discourse around foreign student very pervasive;  

• Pop culture: “Fez” on that 70’s show 

• awkward outsiders;  “guests” in the host’s house 
 

Scholars have suggested that foreign students [...] are viewed as handicapped, 

deficient, or bewildered, and as lacking English language ability. [...] At times, they are 

pathologized and conceptualized as suffering from severe psychological, social, and 

cultural adjustment difficulties, or what is popularly known as culture shock or the 

foreign student syndrome. Language and cultural barriers between internationals and 

host nationals can lead to interaction difficulties and to the perception that foreign 

students are socially inhibited, withdrawn, and insular. (Spencer-Rodgers, 2001) 



Foreign students 

Bin, Eleanor, Ying, Han: 

Positioned by discourse around foreign students 

They choose silence, as they could not enter into peer 

communities 

Part of motivation to come to Canada was to enter this 

group, gain language and insider cultural knowledge; can’t 

just fall back on peer group 



Foreign Students vs International Students 

Counter-discourse 

Not simply a “guest” 

a mobile, multilingual, interculturally-competent member of 

a global community of study and work, fit for the current 

age of globalization 

 

Ex: Ying’s coping strategy 



Foreign vs. International Student 

Foreign 
 

 

Foreign student is deficient in 

English 

 

 

Home country of no interest to 

others ( Ex. Fez) 

International 

adding to their multilingual 

repertoire 

Interested in Cultural exchange 

Capitalize on globalization and 

the possibilities it opens up for 

travel and work 

recognizing the valuable 

personal and professional 

experience that can be gained by 

spending time abroad. 

 
 



From  

Theory to Practice  



Recommendations 

Language 

Institutionally: Acknowledge absolutely crucial role of 

language in the international student experience 

Regardless of English entry requirements, students need 

linguistic support once they arrive 

Classroom: Provide for both academic and social 

integration through appropriate language resources and 

skills 

Explicitly experiment with different subject positions and 

generating counter-discourses by way of language 

 



Recommendations 

Other Areas:  

Ethnography (Jackson, 2006) of host culture by 

international students allows them to take on a more active 

subject position. 

Promotion of the idea of the international student (as 

opposed to foreign student) in the general student body 

Promotion of multilingualism and intercultural competence 

 

 



Discussion 

What about your domain? How to integrate these findings 

into the teaching of other subject matter? 

Do you see these patterns of silence among NNES in your 

classes? 

What shapes your students’ investment in English? What do you 

think are their imagined communities? 

Are there any discourses they are constrained by? 

My students dealt with their silence in 4 ways. How could you 

help students assume more active subject positions? (Become 

apprentices? Change affiliation? Change identities?) 
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