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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation examines the in-class and out-of-class language learning 

experiences of university students in the U.S. Southwest enrolled in beginner-level 

Spanish.  Spanish is not only the fastest growing spoken language in the U.S.; it is also 

the most popular second language studied across educational institutions, by far.  My 

research indicates that students often idealize the Southwest as inherently bilingual and 

therefore enroll in Spanish to gain access to this bilingualism, although expectations for 

language learning within the university encourage otherwise.  Topic and discourse 

analyses of course syllabi, textbooks and field notes demonstrate how broad institutional 

ideologies and daily classroom interactions work to socialize and, in fact, encourage 

students to ignore the existence and contributions of local Spanish-speaking populations 

and imagine Spanish as foreign. Interviews, surveys and student journal entries document 

ongoing informal experiences with Spanish out-of-class.  In addition, interviews, surveys 

and participant observation aim to identify how students “do” Spanish in a college 

classroom by navigating and managing their language learning experiences.  This 

research is an important first step to understanding the benefits and complexities of 

framing Spanish as a local, community-based resource and thereby encouraging dialogue 

and interaction between traditionally disconnected communities of practice: university 

students and the larger multilingual, multicultural societies in which they live. 
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CHAPTER 1: ‘DISTANCE’ LEARNING 
An introduction to Spanish language education on and off campus 

 
 Besides taking early stabs at writing this dissertation, the summer of 2008 found 

me researching literature and developing codes for a state-commissioned research project 

on English language learners in California.  Particularly in earlier weeks, the majority of 

my time was spent poring through bland policy documents and empirical-based studies in 

a quiet cubicle.  I was excited, therefore, to encounter a scholarly discussion published in 

Reading Research Quarterly authored multiply by familiar experts on pedagogy and 

language policy: Jolynn Asato, Mariana Pacheco, Kris Gutiérrez, Luís Moll, and Richard 

Ruíz.  Its title quickly grounded me in a critique of my own research, and my ordinarily 

mundane morning had been transformed.  A particular portion of “‘Sounding American’: 

The Consequences of New Reforms on English Language Learners” implied ideologies 

of language learning and language pluralism far beyond just English education.  I share 

this dialogue here, with emphasis my own (Gutiérrez et al., 2002, p. 337): 

 
Jolynn Asato: 
So what you’re describing is a paradox.  On one hand, language pluralism is 
valued when it’s used to safeguard our national borders and interests.  On the 
other hand, our national identity is premised upon the condition of linguistic 
homogeneity. 
 
Richard Ruíz: 
Yes.  At the same time, there is this tendency now to have more and more people 
talking about the value of language as a resource to the nation, and to the society, 
and to the school, and to the students, and so on.  But let’s be clear.  The 
languages that people perceive in these ways are those that have been attached to 
high prestige or social (usually economic, but sometimes military) usefulness; 
these are the so-called world standard languages.  But it’s not clear that the 
knowledge and language proficiencies of local communities are seen as 
resources that children can utilize in schools.  
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…By the way, foreign-language educators have never been great supporters of 
bilingual education, because they see the local language as essentially a 
different kind of language from those they study and promote—if they see 
the language of the community as a language at all. 
 
Mariana Pacheco: 
Again, the language of the local community is not valued in the larger community 
or in schools. 
 
Richard Ruíz: 
Few pay attention to the fact that in [the Southwest U.S.] there are old and vital 
communities where languages other than English live.  If we would see these 
communities and their languages as resources, we would make use of them in 
schools.  We would figure out some way to conserve, manage, and develop the 
local languages in interesting and important ways in schools.  But for the most 
part we don’t do that because we really don’t see them as useful in any 
substantive way. 

 
While I was prohibited from using its source article as empirical data for my 

summer assignment, the above discussion unexpectedly surfaced as a guiding framework 

for this study.  More specifically, I fell upon a direct reference to notions of imagination 

and erasure, two concepts that will be key to understanding the chapters that follow.  For 

now, I ask: How do students, teachers, and the texts that guide classroom learning 

‘imagine’ those who speak Spanish, and how might these imaginings contribute to the 

erasure of local Spanish speaking populations? 

As Ruíz and his colleagues would concur, when localized language proficiencies 

are not valued as resources, the contributions and histories of those who speak these 

languages may be easily erased from public memory (see also Ruíz, 1984).  This problem 

of erasure is significant for Spanish-speakers in the Southwestern US, but it also applies 

more generally for all language minority communities who have historically been treated 

with ignorance because of a hegemonic socialization that devalues non-English ethnic 
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languages.  This study of students enrolled in Spanish coursework calls attention to any 

sort of critical considerations that Spanish could exist in anything other than a foreign 

consciousness, whose ‘place’ is distanced and separate from the practices and imaginings 

of cultural and linguistic normalcy in the U.S. 

As a prelude to my study proper, a responsible research agenda should take stock 

of its inspirations, both academic and personal.  This is, I clarify, a prelude to the 

scholarly rationale of this dissertation, which is grounded mostly in recent literatures and 

debates on what constitutes a “modern” language education and the challenges emerging 

bilinguals face in the budding, increasingly global 21st century.  I introduce myself, not 

merely as a researcher or author, but also as someone whose work is a result of ongoing 

personal and unique relationships with a language other than my native English. 

Ironically, someone who looks like me isn’t expected to speak or possess even a  

marginal interest in Spanish.  Speaking with a punim like mine1, with a geographically 

vague accent that doesn’t necessarily locate me as “American,” I’m bound to get 

sideways glances from both native speakers and white folks… no matter where I am.   

                                                
1 Yiddish for “face.”  Yiddish was a second language my grandparents spoke, and my parents reclaimed 
(mostly as a means of adding color to their English lexicon).  Just as I often code-switch English with 
Spanish, I admittedly drop words like punim and chazerai into friendly conversations with other U.S. Jews.   
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Figure 1.1  The author in 1984, and 2005   
Pictured at left with the family ‘housekeeper,’ Celia, out of frame.  At right at Cañon del 
Sumidero, Chiapas, México.  

 

This certainly has been the case for most of my life.  I grew up comfortably in a 

largely white, Jewish, middle-to-upper class suburb of Los Angeles.  I attended public 

elementary school until the fourth grade.  While racially integrated by inner-city busing 

(playground language was vibrant; at least half of my classmates were African American, 

and first, second and third generation immigrants from Mexico, Guatemala and El 

Salvador), students were expected to speak standard English fluently.  By the end of the 

1980s, Wilbur Avenue School, as well as many others in neighboring suburbs, was well 

over capacity as a result of accommodating inner-city students.  White, local parents felt 

they were “losing” their neighborhood schools along with their children’s equal access to 

“our” teachers.  These were educators who had been striking continuously during my 

fourth grade year in demand of aides to manage crowded classrooms—and by proxy—

against an increasing presence of young students classified as English language learners.  

Bypassing the hurdles free education had presented us, my parents entertained private, 

college preparatory schooling as an option for my educational future.  Relying on the 

monetary means to do so, my sister and I were afforded the opportunity to dodge the Los 
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Angeles Unified School District through to our high school graduations.  Schooling 

quickly became culturally familiar and less socially threatening.  By the fifth grade, 

nearly all of my classmates looked and sounded like me.  By middle school, most non-

white students spoke standard English (if not rejecting the language of immigrant parents 

and grandparents)—and many unconsciously benefited from white privilege.  While I 

attended classes with wealthy South Asian, Japanese, Korean, Persian and African 

American students, conspicuously absent were Latino and Chicano students.  Spanish 

was spoken exclusively in the classrooms where this foreign language was to be 

“learned.”   

While the comforts of my white, English-speaking world have long failed to fully 

incorporate its utility, Spanish has been a part of my life since my infancy.  Before it was 

a language I spoke, it was fuel for a fascination with codes that my parents and friends 

couldn’t (and sometimes refused to) understand.  A proxy for illegal immigration, 

Spanish indexed a topic of fear and suspicion at family dinner discussions.  Its presence 

forever has been in the shadows, nipping at my heels, provoking my curiosity.  As a 

child, I knew and imagined Spanish speakers as supplementary subjects to my privileged 

world.  Those that immediately come to mind are our family housekeepers (we avoided 

the use of “maid” at all costs) Celia and Blanca, and the cavalcade of gardeners, three or 

four in each pick-up truck armed with leaf blowers and weed-whackers, who headed 

south of Ventura Boulevard to manicure lawns and gardens at a breakneck pace.  An all-

male janitorial staff, largely ignored and even ridiculed by students, was employed at my 

high school for the sole purpose of keeping campus clean and orderly.  When my parents 
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treated me to breakfast at The Little Café, García brought orange juice and coffee to our 

table, never without a smile.  Promptly after our meal, he would clear our table.  He still 

does.  At twenty-eight years, I can confidently say that, when available, a Spanish 

speaking person will almost always clean up my mess.  And yet at four or five years old, 

I realized that neither I nor my parents were expected to go through the trouble of 

communicating with the gardeners and busboys of my world—unless we wanted to be 

“nice.”  Until I was a teenager, this involved a cursory reliance on gringo-friendly 

pleasantries; Gracias, por favor, and the functional la cuenta (“bill/check”) were staples. 

Contrary to logic, my formal education with Spanish did not start until I started 

my seventh grade year, in 1993.  Success with courses through high school inspired me to 

enter university as a Spanish major, and by my high school graduation I confidently 

spoke Spanish with my housekeeper, and—occasionally—with service workers in public.  

My ability to navigate Spanish as a course and as a language made fulfilling major 

requirements easy, but I admittedly felt unchallenged and disappointed with its substance 

as a study of the humanities.  I enjoyed linguistics courses, but detested mandatory 

surveys of Golden Age literature.  A class on heritage language education was new and 

exciting, but a mandatory survey of Don Quixote was not.  I wanted to engage with 

Spanish as a social study—not just a language maintained in letters and prose.  In 

essence, I wanted to understand how Spanish had saturated my world here and now—

socially and politically—and for this, I ventured into education.  A double major in 

sociology by my senior year, I spent three quarters learning ethnographic field methods 

by observing a third-year Spanish class at a local high school.  I then began my masters’ 
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degree in Social Sciences in Education the following year, leading to comprehensive 

study of Spanish language education in the U.S. as basis for my doctoral work. 

Sociological study dictates that schools are institutional sites where students’ 

abilities and performance are classified to maintain social stratification and reproduce the 

greater status quo (see, among others, Apple, 1995; Bourdieu, 1990).  Ideologies, 

arguably a form of institutional output, are no different.  Attitudes and tolerance toward 

language use—particularly Spanish in the U.S., are easily reproduced and co-constructed 

between students, teachers and texts.    

With this narrative in mind, this dissertation is a student-centered study.  Research 

questions for this work grew out of listening to my students, often similarly unsatisfied 

and unfulfilled with Spanish at an institutional level.  These are students, many like me at 

various stages of my own schooling, who are attempting to navigate the paradox that 

Ruíz and his colleagues speak of.  Through the learning of Spanish, we witness these 

students overcoming the competing discourses that characterize Spanish in the U.S, those 

imposed upon them as native English speakers—but also discourses that they admit to 

participating in.  This is their story, and we shall read it as students, eager to critically 

initiate change as a result.  
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1.1 On imagination, erasure and other terms guiding discussion 

Imagination and erasure are two ideas that especially anchor discussions of 

language and culture throughout this study of Spanish in college classrooms, and more 

generally for that of foreign language learning.  Of course, thinking about foreignness in 

Spanish language education references a larger web of discourses, two varieties of which 

come in particular contact as the aforementioned “paradox.”  A grappling between 

language learning as beneficial, or deficient; a contrast between a second language as 

representative of the safe or the dangerous—these contrasts carry particular weight as 

students classify and qualify Spanish as a subject of study in the U.S.   

As a learner, teacher and researcher, this paradox is something I have seen and 

experienced daily, and a notion both my students and I have struggled with on multiple 

levels.  These range from understanding Spanish as a personal, inherent thread of our co-

constructed cultural and linguistic identities to our engagement with it as an area of study 

in an educational institution.  In short, these contrasts in understanding all things Spanish 

both as a familiar, localized language and as a distanced, foreign ideal filter down to how 

foreign languages are learned and taught in the U.S.  Using imagination and erasure as a 

means of theoretical framing, this dissertation serves as a platform to highlight just how 

these competing discourses are maintained, and how—by listening mindfully to the 

students whom we teach and learn from—they can be undone. 
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1.1.1 ‘What counts as a learner’s world?’: Imagination and distance, foreignness and 
difference 

 
Each student in this study narrates personal linguistic and anthropolitical histories 

that implicate very different relationships with imagination and erasure as processes by 

which they have understood and interacted with Spanish (both presently and in the past 

as language learners in and out of formal classrooms).  These histories are themselves 

highly individualized stories of language acculturation.  In closing a discussion of 

language learning as ‘culture’ learning, Damen (1987) writes:  

In any case, what is known about communication and social organization  
appears to support the suggestion that cultural or social distance plays a major 
role in second language learning and acquisition.  Acculturative processes that 
bridge these differences must then, perforce, affect language development (p. 
225). 

 
Arguably, Damen’s ideas of cultural and social distance explore a fundamental 

organizing principle of foreign language teaching in the U.S., and one that is particularly 

challenged in the case of Spanish education.  With respect to geographical proximities, 

the concept of distance succeeds in portraying foreignness and foreign culture as a highly 

physical, if not visual light. Damen may infer here that distance organizes difference.  

Distance might well keep the embodiment of difference within reach—or conversely, 

comfortably apart—from an assumed, unmentioned idea of “us.”  This us-and-them 

positionality2, of course, points to larger ideological orientations of power, privilege and 

the opposite of difference—unspoken, hegemonic ideas of normalcy. 

 Marking the first difference between foreign language and second language (SL) 

learning, Eastman (1983) points to the SL as “one already in the learner’s world, whereas 
                                                
2 See also Fishman’s Positive bilingualism: Some overlooked rationales and forefathers (1978). 
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a foreign language represents a foreign culture” (p. 93).  I pose a question here that I 

intend to continue challenging throughout this study: What counts as a learner’s world?  

Is it what the student sees… or chooses not to see?  Is it what he/she is aware… or 

unaware of?  To most monolingual Anglo university students in the U.S., Spanish is 

hardly unfamiliar or distant.  It has long been appropriated by and for Anglo audiences: it 

is a language and imagined ‘culture’ popularized in jocular discourse (Hill, 1993; 1994; 

1998), simultaneously romanticized and belittled in popular media and entertainment, and 

in so doing assumes a place in a greater political, social and economic order (Barrett, 

2006; Hill, 1994; Schwartz, 2006; 2008).  In this respect, those identifying with a White, 

monolingual majority can easily spend a lifetime in the U.S. surrounded by a very 

familiar language without having taken a formal Spanish course or traveling to places and 

countries where the language is imagined to be spoken ‘natively’ (a discussion of 

monolingualism and nativeness will soon follow).  In contrast, however, it is this 

imagination that constructs Spanish quite logically as a foreign, far-off language.  A 

distance is maintained—one quite physical in nature—in public spheres between English 

and Spanish-speaking spaces (Hill, 1993; 1994; 1998; Otero, 2003; 2008). 

 In the U.S., the use of Spanish in and around White spaces often indirectly 

indexes3 (see Hill, 1998; 2005) less desirable qualities not only of Mexicans and ‘nearby’ 

Mexico—but also of the same Mexican American and Chicano audiences that, 

incidentally, might not speak Spanish natively, or at all (Hill, 1993; 1994; 1998).  

Interviews with Anglos residing along the Texas borderlands informed Vila (2000) that 

                                                
3 Hill’s work relies on Ochs’ (1990) original framework of indexicality, or non-referential meanings that 
are understood (and at times, openly acknowledged) by a group of speakers. 
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the presence of Spanish alone indexes an Otherness so profound: of poverty, filth, and 

even an alien sense of  ‘other-worldliness.’  These orientations to a ‘foreign’ language 

and culture (Ruíz, 1984) thus clearly suggest alarming connotations for Mexicans and 

Mexican Americans in the U.S.   Despite widely-held societal expectations for 

assimilation, legislation policing immigration, citizenship and minority language use (i.e. 

Propositions 187 (California), Proposition 203 (Arizona), various adaptations of English 

Only legislation, etc.) aid openly to establish difference and distance between Mexican 

populations and thus reaffirm Anglo privilege and power.  These de facto segregationist 

policies are “…proposed to regain control over the identity construction process, to 

different again between ‘them’ and ‘us’ during an era when ‘they’ reside among ‘us’” 

(Vila, 2000, p. 85) 

 These implications of foreignness may also refer to the spoken Spanish in the FL 

classroom as well.  Students may well perceive the language of the classroom as so 

markedly different from its ‘authentic’ use in local contexts, that “as such, the target 

language inevitably becomes something of an object of apathy at best, suspicion or even 

rejection at worst” (Reagan & Osborn, 1998, p. 53).  Such disenfranchisement of the 

classroom language is not necessarily unfounded; Reagan and Osborn’s research finds 

that in textbook-centered curricula, “the language of the classroom tends to differ 

dramatically from the local variety, thus again emphasizing the ‘Otherness’ of the 

classroom language” (p. 54).  Reagan and Osborn (1998) elaborate on this production of 

difference as central to isolationist practices of FL education in the U.S.: 
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In reality the US foreign language class has its own, distinct subculture, different 
from both the surrounding, dominant culture and, inevitably, radically different 
from the culture of the target language (p. 57). 

 
To return to ideas of distance, how can language students in the U.S. traverse the 

gap between familiarity and foreignness when learning a local language such as Spanish?  

How do we position or engage students as social actors who have the agency to mediate 

between multiple cultures (including those that they may identify as ‘their own’) to 

deconstruct and undo Otherness?  Like Reagan and Osborn (1998), Ortega (1999a) points 

to explicit ideological and structural constraints of FL education in the U.S. that prevent 

students from facing these challenges.  She points to a striking lack of sociopolitical 

awareness and a general dismissal of SL teaching within the FL profession.  Ortega finds, 

in fact, that FL departments have been traditionally disconnected and often apathetic to 

the needs and agenda of English as Second Language (ESL) or Bilingual Education (BE) 

programs and the students they support (see also Valdés 1992, 1998; Valdés et al., 2003).  

These academic communities, often grounded in the study of Humanities-oriented 

literatures and the aforementioned variations of ‘Culture’ and cultural teaching are: 

unconcerned with issues of changing language attitudes, government language 
policy, the relationship between the language and the community, and political 
action on language-related events and issues to be taken by language professional 
organizations (Ortega, 1999a, p. 248) 

 
 García (1992) urges that educators of languages other than English in the U.S. 

study—along with their students—a ‘sociology of language’ in order to understand “the 

position of the languages they teach in the society from which it comes… and to which it 

comes” (p. 20).  Expanding on Ortega’s (1999b) findings, she explains,  

 The education of language educators can no longer be limited to the  
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language, history, literature, and culture of the people, coupled with some courses 
in pedagogy and psychology.  …(Instead,) By studying the sociolinguistic 
position of the languages we teach and the attitudes which the majority holds 
toward them, we may begin to impact on the implicit policies that language 
attitudes and prejudices impose.  In short, additional sociolinguistic information 
may be the key to combat the linguistic prejudice which is rampant in the United 
States today (p. 20-21). 

 
 

1.1.2 Power and the educational institution: English, elitism and erasure 
 
 Ortega (1999b) argues that multilingual and multicultural (and as per García 

(1992), ‘sociolinguistic’ and ‘socio-historical’) understanding and awareness hardly 

matches the greater professional responsibilities that second/foreign language education 

and academic FL departments truly value4.  This professional responsibility, she explains, 

is dedicated to upholding “elitist” views of language education, multilingualism and 

multiculturalism—the latter that often encompasses strictly Eurocentric and hegemonic 

cultures away from the U.S and territories where English is imagined to be spoken 

‘natively’.  “Ethnolinguistic minorities within this country,” (García, 1992, p. 13) and the 

minoritized varieties of languages they speak, are generally absent from textbook and 

curricular packages5.  In the U.S., Spanish, and its relationship to the majority language—

English—has historically been a prime example of this erasure. 

 To examine precisely what is being erased, I focus here on the role of English as a 

dominant language and how this dominance dictates greater institutional and ideological 

organization in and out of the Spanish classroom.  Pennycook (1995) warns that English, 
                                                
4 Kramsch (1997) elaborates on this point, with respect to an imagined and ‘nationalized’ nativeness: 
“Foreign language study acquires credibility and legitimation from being backed by national communities 
of native speakers, who set the standard for the use of their national languages and often for the reading of 
their national literatures” (p. 359). 
5 See also Valdés et al. (2003) 
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“intimately linked to the discourses that ensure the continued domination of some parts of 

the globe by others” (p. 55) is too often “justified by recourse to a functionalist 

perspective, which stresses choice and the usefulness of English, and suggest the global 

spread of English is natural” (p. 37).  This positive construction of English, particularly 

here in the U.S. (McKay & Weinstein-Shr, 1993; Pavlenko, 2002; 2003), supposes an 

obsessive monolingual, monocultural consciousness that very much dictates how foreign 

languages are taught and maintained in academic settings (as well as social, political, 

public/private, among others).  Like Ruíz’s (1997) defense that minoritized languages are 

inextricably tied up in minoritized identities—English too as a dominant language of 

power and privilege is inextricably wrapped up in the powers of social and political 

hegemony.  Cooke (1988) describes the ‘worldliness’ of English as a ‘Trojan horse,’ 

arguing that it is a “language of imperialism and of particular class interests” (as cited in 

Pennycook, 1995, p. 39)6. 

 As Ruíz (1997) maintains, the learning of English often implies an ‘American’ re-

education, therein necessarily involving an abandonment of the 

immigrant/transmigrant’s7 first, home-based language.  The abandonment of a native/first 

language is much associated with an expected loss of ‘backward’ ways of believing, 

                                                
6 It should be noted that later scholarship (including that of Pennycook), has spoken against these broad 
implications of English as dangerous and imperialist.  Brutt-Griffler’s (2002) account of various ‘world 
Englishes’ rethinks the nature of language spread and change. 
7 Transmigration, if not perhaps a concept to replace tranditional notions of one way, push-pull immigration 
theory, is an idea that certainly challenges the idea of boundaries and cultural boundedness.  Schiller et al 
(1992) explains transnationals as subjects of a “new kind of migration… emerging, composed of those 
whose networks, activities and patterns of life encompass both… host and home societies” all the while 
cutting across national, cultural and linguistic borders (p.1).  In the U.S., transnational sites—both physical, 
ideological and metaphorical— are necessary locations for celebration of oppressed languages and 
identities in a nation otherwise obsessed with maintaining a hegemonically monolingual/cultural 
consciousness among its citizens (Hirsch, 2003; Grewal, 2005; Schiller et al, 1992).    
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behaving, socializing, etc. (Pennycook, 1995; Valdés, 1981).  The student’s language, 

and as result, identity, are viewed as inconsequential and a hindrance to his/her 

assimilation—not just his/her success in school, but in the greater English-speaking 

world. 

 By contrast, assimilation into the cultural hegemony is traditionally a non-issue 

for Spanish language learners.  These students, the majority Anglo monolinguals, classify 

as elective bilinguals, as opposed to those forced to learn a language circumstantially, by 

virtue of immigration or transmigration (Valdés, 1992).  In other words, the elective 

bilingual often has no need— or conscious intention—of “participating” in the society 

that surrounds them.  Elective bilingual students are privileged speakers of English, a 

language that navigates the larger cultural and social ‘American’ hegemony to their 

advantage.  The elective learning of Spanish, for instance, is an additive, enriching 

novelty, and as mentioned previously, an elite endeavor at that.  In light of student 

choice, I return to Norton’s (2001) idea of language investment: 

Learners will expect or hope to have a ‘good return’ on their investment in the 
target language—a return that will give them access to the privileges of target 
language speakers.  Thus an investment in the target language is also an 
investment in a learner’s own identity, an identity which is constantly changing 
across time and space (p. 166, emphasis my own). 

 
 The arrival of circumstantial bilingualism in U.S. public schools is met by 

policymakers (largely of monolingual linguistic orientation8) who view differences in 

language as highly problematic. Minoritized languages such as Spanish are assumed to be 

                                                
8 Kanno and Norton (2003) show how these “monolingualizing tendencies” (Blackledge, 2002, p. 72) 
across nation-states ironically tend to apply most strongly “to the bottom rung of the country’s 
socioeconomic hierarchy, where linguistic and cultural diversity is most extensive” (Kanno & Norton, 
2003, p. 247). 
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indicative of larger social ‘problems,’ and to blame for social, economic and academic 

disadvantage.  What’s crucial here, as Ruíz (1984) argues, is that Latino and Mexican 

audiences9 are for all legal purposes identified as deficient by virtue of native language 

and culture.  Naturally, this deficiency is not overtly showcased in Anglo-friendly, 

elective Spanish curricula.  Instead, it is usually avoided in academic discussions, and 

under very political pretenses (Valdés et al., 2003).  Supposing these subjects are 

imagined (Anderson, 1991) in the larger popular and political consciousness as English 

deficient, this process of identification sets up a slippery binary.  Assumingly, “they”—

the speakers of Spanish, the marginalized immigrant population—need “us”—the 

assumed dominant, Anglo monolingual authority—to turn deficiencies into proficiencies 

(see Fishman, 1978).  In this case, what is deficient is the semiosis of Spanish itself, 

rooted perhaps in “ethnically-linked traits,” inherent “poverty, malnutrition… educational 

deprivation” that are seen as preventing English proficiency.  Yet, it is these traits that 

help to construct a highly visual difference and distance (see previous section) between 

the Spanish-speaking “Other” (in and outside of the U.S.) and the ‘American’ elective 

language learner. 

 Given this “schizophrenic double bind in which we find ourselves today… in 

restricting non-English languages… [yet] trying to promote foreign languages” (García, 

1992) it is hence unsurprising that Spanish is defended in the academy as Eurocentric and 

a largely literary discipline of the arts/humanities.  Supporting college students in a 

position of navigating Spanish as elite is arguably maintaining the “Other” relatively 

                                                
9 Identified as ‘Mexican Americans,’ but possibly could respresent immigrants, transmigrants or otherwise. 
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familiar.  Writes Ortega (1999a) on this trend of keeping language learning ‘culturally’ 

comfortable,  

 …FL programs in higher education place a great emphasis on study abroad  
experiences… and FL textbooks overwhelmingly concern themselves with the  
portrayal of mainstream cultural values of the countries where the target language  
is spoken, with no reference to US speech communities (p. 249). 

 
Ortega insists that mainstream student audiences—particularly Anglo monolinguals in 

the U.S.—are encouraged mostly to learn about and learn how to talk like other 

mainstream groups.  Hence, standard varieties are taught and reproduced in FL textbooks 

and classrooms, reflecting a covert agenda of linguicism10 (Nieto, 1992).  In addition, in 

pointing to an alarming under-representation of minority teachers and professionals in FL 

departments, Ortega (1999a) finds that native-like mastery and the maintaining of this 

imagined mastery away and abroad is the preferred agenda for the student offspring these 

departments produce. 

 A reflection of this academic, elitist, distanced agenda of ‘mastery’ might be 

found in Nocon’s (1995) study of compartmentalization, or the careful maintenance of 

social distance through language study.  This work was perhaps one of the first to study 

how proximity to the U.S.-Mexico border and local, borderland Spanish impacts Spanish 

students’ integrative attitude and motivation.  Over 200 student participants enrolled in 

required elementary and intermediate Spanish language courses at San Diego State 

University (SDSU) responded to a attitude survey.  Nocon found her students 

comfortably “avoid[ed] acculturation” and engaged in social distancing with the target 

language and those who were perceived to speak it authentically. 

                                                
10 Ortega (1999) defines linguicism as “the prejudice against non-standard varieties of the target language.” 
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Nocon (1995) explains just how these examples of compartmentalization 

encouraged the study of Spanish speakers—not ‘Mexicans’—and therefore “language 

divorced from… local speakers [in the students’ own community]” (p. 48).  Using this 

‘Spanish speaker’/ ‘Mexican’ dichotomy in discourse as a point of reference, she insists 

students (not just those in her study at SDSU) too often are tracked to speak Spanish in 

spite of a local Mexican community rather than because of it. 

To further challenge this case of compartmentalization, Robinson (1988; p. 56 of 

Nocon, 1995) reminds us that a proximity to speakers of a target language who comprise 

a visible local minority may cause students, such as those studied here, to emphasize and 

focus negatively on the difference between their own ‘language/culture group’ and that of 

the target language.  Earlier studies mirror these findings; Weinreich (1968) and Hidalgo 

(1986, 1995) both concur that the proximity of a known ‘other’—especially in border 

environments—may very well provoke all sorts of fearful reactions, causing a hyper-

emphasis in loyalties and identities (perhaps principally by a White, monolingual 

majority). 

In general, the ‘Mexican’ label, as attached to this particular study of language 

education, is found as cause of great confusion—if not simply ignored in the teaching of 

Spanish in the U.S.  Nocon (1995) provocatively challenges and unpacks ideas of 

visibility and comfort, both of which become central to the teaching of Spanish and how 

students construct the reality of a Spanish-speaking world (whether it exists locally, or in 

a distant, foreign context).  
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1.2 Introduction to University of the Southwest and the city of Rio Seco: Space, 
community and the (in)visibility of cultural and linguistic landscapes 
 

In Southwestern U.S. classrooms, physical, walled boundaries separate students 

from local, native Spanish-speaking communities and demarcate Spanish-speaking from 

non-Spanish-speaking spaces.  At the University of the Southwest (USW) in Rio Seco, 

this socio-linguistic segregation is crucial: it goes unnoticed by the largely monolingual, 

Anglo undergraduate majority, yet for non-White and/or non-English speaking students, 

campus spaces can be blindingly White.  A brief discussion of Rio Seco and its geo-

economical position in the U.S. Southwest may offer a helpful perspective, followed by a 

tour of the USW campus as a space (a community-within-a-community) located in such a 

city. 

 USW is, indisputably, a very large public research university.  The campus is also 

close to the U.S.-Mexico border, situated in a mid-sized city where Spanish is central to 

local history and heritage.  Spanish speakers have occupied the region for centuries (prior 

to Anglo settlement and subsequently, U.S. occupation and extension), and today Rio 

Seco continues to receive immigrants, transnational migrants and weekend visitors from 

the Mexican borderlands and beyond.  During the school year in which I conducted this 

study (2007-08), USW enrolled over 26,000 undergraduate students from across the U.S. 

and the world.  In 2005, nearly 64 percent of these students were classified as non-

Hispanic white U.S. residents.  However, only 14 percent self-identified as Hispanic U.S. 
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residents11.  In contrast from USW’s enrollment, the 2000 Census data indicates 35.7% of 

Rio Seco residents self-classified as Hispanic and 29.8% as of Mexican ancestry/origin 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  In fact, the southern reaches of the Rio Seco metropolitan 

area include a small yet separate incorporated city, just a few miles from campus gates.  

According to the same Census, a sizeable 81.2% of its 5,490 residents are Hispanic, and 

33.1% of the same number is foreign-born.  Of the latter statistic, 100% were listed as 

originating from “Latin America.”  Yet, while Rio Seco’s Latino and Spanish speaking 

heritage is certainly central to its history and tourist appeal, such a consciousness is 

spatially peripheral (if that) within the USW campus landscape. 

 USW’s location in Rio Seco is neither in the city’s central business district (a 

rather dilapidated “downtown” unsteadily recovering from a 1960s de-Mexicanization 

project12), nor in its expansive southern, eastern, or northern outreaches.  Instead, the 

campus sits approximately one mile northeast of downtown, in a region now considered 

to signal the western end of Rio Seco’s geographically central residential zones.  USW is 

surrounded partially by businesses and infrastructure typical of modern-day university 

communities in the U.S.; its borders are dotted with corporatized food and drink 

establishments, banks, bookstores, and a handful of local proprietors struggling to 

compete.  While expansive, the campus is walkable and bike-friendly (convenient for 

residential first-year students who travel to classes from on-campus dormitories), 

                                                
11 “Hispanic,” an ethnic marker popularly substitutable with “Latino/a,” is not a term I will use in this 
dissertation.  While it may serve as a reasonable label for identifying those of Spanish-speaking origin or 
heritage, I find that few use the term to self-identify on a personal level.  Instead, it is often employed 
widely as a sort of lexical ‘catch-all’ to satisfy social organization and census data.   I will respectfully rely 
on “Latino/a,” “Chicano/a” and “Spanish speaking,” the latter term not necessarily interchangeable with the 
others.  For continued discussion and history of “Hispanic,” see Montalban-Anderssen (1998). 
12 See Otero (2003, 2008). 
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although Rio Seco can be less than accommodating for pedestrians who venture beyond 

USW’s immediate environs.  Most of the city is best navigated by car, so residential 

students must often carpool to supermarkets, shopping malls, and entertainment venues 

(movie theatres, concert halls, etc.).   

I find that at the end of four of five years, Rio Seco is generally a city with which 

most undergraduates—often those not originally from the region—can claim limited 

familiarity.  While it is often touted as a “college town” for the interests of out-of-state 

visitors, Rio Seco unmistakably lacks the inclusive, organizational insulation (and 

middle-to-upper class exclusivity) of a Davis (University of California), Corvallis 

(Oregon State University), or Ann Arbor (University of Michigan).  There are large 

portions of town that offer less than convenient access to students living both on and off 

campus—and vice-versa.  This is not to say that auto-bound students aren’t willing to 

drive fair distances to patronize high-end shopping or return to guarded apartment 

megaplexes.  What is telling are the stretches of Rio Seco they do traverse (in car, not 

bus) to leave the immediate campus community. 

McDowell (1999) utilizes geographical theory to conceptualize place no longer 

“as bounded or categorical but instead as the combination and coincidence of a set of 

socio-spatial relations.”  In other words, particular localities can be defined “by how they 

affect and reflect histories and geographies that construct particular ways of being a man 

or woman in that area” (p. 97).  What is often taken for granted in university communities 

like that of USW and its adjacent residential and business zones are the marked contrasts 

in those who occupy these areas.  Undergraduate students inhabit campus and off-campus 
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housing only for a limited time (4-5 years), arguably affecting and reflecting these 

“histories and geographies” on a transient, temporary, fleeting basis.  Students may be a 

source of income for certain sectors of Rio Seco’s local economy, but students make little 

cultural or geographical impact on a personal level.  I imagine graduates of USW are 

likely to claim they lived in Rio Seco while attending college, but any cultural allegiance 

to Rio Seco as a community is likely to be superseded by their identity as life-long USW 

alumni, as individuals who avidly follow high-profile sports teams and support need-

based scholarships, for instance.  In other words, Rio Seco as a linguistic, culturally 

active community is incidental, secondary, and peripheral to the interests of the 

traditional, Anglo college student (and particularly he/she who originates from points 

elsewhere).  Therefore, as a linguistic, cultural landscape, public spaces ‘in between’ 

student-friendly ones can easily become invisible and erased13.   

One such example of this contrast in cultural and linguistic landscapes (Backhaus, 

2007; Gorter, 2006; Landry & Bourhis, 1997; Shohamy & Gorter, 2009) involves two 

particular traffic corridors that connect USW with off-campus residential complexes—

luxurious, grassy, resort-like enclaves equipped with fitness centers, recreation rooms and 

party-ready swimming pools.  These complexes are not campus-adjacent co-ops or 

fraternity houses; they are distant (4-5 miles from campus), and often highly desirable for 

                                                
13 Kunstler (1993) offers a point of vivid contrast here.  Writing against modern planning practice as 
‘progress’ in urban development, is insistent on his definition of community as an organic product of 
human and geo-spatial “connectedness”: “…A community is not something you have, like a pizza.  Nor is 
it something you can buy… It is a living organism based on a web of interdependencies—which is to say, a 
local economy” (pp. 185-86).  His focus on localized economy is hardly supermodern (see Augé, 1995), 
although he doesn’t specifically weigh in on university spaces.  He then quotes social activist Wendell 
Berry, who conflates the idea with human neighbor-hood: “it must be generally loved and competently 
cared for by its people, who, individually, identify their own interest with the interest of their neighbors” 
(Berry, 1987, p. 103, as cited in Kunstler, 1993, p. 186).   



34    

students expecting a communal, yet luxurious residential ‘college experience’ after their 

first years of living in crowded, on-campus dormitories.  Complementary shuttle services 

from/to many of these complexes have grown increasingly present at the campus’s main 

entry.  However, geographical distance requires these often Anglo, middle and upper 

class students to pass through older neighborhoods mostly home to Rio Seco residents to 

whom the university community is neither economically nor socially accessible.  These 

neighborhoods are localities marked by symbols of working class, non-White and non-

English speaking (most often, bilingual) cultural identities: non-traditional supermarkets 

specializing in “ethnic foods,” check cashing pavilions, street-side taco vendors, and the 

like.  In short, any casual passerby will inevitably come into contact with Spanish and 

individuals who speak it, albeit behind the security of a car (or shuttle bus) window.   

At best, these sojourns that crosscut boundaries and borders are simply a 

commute that students (or their parents) can afford to subsidize, in order to live 

someplace clean and “nice.”  Like the city in which their school is located, their less-

than-polished surroundings are, simply, incidental.  At worst, these drives are site-

specific sources for humor, ridicule and racism between students who collectively 

understand each others’ traffic-related circumstances.  The actual communities, those 

who inhabit them and that which symbolizes these identities (language, cultural texts) are 

conflated with pre-existing stereotypes of low-income, poor neighborhoods as dangerous, 

threatening, irregular, dirty, “ghetto.”  In fact, a Facebook.com interest group initiated by 

one USW student intends to raise awareness of humorous incidents found throughout 

town (and particularly on one of the aforementioned corridors) by encouraging students 
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to post/share their stories.  Some are quirky, but many are offensive and subtly racialized, 

such as writings about heavily policed drug busts, groups of teenage mothers pushing 

strollers, and store-front insurance agencies soliciting coverage for driving in nearby 

Mexico.  Ironically, of course, students themselves are considered to be very undesirable 

neighbors by homeowners surrounding the USW campus.  One such neighborhood has 

mobilized aggressively to stop residential development, and locals regularly complain of 

student renters who take little pride in, or respect for, the neighborhoods which they 

(temporarily) occupy.  

Before proceeding further, I should expand briefly on the notion of community.  

In regards to space and boundaries (imagined and real) that maintain spaces as separate, 

McDowell (1999) best describes those factors I find useful:  

Like the term place or locality, community is one of those rather unsatisfactory  
words that have been used in a wide range of ways and have many definitions.  It  
is usually, although not always, used to designate a small-scale and spatially  
bounded area within which it is assumed that the population, or party of it, has  
certain characteristics in common that ties it together.  Thus ‘working-class  
communities’ or ‘the Asian community’ are common phrases which are often  
linked to ‘inner areas’ (p. 100). 

 
I find McDowell’s use of “inner areas” to be key here; arguably, it suggests two things: a 

physical, spatially-bounded area within a larger geographical context, important to 

contextualizing my work.  Also implied, however, is the normalized relationship between 

the characteristics that define a “community” and the spaces/places that aren’t marked as 

communities—in essence, those that are identified as White and monolingual.  McDowell 

unpacks this hegemonic dynamic along these lines.  While ‘community’ often carries 

“connotations of warmth and solidarity” (1999, p. 100),  
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 …It has been accepted that the term also has negative connotations, especially  

when it is applied as a euphemism for ethnic minority groups and more widely for  
conservative or backward-looking attitudes.  Despite these problems it continues  
to be a commonly used term.  I use it… in a specific sense: like term place and  
locality, to refer to a fluid network of social relations that may be but not  
necessarily tied to territory (McDowell, 1999, p. 100). 

 
As I mention, “community” is relational—and as McDowell explains, can be defined by 

geographical boundaries as well as ideological imaginings (see Anderson, 1983/1991; 

Pratt, 1987).   Yet, communities are indeed exclusive and bounded, and defined as such 

through power relations—“mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion”  (McDowell, 1999, 

p. 100).  Language, by all means, in its association with identity, ideology and social 

participation, is one such mechanism used to delineate boundaries of ‘inner’ space (see 

Irvine, 1996; Morgan, 2004; Pratt, 1987).  

I have thus far made direct reference to many “communities”: university and 

campus communities (these two overlapping, but in reference to less and more physical 

boundaries, respectively), language/speech communities (Spanish-speaking and 

otherwise), and others.  In any case, these all exist “within” Rio Seco and the U.S. 

Southwest as larger ideological and geographical localities.  For the sake of 

understanding USW, its students and its context within this discussion, I’d like to briefly 

examine the layered relationship between campus and city (Rio Seco) as communities 

using McDowell’s definition.  If, for many students, Rio Seco is geographically and 

culturally incidental to their participation in a campus community, how might the public 

campus itself reflect the external community in which it, ostensibly, serves?  I address 



37    

this question by looking at the classroom as a community—a site for social, academic, 

and linguistic interaction.  

 
 

1.2.1 Spanish and the supermodern ‘motorway’: Community, language learning and the 
classroom as a space for discursive practice 
 

First, a discussion of community in the academy cannot take place without a 

review of the literacy practices used by students to navigate its classrooms, organizations, 

student unions… physical, virtual or otherwise.  Pugh, Pawan & Antommarchi (2000) 

broadly define literacy as the “ability to understand and make use of information 

provided in a variety of forms and entailing a variety of sign systems” (p. 25).  This idea 

speaks to post-secondary schooling in specific ways, however: “literacy” is needed (a) to 

understand traditional ‘Western’ notions of reading and writing, especially as delivered in 

printed form; (b) the paradigm that has emerged from these traditions, which demands 

“rational, analytical thinking that is characteristic of academic thought and inquiry” (p. 

26) and (c) the multiple means of encoding and expressing information that intersect in 

various forms of media, in particular as these media encourage “different kinds of 

intelligence” (p. 26).   

In contrast, both Chiseri-Strater (1991) and Merriam & Caffarella (1999) seem to 

tease out “literacy” as synonymous to—simply enough—learning.  Chiseri-Strater (1991) 

returns the discussion of learning to participation in various communities where the use 

of various discourses navigate “ways of being in the world.”  Setting up the classroom as 

a discourse community and conceptualizing ‘learning’ in this environment can be 
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dangerously exclusive.  For one, the institutional nature of the academy is inherently rife 

with limitations, separatism, bureaucracy, and politics in and outside the classroom.  The 

so-called ‘organized’ institution predicates itself on particular models of teaching, for 

instance (Chiseri-Strater points to biases of gender, language, standardized “abbreviated 

learning”), which very much categorizes learning as an organized, institutionalized 

‘activity.’    

In this dissertation I stress that the role of language learning in the academy is not 

exempt from this institutionalization, and promotion of foreign language (FL) pedagogy 

has been long crippled by such limitations.  Learning a language not natively spoken on 

an English-language-dominant U.S. college campus is paradoxical at best, and the 

classroom serves as a particular discourse community to achieve the ends of meeting pre-

organized levels of “proficiency.”  Yet, to legitimate the experience of learning a foreign 

language is to tap into the speech community in which such a code is imagined to be 

spoken: “FL pedagogy and its attendant scholarship focuses primarily on making the 

classroom more like the ‘target language community,” emphasizing the importance of 

authentic materials and activities” (Pomerantz, 2008, p. 267).  While these aims at 

authentication can be helpful pedagogically, “they do not fully account for what people 

are actually doing in the classroom” (Pomerantz, 2008, p. 267).  To push this line of 

thought further, how do students themselves navigate various discourses—and enact 

various literacies, both in and out of the classroom—to become emerging bilinguals?  

Pomerantz, among many others, pushes for an appreciation of language learning as a 

situated process: “the resources one uses to construct particular social identities rarely 
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translate seamlessly from one community of practice (i.e. the classroom, off-campus, 

locales, etc.) to another” (Pomerantz, 2008, p. 268).  Particularly with Spanish as a 

discursive reference, few students arrive at the university as a cultural and linguistic 

“blank slate”—each relies upon colorful prior and ongoing experiences and hegemonic 

imaginings to make meaning of the language as a course.  This is, precisely, what this 

dissertation intends to illuminate (for more on situated learning, see Gee, 2004; Lave & 

Wenger, 1991; Norton Peirce, 1995; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 

2004; Wenger, 1998). 

Chiseri-Strater (1991) argues that there are competing discourses—alternate ways 

of learning in the world—that understandably conflict in classroom spaces.  Using the 

example of a composition class, she points to three agendas jockeying for attention: the 

discourse of the self, that of the course, and that of the greater academic institution.  

These three discourses exist, however, under a greater binary in competition: discourses 

of academic, formal ‘schooling’ vs. the non-academic ‘education,’ and learning.  There is 

much learning—and therefore literacy—that can take place in the academy, but as 

Chiseri-Strater (1991)  and Rose (1989) explain, much of it develops in spite of 

institutional limitations. These largely non-academic, extra-curricular, self-motivated 

practices, therefore, are the sites where this learning takes place.  Kramsch (1993, 1999; 

Kramsch & Lam, 1999; as cited in Pomerantz, 2008) has labeled such as rich third spaces 

(an “intercultural thirdness”), in this case found between learners’ culturally comfortable 

monolingual worlds and the imagined ‘target language’ context as maintained through 

classroom activities.  Of course, this arena of study has rarely been applied to Spanish 
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language education in the U.S., where, as explained above, learners cannot help but 

readily “access and utilize linguistic and other semiotic resources to appropriate or resist 

certain identities” in the act of ‘becoming’ bilingual (Pomerantz, 2008, p. 268).  

 
 

Figure 1.2 A typical language classroom in Brickford Hall  
where USW’s Department of Spanish is housed.  All classrooms feature an erasable 
whiteboard, basic audiovisual equipment (television, DVD player and computer 
projector) and 20-25 moveable chairs with retractable desks, often used for groupwork.  
Two small windows, white walls and often empty bulletin/corkboards complement these 
linoleum-floored spaces. 
 

 
 
 
Ironically, the USW campus classroom, in any effort to resource or resemble 

communities where Spanish is imagined to be spoken natively, is often a bleak, sterile, 

neon-lit space contributing little to student enthusiasm.  While classrooms are indeed 

historically constructed spaces, implicating both personal and social assumptions (and 
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insecurities) about institutionalized learning, it may seem as if nothing about these spaces 

wherein Spanish is “learned” resembles the personality (physically, linguistically, 

aesthetically or otherwise) of the USW campus or surrounding city of Rio Seco.  If the 

presence of a U.S. flag (required by a law passed by USW’s state legislature in 2006) 

should limit our possibilities, the classroom pictured in Figure 1.2 might as well be found 

in rural Montana, Hawaii, or New York City.  These sites may cosmetically reflect what 

Augé (1995) labels as supermodern “non-spaces,” understood as “a space which cannot 

be defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with identity” (pp. 77-8).  And indeed, 

Figure 1.2,, outside of its ethnographic context for this study, is a space as characterless 

and hyper-functional as a airport terminal or gas station mini-mart.  The space is usually 

filled to capacity, in fifty minute intervals, throughout the course of a school day, to hold 

various language classes.  It boasts no added luxuries but the ability to efficiently 

organize students, spatially and in sync with curricular agenda.  Perhaps such blank, 

institutional ambience encourages students to imagine Spanish as foreign and fittingly 

distant.   

Yet, when filled, these spaces also reflect Augé’s criteria in defining 

“anthropological places.”  The interaction between 20-25 students, their instructor, and 

course texts re-contextualize these spaces with “the possibility of the journeys made in it, 

the discourses uttered in it, and the language characterizing it” (1995, p. 81).  This idea 

situates any classroom-based educational ethnography, but the case of Spanish learning 

allows one to more seriously consider his application of ‘discourses’ and ‘language.’  To 

rethink Augé for a moment, perhaps the classroom, textbook-centered journey of 



42    

language learning itself serves as a non-place: an engagement with abstract, imagined 

opportunities for speaking Spanish.  While Robinson (1978) once described this typical 

FL curricular agenda as a “magic-carpet-ride-to-another-culture syndrome,” I entertain 

these two passages from Augé (1995) to consider the language learning process as a non-

place: 

The link between individuals and their surroundings in the space of non-place is 
established through the mediation of words, or even texts (p. 94). 
 
 …But the real non-places of supermodernity—the ones we inhabit when we are 
driving down the motorway, wandering through the supermarket or sitting in an 
airport lounge waiting for the next flight to London or Marseille—have the 
peculiarity that they are defined partly by the words and texts they offer us: their 
‘instructions for use,’ which may be prescriptive (‘Take right-hand lane’), 
prohibitive (‘No smoking’), or informative (‘You are now entering the Beaujolais 
region’)… (sometimes) proponents (of texts) are not individuals but ‘moral 
entities’ or institutions; sometimes their presence is explicitly stated (‘this road 
section financed by the General Council’…), sometimes it is only vaguely 
discernible behind the injunctions, advice, commentaries and ‘messages’ 
transmitted… that form an integral part of contemporary landscape (p. 96). 
 

In essence, not only might one conceive campus classrooms as non-places, but we could 

also consider the traditional FL textbook-centered language learning ‘journey’ as a non-

place in and of itself.  The teaching of culture, for instance, is perpetually linked to 

understanding language as bounded to foreign, geographical locales; but often, these are 

places in which students invest no personal interest and rarely desire to visit.  Augé’s 

metaphor of the motorway makes this idea particularly applicable.  As such, the Spanish 

classroom, defaults as linguistic third space (Kramsch, 1993; 1999), imagined exotically 

on one hand and yet realized/ignored as an anthropolitical locality (see Zentella, 1993) on 

the other.  Even more fitting is Augé’s characterization of non-places by how they are 

defined by the words/texts they offer their inhabitants.  As this study develops, I 



43    

demonstrate that a similar discourse (located in departmental curriculum and reproduced 

by students themselves, for instance), often authored by a discernable cultural and 

linguistic authoritative body (language departments, textbook publishers, classroom 

instructor), characterizes Spanish language learning as institutional.  I also document how 

Spanish exists as non-institutional discourses, of which students bring to the classroom as 

linguistic and cultural resources, and how these are both acknowledged yet often ignored 

as educational capital. 

Hence, although the idea of “college” is often romanticized as a time, space and 

context (to reflect McDowell’s construction of space above) where students might 

challenge themselves to broaden their access to various cultural and socio-historical 

consciousnesses (both through academic and social pursuits), a bevy of factors might 

otherwise prohibit this from taking place.  My study of students and community at USW 

reveals that much is systematized on various levels in order to cater to the cultural 

comforts of mainstream, White, monolingual students (and particularly those of relative 

wealth).  The pervasiveness of campus classrooms as sterile non-spaces, for instance, 

serves to maintain this uniformity, simplicity, and comfort.  What’s more, my study 

reveals that this process should hardly be unique to one particular campus; it is the 

standardization of curriculum and area of study that indicates how these cultural  

expectations and comforts must be maintained. 

Today Spanish assumes a very segregated status apart—physically and socio-

economically—from this university community, both as a foreign language and imagined 

cultural entity.  Its usage on campus is not totally absent, but is largely limited to 
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international students, first-generation immigrant students, and among casual talk 

between janitorial, food service, and landscaping staff.  Undergraduates, required to 

fulfill second language graduation requirements, choose basic Spanish coursework in 

great numbers (Leeman, 2006).  These enrollment patterns contrast with the geographical 

and social organization of the language as mapped onto bounded spaces in Rio Seco, and 

in the Southwest U.S. in general.  Nonetheless, the language is indisputably the most 

popular second language choice; beginner-level Spanish classes have been given in 

excess of 70 sections of 25 students each.   

With the students under study in mind, what constitutes ‘community’ for those 

negotiating between communities (including the above discussions of the classroom, an 

imagined local community, an imagined community of foreign speakers, etc.), and how 

does it affect a student’s newly bilingual positionality?  Wenger (1998) writes that 

students inevitably see themselves as “participants in social processes and configurations 

that extend beyond their direct engagement in their own practice” (p. 173).  The process 

of imagination extends this participation—and while not to be confused with blind 

fantasy or a removal from reality—imagination “refers to a process of expanding our self 

by transcending our time and space and creating new images of the world and ourselves” 

(p. 164, as cited in Norton, 2001).   

As Kanno and Norton (2003) conclude,  

Humans are capable of connecting with communities that lie beyond the local and 
immediate and that investment in such imagined communities strongly influences 
identity construction and engagement in learning (p. 247). 
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What this appears to suggest is that foreignness may well be undone not through a 

reorganization of a traditional culture learning or a cultural component of the curriculum 

already in place.  Instead, we may foreground the learner and his/her own multilingual 

identity—which can challenge and transcend difference, distance and the dimensions of 

space and place that traditionally separate the privileged “us” from a foreign, exoticized 

“Other.”  Considering this alternative to the foreign agenda, how real should language 

learning be?  In other words, how is a multilingual reality realized (or perhaps, 

imagined)?  For now, Kanno and Norton (2003) offer a bold proposition: “Our identities 

then must be understood not only in terms of our investment in [one normalized] ‘real’ 

world but also in terms of our investment in possible worlds” (p. 248). 

Of course, while Kanno and Norton entertain the possible through imagination, 

this work takes imagination a step further by understanding erasure as its potential 

byproduct.  In other words, just as imagination is an encouraging means to connect with 

speakers of a lanaguage at a geographical distance, imagination can equally disconnect 

students from the same “local and immediate” language resources and ignore the value 

and contributions of these local communities.  This said, I will contextualize students’ 

learning, engagement and interaction with Spanish (or lack thereof), by highlighting 

particular unspoken instruments of power on and off the university campus, such as 

whiteness and white privilege.  I shift now to the theoretical and professional rationales 

for engaging in this study. 
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1.3 Study rationale: A preview of professional and theoretical perspectives 
 
 Recent initiatives in research position a study on Spanish language learning as 

particularly timely as a critical ethnographic endeavor.  Besides overwhelming evidence 

indicating Spanish’s ever-increasing presence in the U.S. as an immigrant language (the 

U.S. is in fact now the fifth most populous Spanish-speaking country in the world), newer 

scholarly interests reconsider how such a demographic change permits Spanish language 

education to be conceptualized and conducted.  This subchapter reviews these briefly. 

MLA Report 2007.  Only a few months before I began collecting data for this 

dissertation, the Modern Language Association of America published an 11 page report, 

for immediate release, entitled “Foreign languages and higher education: New structures 

for a changed world” (MLA, 2007).  The report was authored by an ad hoc committee 

chaired by literature and language scholar Mary Louise Pratt (cited in the present work).  

The remaining six members included an academic advisor and professor of the Defense 

Language Institute (Scott McGinnis), an executive director for the Winston Churchill 

Foundation (Peter Patrikis, also cited), a Middlebury College Dean of Language Schools 

and Schools Abroad (Michael Geisler), as well as noted professors of comparative 

literature (Haun Saussy), Arabic and Linguistics (Karin Ryding), and German and 

Foreign Language Acquisition (Claire Kramsch, also cited).  Programmatic in scope, the 

committee called for an broad-based, yet imminent transformation of traditional curricula 

and coursework with intent to, in the report’s words, “produce a specific outcome: 

educated speakers who have deep translingual and transcultural competence” (p. 3). 

The report continued to explain the urgency of such a request: 
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Advanced language training often seeks to replicate the competence of an 
educated native speaker, a goal that postadolescent learners rarely reach.  The idea 
of translingual and transcultural competence, in contrast, places values on the 
ability to operate between languages.  Students are educated to function as 
informed and capable interlocutors with educated native speakers in the target 
language.  They are also trained to reflect on the world and themselves through 
the lens of another language and culture.  They learn to comprehend speakers of 
the target language as members of foreign societies and to grasp themselves as 
Americans—that is, as members of a society that is foreign to others.  They also 
learn to relate to fellow members of their own society who speak language other 
than English (pp. 3-4). 

 
 The “integrative approach with multiple paths to the major” operationalizes the 

teaching of transcultural competence through three particular goals: (1) an achievement 

of proficiency to communicate with “educated native speakers on a level that allows both 

linguistic… and metalinguistic exchanges,” (2) a command and analytical competence of 

“specific metaphors and key terms that inform culture,” and (3) an understanding of how 

a “particular background reality is reestablished on a daily basis” through particular, 

systematized cultural discourses (such as mass media, literary and art works, stereotypes, 

symbols and iconography, etc.) (p. 4-5).  The report then proceeds with organizational 

suggestions for transforming “two-tiered” language departments; tenure and tenure-track 

faculty are encouraged to broaden and integrate their scholarly bases to teach basic 

language learners, as well as advanced majors with whom they traditionally work.  

Likewise, graduate students and contracted instructors would no longer simply be 

restricted to juggling multiple sections of first and second year language courses. 

Demands for the need for university-wide language competence are also addressed, along 

with other priorities. 
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The report, while relatively short, proposes a pedagogical call to arms.  While 

such suggestions for re-thinking language education in the U.S. are hardly new (my 

review of literature assures this), the brevity and authority of a web-delivered MLA bullet 

struck like breaking news.  And for those ordinarily not in tune to research in applied 

linguistics or language pedagogy—subfields traditionally marginalized in scholarly 

agendas of foreign language departments—it was.  The timely report remains a means for 

rethinking language learning as a critical, worldly endeavor for “transcultural” students in 

the multicultural post-9/11 United States (see Gutiérrez et al., 2002; Kramsch, 2005).  

These types of reappraisals have emerged at professional conferences, in journal articles 

and entire edited volumes, and in general inspired most university FL departments and 

humanities divisions to re-think their administrative and pedagogical practices for the 

sake of undergraduate language majors.  At USW, the document quickly circulated on 

graduate student and faculty listserves.  As of this writing, however, little has been done 

on an administrative level to enact change; state and university budgets have been cut 

drastically in reaction to the recent economic recession.  MLA’s plan remains on 

temporary hold for USW, and for most departments facing similar fiscal challenges 

across the country. 

However, with respect to the case of Spanish, a language whose college-level 

coursework boasts the highest enrollment by far (Welles, 2004 reported this number at 

54% in 2002, thereby higher than the matriculation in all other language courses 

combined; see Alonso, 2006) the report holds great urgency in its implications.  For one, 

MLA discursively constructs a social world in which classroom learners use the target 
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language to interact with “educated native speakers” in a ‘foreign’ setting that is both 

spatially and temporally removed from the present and devoid of power relations. As will 

be made evident throughout this study, this social world is then contrasted with that 

which U.S. learners of Spanish at the university level discursively construct for 

themselves, within and through narratives they tell about their language learning histories 

and goals.  Of key interest of course, are the stories students craft about using Spanish 

outside the classroom, in a localized context, across a variety of settings.  Student 

voices—and not necessarily exclusively those of the ad hoc committee, are precisely 

those that suggest the need for a model more sensitive to the social, anthropolitical and 

(generally speaking,) discursive contexts in which contemporary (or, might I suggest, 

supermodern?) Spanish language education is embedded.   

Beside the fact that not all college students are precisely “postadolescent,” or of 

linguistic backgrounds necessitating the attention of non-FL based, heritage language 

education programs (see, for instance, Colombi & Alarcón, 1997; Potowski, 2002; 

Valdés, Lozano & García-Moya, 1981), principally missing from the above mentioned 

report is an acknowledgement of what I hereby term a “marginalized majority.”  Such 

would indicate “traditional” beginner-level learners who are, by and large, not interested 

in majoring in language study, yet have, at some point, chosen a language to study at the 

university.  Of course, reasons the reasons by which students make their choices vary, as 

I will report.  However, these are the individuals—rarely acknowledged in scholarship or 

academic initiatives—who I document in the chapters that follow.  Undergraduates have 

increasingly visited the departments of Spanish from across the disciplines (i.e. enrolling 
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in classes which the department authors and administers), flooding basic language 

courses in overwhelming numbers to fulfill graduation and degree requirements for their 

own area of study (Leeman, 2006; Alonso, 2006).  According to USW’s General Catalog, 

students working toward a bachelor of arts degree (BA) must complete “a two-course 

sequence beyond the second semester of post-secondary language instruction.”14  The 

second semester course in Spanish is also known as “102,” whereas the mentioned 

sequence corresponds to Spanish “103” and “104.”  For bachelor of science candidates 

(BS) and other non-BA students, the second semester language course itself (“102”) is 

the requirement.  In this study, I joined students in their language learning journeys in fall 

2007 at the “102” level, the highest enrolled language course on campus.  The students 

then continued with Spanish “103” in the spring. 

Who are “traditional” FL students?  To understand this “marginalized minority” 

further, it is necessary to determine how such students classify as “traditional” in the first 

place.  What characteristics do these “traditional” students have in common and caused 

the MLA to focus such critical energies in its report? 

For one, Valdés (1992) would identify these students as “elective bilinguals.”  

Election, of course, implies choice.  As I have pointed out, student enrollment in Spanish 

coursework by the university level is product of such a choice—either one made by the 

student, or made for him/her.  Students enrolled at the 102 level at USW possessed some 

                                                
14 Students are “assigned” to appropriate semesters (second/“102,” third/“103”) through a computer-based 
placement examination administered by USW.  This examination does not consider an individual’s 
previous enrollment in middle or high school courses in the language, for instance.  Scoring “the equivalent 
of fourth-semester skill level” on this test exempts a student from the requirement, which ostensibly 
dictates said student to be competent enough in the target language for the purposes of graduation. Another 
means for exemption requires high performance on an Advanced Placement (AP), International 
Baccalaureate (IB) or College Level Entrance Program (CLEP) examination. 
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prior schooling experience with Spanish instruction, of which was prompted by their 

choosing Spanish to fulfill a high school language requirement, for instance.  Perhaps the 

language was chosen for them (by parents, or perhaps the “option” was the only one, 

etc.), but by our meeting in 102, the students had indeed chosen to continue with Spanish 

to further their individual agendas.  In contrast, most of these students did not arrive at 

the FL classroom as “circumstantial” bilinguals, “who must learn another language in 

order to survive” (Valdés, 1992, p. 38) 

Both Valdés (1992) and Haugen (1972) would argue that much of the larger 

Spanish-speaking Rio Seco (and the wider region) outside the university are of a 

linguistic heritage that is not valued as prestigious, nor as the hegemonic, national 

language.  Such is the result of the shifting of borders and Anglo settlement in the 

Southwest, although some Spanish speakers arrive daily from truly distant, foreign 

locales.  In any case, these individuals to varying degrees speak a second language, 

English, due to politically and socially circumstantial needs.  Valdés stresses that 

circumstances might also dictate such bilingualism as “subtractive.”  In the U.S., of de 

facto monolingual politics, one’s “condition of adding the societal language as second 

language inevitably leads to a loss of the first language. …The condition of bilingualism 

results in (and is often conflated with) the abandonment of L1” (Valdés, 1992, p. 38).   

Perhaps what truly distinguishes traditional foreign language learners in the U.S. 

from nearby, localized communities of circumstantial bilinguals are the systems of 

relative power in position for these respective groups.  Valdés explains this difference 
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eloquently.  In essence, elective bilinguals are socially privileged, becoming bilingual “as 

individuals”: 

The group to which they belong has little to do with their decision to become  
speakers of another language.  Circumstantial bilinguals, on the other hand, are 
generally members of a group of individuals who as a group must become 
bilingual in order to participate in the society that surrounds them (Valdés, 1992, 
p. 39). 

 
Generally, circumstantial bilinguals must collectively conform, socially and 

linguistically, to survive in a monolingual, culturally homogenous society.  Students 

enrolled in Spanish FL courses in the U.S. (particularly the college aged) are generally 

cognizant of these circumstances—of this language-bound social order.  In other words, 

individual FL language learners understand that they need not compromise their social 

and cultural comforts (their successful participation in a familiar, English-speaking 

world) in order to venture into second language study.  As elective bilinguals, their ability 

to make a choice grants them this privilege, by proxy.   

 Elective bilinguals who dedicate enough time and money to the study of a second 

language may declare a major in such a language, wherein they achieve a particular level 

of “incipient bilingualism” (Valdés, 1992).  According to recent traditions of major study 

in the U.S., this bilingualism is generally exercised as students explore a language 

through linguistics, literature, poetry—enrolling in generally humanist-inspired 

coursework to gain access to high cultural capital that such a language may afford.  These 

attitudes that continue to enforce hierarchies of power have caused some scholars to re-

think, (see, for instance, Kramsch, 1995) and this substantiates the MLA report discussed 
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above (MLA, 2007).  Yet again, MLA’s interests are not invested in non-major seeking 

students. 

 Considering these descriptions, the students I introduce throughout this 

dissertation are likely temporary students of Spanish.  Time and scheduling are likely to 

forestall them from advancing fast enough to declare the major.  In the meantime, these 

“basic language learners” (this is also the term adopted by personnel at USW), are 

elective bilinguals in emergent stages.  I pluralize the word “stages” due to the ever-

changing nature of these students’ progress with Spanish, but also because—as 

individuals of varying experience—they could ostensibly represent stages of emergent 

bilingualism regardless of their common assignment to the “102” course in the fall of 

2007.  This will be discussed further, as I examine students’ linguistic histories in 

Chapter 4.  However, I repeat: these students are likely temporary—and soon terminal—

in their formal studies of Spanish.  This is a nagging truth that students will acknowledge, 

but rarely speak of openly.  Electing to learn and engage with Spanish for the time being 

(and in necessary interests of fulfilling an arts or sciences degree) does not guarantee life-

time proficiency or the social means to participate in the linguistic and cultural practices 

of authentic Spanish speaking communities.  While ambitions to do so seem high—and 

texts, teachers and institutional luxuries encourage the possibilities of doing so—the same 

devices are quite evidently in position to maintain low expectations to learn Spanish 

successfully.  I will consider Sara’s story, for instance: a USW freshman assigned to 102, 

of straight-A high school pedigree, who has been enrolled in (and acing!) Spanish 

coursework since the 7th grade. 
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1.4 The department of Spanish at USW and assigned course syllabi 

 Like the university in which it is found, the Department of Spanish (and 

Portuguese) is a large unit, housed in the College of Humanities.  One of the largest in the 

country, the Department employs 26 tenure-line professors (as listed on the Department’s 

website at the time of this writing), five lecturers/adjunct professors, and upwards of 70 

graduate student teachers.  An even larger group comprises the collective masters’ (MA) 

and doctoral level students (PhD), of whom work in the graduate programs of linguistics 

or literature.  While the former only offers an MA in Hispanic Linguistics, the latter 

provides degrees in Hispanic Literature (MA, PhD), and possible participation in a PhD 

Border Studies or PhD Luso-Brazilian/Hispanic American Literary Studies track.  

Students in these programs, of course, largely comprise the pool of instructors giving 

basic language courses in both Spanish and Portuguese.   

 On the surface, the size and scope of the Spanish Department might reflect the 

importance and urgency of Spanish study—both with concerns to localized language and 

culture contexts.  The department’s mission statement certainly confirms such an idea:  

To provide a broad spectrum of Programmatic concentrations affording 
undergraduate and graduate students the opportunity to develop oral and written 
proficiency as well as critical thinking and analytical skills through the study of 
the language, literature and cultures of the Hispanic Southwest, Mexico, Latin 
America, Spain and Portugal. Of particular importance, given the University’s 
proximity to Mexico, are the Program’s efforts to promote and explore 
interactions among the cultures and the cultural values of the American 
Southwest. (Department of Spanish website, accessed 21 January 2009) 

 
As a former employee of the department (an instructor of first semester Spanish), and a 

participant observer engaging in the research at hand, I find this statement somewhat 
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disingenuous.  The Department’s energies are, like many others of its research caliber 

and focus, focused on the advancement of a successful graduate program and supporting 

the research interests of its tenure-line faculty.  Undergraduate students (not specified in 

their major/non-major classification) are seemingly afforded the opportunity to “develop 

oral and written proficiency as well as critical thinking and analytical skills through the 

study of the language, literature and cultures” of Spanish-speaking localities (including 

the “Hispanic Southwest”), by virtue of a “broad spectrum of programmatic 

concentrations.”  For undergraduates, “programmatic concentration” translates to course 

offerings and thematic tracks of study.   

While not as timely for MLA’s recent announcement, this sort of language does 

appease authoritative, professional language education organizations such as ACTFL 

(American Council for the Teaching of Foreign Language) who principally ushered in the 

“notion of standards [emerging] as the most powerful authenticating practice in FL 

education in the United States” (Train, 2007, p. 229).  For better or worse, ACTFL 

proficiency guidelines (officially released in publication in 1986, and then followed by 

the National Standards in FL Education Project in 1996) have inspired a highly 

accountable culture of educational practices that effectually publishes textbooks and 

shapes curriculum and assessment.  It is this standardization that counters the 

Department’s ‘particularly important’ efforts to “promote and explore interactions among 

the cultures and the cultural values of the American Southwest,” given “the University’s 

proximity to Mexico.”  What’s more, the mission statement speaks relatively little to the 

students who complete the bulk of departmental coursework: basic language learners not 
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majoring in Spanish.  This begs the question: Do these learners have the same access to 

the Department’s mission of exploring the “American Southwest” as a culturally and 

linguistically Spanish-speaking space, for instance?  Do their instructors read this mission 

statement and take it to heart?  How much do students know about such an unspoken 

agenda?   

 This considered, I review here a few key points that are stated to the students.  On 

their first days of instruction, in any basic language class given by the Department, 

students are read their course curriculum in English.  Instructors review the requirements, 

assignments, due dates and administrative ins and outs of the course, all courtesy of time-

tested documents authored by the department itself.  Crescencio, director of the basic 

language sections, urges that instructors reiterate these policies with crystalline clarity.  

Students are known to get forgetful, plagiarize, or misunderstand expectations (such 

qualms, and their implications, will be discussed later in this study).  For these reasons, 

the syllabus serves as an unquestionable bible to which all sections of a given course 

remain standard and “fair.”  In essence, it involves very little discussion of language 

learning; but rather, outlines pages of expectations (in aggressively constructed 

language) for how students are expected to navigate the language course.  While it 

clearly acts as a safeguard for the benefit of overworked instructors and departmental 

instructors, the syllabus is not a document that welcomes a student with open arms to 

his/her first experience with language learning at the university. 

 Course description and objectives.  Between both 102 and 103 syllabi, this 

section remained nearly identical, save a few words.  Should students read this section, 
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they are informed that these courses are “designed to introduce you to the Spanish 

language and the many facets of Hispanic culture, and to develop all your language skills: 

speaking, listening, reading and writing.”  Students “will develop [their] ability to 

communicate satisfactorily in Spanish in everyday practical situations and [students] will 

acquire some of the skills necessary for effective reading and writing in Spanish.”  The 

reader is then reminded that the course requires regular participation, and a sizeable 

amount of outside study—two hours per one classroom hour. 

 Texts.  Course texts serve as a curricular anchor for the syllabus and each class 

itself.  Spanish 102 was assigned the second half of ¡Dímelo tú! (“Say it to me!”), 

accompanied by an online workbook; instructors accessed this regularly to check in on 

their students’ performance and progress with drills, games, etc.  A second interface was 

reserved for quizzes written and released by Crescencio, on pre-planned dates.  In all, 

students from both sections were expected to have ready internet access to download and 

interact with additional materials (internet search engines came in handy for oral reports 

and group presentations on “Hispanic culture,” for instance).  Spanish 103 studied from 

Mundo 21 (“World 21,” as in ‘21st century world’), and a smaller compilation of 

literature entitled ¡A leer! (“Let’s read!”), edited by Crescencio himself.   

 Texts were costly, and students regularly expressed reservations in their ability to 

front $80 or $90 for the hardbound package, inclusive of CDs.  Poor communication 

between Departmental personnel and the campus bookstore often resulted in short 

supplies and panicked students.  At times students would purchase the wrong texts and 

have to battle hours-long queues to make an exchange.  Usually a source of high anxiety 
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at the beginning of semesters, textbook follies and enrollment issues often hardened staff 

to the point of dispensing scripted, placating one-liners to prevent students from flooding 

Departmental offices.  As a teacher myself, I have been notified on multiple occasions to 

remind students that their loftily-priced purchases now would not have to be duplicated 

next semester, as the large texts spanned basic language courses across terms (Dímelo 

was used between 101-102, and Mundo between 103-104). 

 Evaluation.  Ultimately, final grades consist of “oral” and “written components,” 

a system that appears to counter the stated objectives in producing students who can 

“communicate satisfactorily… in everyday practical situations,” for instance.  While 

these “practical” situations are yet to be defined, the syllabus organizes these calculations 

as follows: 

Spanish 102: 
 

ORAL COMPONENT   (45%) WRITTEN COMPONENT   (55%) 
Oral Proficiency   (25%) Culture Portfolio 

(including Journals)   (20%) 
Oral Exam   (10%) 3 tests and quizzes (includes final)  

(25%) 
Oral Presentation   (10%) Online workbook, homework   (5%) 
 Online quizzes   (5%) 

 
Spanish 103: 
 

ORAL COMPONENT   (40%) WRITTEN COMPONENT   (60%) 
Oral Proficiency   (20%) Culture Portfolio  (20%) 
Oral Exam   (10%) 3 tests (includes final)  (35%) 
Oral Presentation   (10%) Online quizzes, homework (5%) 

 
I will refrain from the details of all assignments here, as students’ experiences with them 

will appropriately shed light.  Obvious, in the meantime, is the weight of written work, 
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and the slight de-emphasis on this idea of the “oral component,” comprising of two, one-

time examinations which are essentially group and individual presentations, respectively.   

 Additionally, the Department employs a slightly non-traditional grading scale, 

and its variation from the university-mandated system remains unexplained on each 

syllabus.  Lower marks fall in line with the classic equivalency: A grade of “F” is earned 

for a final mark below 60%; “D” for 60-69%; “C” for 70-79%.  The “B” grade extends 

from 80% through 91%, where as the “A” range, normally reserved for 90% and upward, 

begins at 92%.  As USW does not apply “+” or “-“ to more accurately represent one’s 

final performance, a simple “B” in this case could be assigned to the student earning an 

80%, or even a 91%.  While it remains unconfirmed, I was once told that the shortening 

of the “A” grade range was intended to curtail the amount of high marks distributed in the 

basic level sections.  Perhaps too many “A” grades looks suspicious to authorities in the 

college Dean’s office, or the shortening of the “A” range marks a short-sighted attempt to 

inspire students to ‘try harder’ on major assignments.  In any event, it served yet another 

means to remind undergraduates of their lowly place in a daunting educational 

bureaucracy, at a communicative distance from those in power—the faceless decision-

makers to whom their instructors reported.   

 Oral Proficiency Cards.  A means for measuring “Oral proficiency” as listed 

above, these index-sized ‘cards’ (OPCs) are in use to monitor “performance, not for [a 

student’s] potential or effort alone.  [A student is] expected to attend class and to 

participate.  Above average and outstanding performance warrants a B or an A.”  The 

OPCs seemed to be universally disliked by instructors, and with apparently good reason: 
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how do you quantify something so non-quantifiable, after all?  According to the syllabi, 

‘performance’ may be result of one’s combined ‘potential’ with his/her ‘effort’; 

ordinarily, an ‘equation’ like this is too daunting to solve.  At the close of each class 

session, OPCs put instructors in charge of assigning a numerical value (0-10) to a 

students’ “performance,” as vaguely sketched out above.  A ‘0’ is assigned for complete 

non-participation or absence (students are allotted 5 absences; thereafter one’s final grade 

declines substantially), whereas a ‘10’ perhaps represents a model student, eager and 

ready to engage in the day’s activities and conversation.  These numbers are tallied and 

averaged at the close of a week (four days of instruction), and a participation “grade” 

thereby accumulates.  Students are updated on their progress daily, and in fact, grade 

themselves on the same scale.   Beyond the obvious difficulties in assigning these 

numbers, other difficulties arise, particularly for new students/teachers unaccustomed 

with the system.  Considering the 0-10 scale, a ‘5’ might be interpreted by both instructor 

and student as an ‘average’ mark; perhaps this corresponds to a student who is present 

and attentive in class, yet speaks or experiments with his/her Spanish on a minimum of 

occasions.  But, compared to whom?  And relative to what?  How does an instructor 

evaluate a student who appears naturally shy and anxious about speaking in front of 

others, for instance?  In addition, it is never made clear how an averaged 0-10 scale 

translates to the classic A-F scale.  Although OPCs result in 20 or 25% of a student’s 

grade, how is this mathematically formulated?  These were all discrepancies instructors 

encountered and about which students expressed frequent frustration.   
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 Use of English in the classroom.  This topic of expectation was mentioned upon 

more than one occasion in each syllabus, and in general served as a paramount means of 

constructing “good” and “bad” participation.  Subscribing to over-simplified notions that 

the most effective means of language learning is one that ‘immerses’ students in the 

target language exclusively,15 the department outlined the use of English under distinct 

circumstances.  I paraphrase: 

- Because we emphasize “the learning of Spanish for real world purposes,” your 
instructor will only rarely resort to speaking English (approximately less than 5% 
of class time).   
- You may use English when “absolutely necessary,” but you must ask 
permission to do so in Spanish before doing so.  The instructor will deny you 
permission if he/she believes your desire is unworthy (i.e. you are capable of 
expressing an idea in Spanish, but you choose not to). 
- Relying too much on English hinders your ability to “use the vocabulary and 
constructions you have been learning.” 
- Relying too much on English undercuts your ability to practice grammar, a 
“very necessary component of communicative competence.” 
- Even in group activities that do not directly involve your instructor, you are 
expected to use Spanish throughout the exercise.  “Even if you finish the assigned 
activity before the rest of the class, continue to speak Spanish in your group.” 

 
In sum, the syllabi made it quite explicit that gratuitous usage of English resulted in 

lowered participation marks.  English was simply conflated with “bad” participation.  The 

onus was on instructors to enforce such ideas of “good” and “bad,” although a page-

length ‘Oral Proficiency Evaluation Criteria’ laid out particularly what constituted 

“Excellent,” “Very Good,” “Good,” “Average,” “Poor” and “Failure” performances.  

Interaction and willingness to participate, cooperation with other students, preparation, 

performance of errors—these measurements appear to flank the idea that oral proficiency 

                                                
15 For helpful discussions on operationalizing modern second language acquisition research in the teaching 
of grammar and communicative competence, see, for instance: Katz & Blyth (2007), Katz & Watzinger-
Tharp (2007), and Lee & VanPatten (2003). 
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is principally measured through the presence/absence of English.  While research has 

long determined that students develop literacy skills in a new language by using their first 

language as a repertoire of linguistic tools (cognitive, socio-cultural, etc.), any noticeable 

use of the first language is strongly discouraged: According to the Criteria, a student who 

“never uses English in discussions and group activities” is in a fine (“Excellent”) position 

to receive a “10” for the day’s OPC. 

 Perhaps more alarming than the enforcement of a no-questions-asked, Spanish-

only policy in class is the Department’s stated rationale for doing so.  Spanish for “real 

world purposes” appears to be a key objective for 102 and 103 students, although the 

“real world” constructed in the syllabus text supposes circumstances wherein students 

will engage with purely Spanish-speaking communities, not bilingual environments 

where the management/alternation of English and Spanish is valued as resourceful.  The 

first mention of English in the syllabus involves a cause-effect caveat that students are 

not likely to question upon first glance: We avoid speaking English here, because ‘out 

there’ you won’t be able to, and you won’t be understood.  On the surface, this is logical 

discourse for a foreign language course: to learn a second language—to learn it well—is 

to avoid relying on English at all costs.  However, this evades any possibilities for 

understanding foreign/second language education as a portal for appreciating the benefits 

of bilingualism as a tool and benefit—not just for students emerging as bilinguals 

themselves, but for the sake of appreciating communities both in and outside the 

monolingual U.S. that benefit from and struggle with multilingual identities and 

ideologies (see, for instance, Barrett, 2006; DuBord, 2008).   
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 Culture portfolio.  Because bilingualism is traditionally acknowledged as a 

relatively selfish, marketable end to foreign language learning (Pomerantz, 2001, 2002, 

2008), multilingual/multicultural identity itself is never typically embraced as a 

framework or “cultural” means to understanding the Spanish-speaking world.  The 

culture portfolio assignment was proof that the Department did not stray from this norm.  

Essentially a repository for written work previously completed over the course of a 

semester (written essays and journal assignments), the portfolio was turned into 

instructors at the end of term with an introductory narrative to synthesize and preface the 

drafts that followed.  In 102, entries were also accompanied by a “non-verbal artifact, 

such as pictures, drawings, collages, art work, etc. with a short explanation of the 

artifact.”  By 103, the “non-verbal (i.e. visual/non-written)” portion of the portfolio was 

expanded to accommodate commentary on original and authentic poetry, short stories or 

newspaper articles.   

 Plagiarism and cheating.  At this point, most would read the basic language 

syllabi under study as evidence of the Department’s relative distrust of its undergraduate 

non-majors.  Language is aggressive, intentions are preventative and sentences are 

constructed substantially in the negative clause, excessively punctuated by textual 

formatting: 

 “No late portfolios will be accepted for any reason.” 
 “NO test may be made up unless you have notified your instructor immediately  

before or after the period and have a documented excuse which you must  
bring with you.” 
“If you are absent for the in-writing or peer editing, you will automatically  
lose those points.” 
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This same spirit is particularly accentuated in the Code of Academic Integrity, a 

University document reproduced and slightly modified for this audience of Spanish 

students.  Students are responsible for reading and understanding the Code, including its 

somewhat criminalizing definitions of “academic dishonesty… [which] include, but are 

not limited to, plagiarism, cheating and aiding and abetting dishonesty.”  Hereafter, 

discourse gets increasingly serious in tone, yet also fuzzy in meaning: 

 “Papers turned in where unauthorized or too much help was received will be  
assigned a grade of zero regardless of the source of the help in question.  The use  
electronic translators (sic) on-line or computerized are prohibited and its  
(sic) use is considered cheating in your Spanish class.  According to the [USW]  
Code of Academic Integrity it is the student’s responsibility not to turn in such  
work.  If you are not sure when it is appropriate to seek help, please see your  
instructor.” 

 
A modifier like “regardless,” coupled with the hands-down prohibition of electronic 

translators, seemingly leaves no room for negotiation here.  Student voices appear totally 

out of frame when entertaining debates on discrepancies of authorship.  This is 

unfortunate, as online resources can be utilized as tremendous cultural and linguistic 

resources (and in these classes, the Department encourages such, when appropriate).  Yet    

“too much help,” as imprecise and vague as the idea seems, hints at the idea that students 

shouldn’t be too resourceful in their learning of Spanish—both in contacting individuals 

who speak the language natively, or relying on Internet-based technology.  The 

department finds this approach necessary, and with each passing year, “academic 

honesty” is re-constructed and critiqued, particularly regarding its role in language 

education.  This endeavor in reform remains confusing. 
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 The emerging issue of Internet-inspired academic dishonesty in FL classrooms 

deserves much more attention than I can give here.  It would be unfair of me to label the 

Department’s policies on the matter as entirely misguided—extreme plagiarism is readily 

evident (as a teacher myself, I have received written materials copied from websites, and 

essays pasted together with the product of e-translators: poor, literal translations usually 

not accounting for case-specific rules in syntax) yet needs to be addressed holistically, 

and not entirely through preventative measures which may or may not be appropriately 

enforced.  Research on millennial students’ relationship with technology (see Howe & 

Strauss, 2000; Jonas-Dwyer & Pospisil, 2004; Levin & Arafeh, 2002) can greatly inform 

administrative practices. 

 As a signature binds students to their rule-heavy syllabus, instructors carry an 

overwhelmingly heavy weight in managing their teaching load.  Note that these graduate 

are on average assigned to two sections, and must keep up with an additional two or three 

classes in which they enroll themselves.  Just days before each semester (and in a few 

dire circumstances—hours), Crescencio hands off these time-tested, long established 

policies and practices in syllabus form to a newly organized crop of basic language 

instructors, who then pass the buck along to an equally fresh group of students.  Due to 

pending enrollment numbers, and budgetary approval at USW, Spanish sections can be 

added or canceled on a moment’s notice.  Crescencio, therefore, is only able to assign 

instructors to their sections accordingly.  Instructors—especially those teaching a course 

for the first time—have little time to prepare for their new classes.   Novices complete a 

mandatory teaching methodology course concurrently with (not preceding) their first 
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semester’s assignments—administrative, Department-specific policies are sorted out with 

impromptu conversations with Crescencio, and in section-wide meetings (102 and 103 

instructors gather, questions are fielded, instructors are prepared for upcoming exams). 

 Time is tight, and syllabi are crafted to keep classes on a rigorous, daily pace.  

There is little room for injecting innovative or counter-hegemonic curriculum into the 

course, or for the adjustment of its tempo to the needs and energy of a particular group of 

students.  What’s more, the necessity to cover a vast amount of content (half of a 

language textbook in each course) compromises the instructor’s ability to personalize 

his/her course with the nuances and character their individual linguistic and cultural 

heritage affords.  The 2008 spring semester, for instance, witnessed the resignation of 

Cuban dictator Fidel Castro, a historical icon whose reign lasted nearly 50 years.  

Instructor Arturo, a Cuban himself, and a journalist by training, simply did not have the 

time or energy to work in but a critical discussion of this momentous occasion.  When I 

asked him what it was like to assume such a position given such historical consequence, 

he responded with an audible, yet mild aggravation.  It was a mandatory review day for 

the first exam.  There was too much “material” to cover. 
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1.5 Research questions and preview of forthcoming chapters 
 

As Arturo found himself conflicted and forced to arrive at a decision for the sake 

of what counted as his students’ “education,” I found him to be briefly stuck at a 

crossroads between historically responsible pedagogy and institutional obligations, with 

the latter victorious.  His struggle was not unique.  Any language teacher—any teacher 

working within the constraints and expectations of a larger organizational system, for that 

matter—faces this.  Both Arturo and his students relied, and continue to rely, on an 

unquantifiable economy of experience with Spanish outside of the classroom.  At times 

these resources are acknowledged as such, and other times—like the case of Arturo—

they must be compromised for agendas more loyal to standardized obligations of 

schooling than the candid accessibility of education.   

For now, my focus is on how students acknowledge and negotiate similar 

conundrums, and I am particularly interested in learning from students who study a 

language native to the Southwestern U.S. on an English-dominant campus located in the 

same region.  To identify how students reflect, challenge and/or reproduce various 

ideologies in the ways that they “do” Spanish in college, this dissertation therefore 

examines the following questions.   

- First, how is Spanish as both a language and topic of study framed and 

realized in the college classroom?   

- Second, how and where has Spanish been made visible in non-foreign 

contexts, through out-of-class experiences of university students?   
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- Third, how do these experiences influence students’ imagination and language 

learning in-class on a foreign level, particularly when interacting with the course 

textbook, instructor, and other students (who in turn draw upon experiences of their 

own)? 

To embark on this investigation, a comprehensive review of related scholarship is 

first in order.  Chapter two does just this, and in particularly by highlighting key words 

and concepts from the fields of foreign language education (FLE), linguistic 

anthropology, and cultural/ethnic studies.  Culture will be addressed as its role is 

concerned in the teaching of non-dominant languages in the U.S., and in turn how the 

idea lends itself to promotion of foreign-ness in the cultural curriculum.  Localized 

language education will be conceptualized through its traditional absence in FLE, 

particularly through the acknowledgement of immigrant and Mexican American speech 

communities and communities of practice in the U.S.  As a semiotic process, erasure 

itself will be revisited, along with imagination, a possible corollary.  Of course, these key 

terms are necessarily preceded by an engagement with “doing”—understanding how 

students “do” school and “do” Spanish, and why such a “term” is so relevant. 

Chapter three follows with a review of the procedures and methodology 

employed to answer my research questions.  I review the details and rationale for my 

ethnographic approach, and introduce my study participants in three groups: key 

participants (KPs), general participants (GPs) and graduate student teachers (GTAs).  

Details on data collection and analysis are found here, including information on 

interviews, participant observation, student journal writing, as well as coding selection 
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and technique.  Prior to revealing study outcomes, chapter four uses language 

biographies to sketch more personal, multilayered portraits of the students as linguistic 

and educational subjects. 

Chapter five reviews and grounds findings in analytical discussion. This chapter 

organizes findings and collected data through a three theme framework.  Overall, themes 

are largely indicative of how data was collected, and from whom.  The first subchapter, 

‘Talking about Spanish,’ draws out data from interviews with KPs and their journal 

entries.  The final two subchapters, ‘Doing Spanish as language/Doing Spanish as 

course,’ and ‘Done with Spanish,’ rely heavily on collections from in-class observations 

of all GPs, but also entertain students’ reflections (from interviews and journals) on their 

experience with Spanish outside of class.  Finally, chapter six discusses the implications 

of this study for students of Spanish, practitioners and researchers through the proposal of 

a new model for critical language pedagogy. 
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CHAPTER 2: VISIONS OF DIVISIONS 
An abbreviated review of literature and keywords 

 
Divisions between the teaching of foreign language and the teaching of local 

language are often maintained and defended for multiple reasons rooted in particular 

political and social agendas (Edelsky, 1991; Kern; 1995; Kramsch, 1995; 2005; Ortega, 

1999; Reagan & Osborn, 1998; 2002; Valdés et al., 2003).  Ultimately, this separation 

comes at the expense of a critical-minded language education for students of Spanish in 

the U.S. 

 In spite of its local and often segregated presence and use on and off school 

campuses, Spanish remains conceptualized and maintained as a foreign language 

(hereafter referred to as ‘FL’) throughout the U.S.  (Ortega, 1999; Valdés et al., 2003).  In 

the Southwest U.S. and along U.S./Mexico borderlands, popular consciousness of 

Spanish is often centered in raging socio-political debates over immigration and 

citizenship.  Regardless, Spanish is literally sold and ‘packaged’ through mass-produced 

materials to instructors at high schools, colleges and universities, although the language is 

often native to the region where these institutions are located.  The instructional 

textbook—including accompanying workbook and/or audiotapes/CDs—is regularly the 

central and physical embodiment of this ‘package.’ 

 While framing the textbook as a central resource invites challenges for practicing 

Spanish in the classroom, often the positionality and experiences of the classroom teacher 

are equally troubling.  At most U.S. universities, teaching duties are regularly delegated 

to graduate Students of Spanish literature and letters, who, although they may speak the 

language of study natively, are not speakers from local communities (Ortega, 1999; 
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Patrikis, 1995; Potowski, 2002; Valdés et al., 2003).  Many are marginally familiar with 

local culture and history associated with the language.  Since these graduate students 

often lack language teaching experience, they rely heavily on these textbook packages 

and syllabi authored by the Spanish department to co-construct the language as non-local: 

exoticized, instead of familiar.  Departmental curricula and mass-produced textbooks 

tend to introduce and guide students through a language that remains decidedly foreign 

(Nocon, 1995; Ortega, 1999; Reagan & Osborn, 1998; 2002), culturally static and 

ahistorical (Ramirez & Hall, 1990) and packaged for an imaginary classroom 

environment (Blyth, 1995; Kanno & Norton, 2003; Norton & Kamal, 2003). 

 The teaching of Spanish as a familiar language, in contrast, remains largely 

untouched as scholarly and pedagogical topic.  At U.S. colleges and universities, there 

exist little to no expectations for Spanish to be learned as a local language, actively 

spoken in and/or around the communities in which students often live.  White, 

monolingual English-speaking students of relative social privilege are routinely 

socialized to ignore local Spanish and instead study more tourist-inspired, Eurocentric 

constructions of Spanish-speaking ‘culture’ (see Ortega, 1999, Reagan & Osborn, 1998).  

This active ignoring reproduces the social domination inherent in Whiteness and the 

culture of standardized English (see García, 1992; Hill, 1993; 1998; Lippi-Green, 1997; 

Ortega, 1999; Ruíz, 1997; Valdés, 1998), suppressing and disenfranchising local Spanish 

as a marginalized language and “voice” (see Ruíz, 1984).  Arguably, this institutional 
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preference for the teaching of foreign Spanish “reflects a racial ideology involving (the) 

erasure of (local) Latinos themselves” (Perea, 1995; see also García, 199316).17 

 Outside of the college classroom, Spanish is often made publicly visible on a local 

level in ways that reproduce racializing, negative stereotypes and mark Whiteness as 

unquestionably normal (Hill, 1994).  Hill (1993, 2008) maintains that particular 

abbreviated, ungrammatical and jocular uses of Spanish among Anglo-Americans in the 

U.S. (she notes public signage and phraseology including the popularized ‘Hasta la vista, 

baby’ and ‘No problemo’) actively supports “a broader project of social and economic 

domination” (p. 146) of minoritized immigrant populations and Mexican Americans who 

live among the greater White, English-speaking majority. 

 This literature review aims to address the following questions (more specific in 

scope) and unpack critical keywords central to the broader discussion of Spanish 

language education at the U.S. university: 

 
- What does the cultural ‘component’ of language teaching look like, and how 

might this teaching of culture correspond to the teaching of foreignness? 

- Are local language(s) or local language communities (immigrant, Mexican 

American or otherwise) being acknowledged in FL textbooks and literatures?  

                                                
16 García frames this erasure as a “cultural and linguistic genocide of Latinos” by U.S. Spanish language 
professionals (1993, p. 72). 
17 Potowski (2002), in a qualitative study of Spanish-speaking Latinos and Spanish Heritage students 
enrolled in SFL courses, noted significant resentment for non-Hispanic TAs.  In particular students viewed 
TAs as self-entitled gatekeepers of a ‘proper’ foreign (notably Eurocentric) language. One student 
remarked, “Just because they were TAs, I thought their Spanish was better than mine, and it wasn’t.  All 
they did was study abroad in Spain and that’s all they knew” (p. 39). 
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How and what does this look like?  To what extent might this local 

‘component’ be taught? 

- What is the role of erasure in foreign language learning?  How might local 

populations be erased and White monolingualism elevated through the teaching 

of language as foreign (non-local)? 

- How are local Spanish and the people that speak it imagined?  Does 

imagination construct erasure, and vice-versa?  Where have scholars pointed to 

imagination taking place in language learning? 
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2.1 “Doing” school, “Doing” Spanish; Spanish as course, Spanish as language 
 

The use of multiple academic and non-academic literacy practices in the 

classroom help students engage, learn and navigate Spanish in and despite institutional 

limitations.  While I term this idea “doing Spanish,” doing “school” or “college” very 

much relies on the theoretical frameworks of schooling, learning and academic literacy 

practices as established by Chiseri-Strater (1991) and Merriam & Caffarella (1999).  

These practices are certainly, but not exclusively, dependent on the co-construction of 

imagination and foreignness between students and their teachers and texts.  

To resume discussion from the previous chapter, the idea of “doing” a course, a 

language, or school involves particular navigational and management skills in order for a 

student be rewarded as “successful” in his/her efforts.  I have adopted the term from 

Pope’s (2001) ethnography of fiercely competitive students in a high-performing high 

school.  She reveals the ideas behind such success: 

These students explain that they are busy at what they call “doing school.”  They  
realize that they are caught in a system where achievement depends more on  
“doing”—going through the correct motions—than on learning and engaging with  
the curriculum.  Instead of thinking deeply about the content of their courses and  
delving into projects and assignments, the students focus on managing the  
workload and honing strategies that will help them to achieve high grades.  They  
learn to raise their hands even when they don’t know the answers to the teachers’  
questions in order to appear interested.  They understand the importance of  
forming alliances and classroom treaties to win favors from teachers and  
administrators.  Some feel compelled to cheat and contest certain grades and 
decisions in order to get the scores they believe they need for the future.  As 
Kevin asserts: 
 
 People don’t go to school to learn.  They go to get good grades which  
 brings them to college, which brings them the high-paying job, which  
 brings them to happiness, so they think.  But basically, grades is where it’s  
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 at. 
 
…The students are victims of what I call the “grade trap.”  They feel bound by a 
narrow definition of success and resigned to a system in which ultimate 
satisfaction may not be attainable (p. 4-5). 
 

Most of the students I study in this dissertation are not unhealthily competitive, and none 

are in high school.  If my time getting to know my key participants is any indication, 

however, I imagine that most of the students would not wholly disagree with Kevin’s 

statement.  His assertion “people don’t go to school to learn” might be interpreted as 

cynical and short selling of university students’ ambitions, but being bound—and 

trapped—to achieving a narrow definition of ‘success,’ is often an inevitable 

consequence in order to successfully navigate and “survive” a ‘college experience.’    

 Basic language learning frequently demands that students manage a sizeable 

workload and “hone strategies” to keep up with the pace of a course.  This is particularly 

true for university students not majoring in language study, but required to enroll in 

language courses to fulfill requirements for their area of focus.  While students popularly 

choose Spanish as a means for doing so, opportunities to realize their potential to “learn” 

the language are often fleeting and shallow.  For one, time is precious.  A student 

carrying a full unit load and a demanding series of major requirements is likely unable to 

dedicate two hours of study (see previous chapter) to every one hour of class time, 

particularly for a class—that both in the long run, and in the short term —may seem 

inconsequential to a student of economics or English literature.  Often times, successful 

strategies that worked in high school (and helped to earn acceptance to university in the 

first place) prove just as useful to manage Spanish both as a language and course here 
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and now.  Pressures to “keep up” ebb and flow in intensity in a 15-week semester, and in 

so doing, few students can claim immunity from the “grade trap.”  Sara may have 

embodied this intensity best, expressing her personal legacy in “doing” Spanish to stay 

afloat: 

I’m doing everything, but you have to do things to make the professor happy, and you 
figure out what that is, and then you do it, and then you get the A, and that’s how it works, 
and I figured that out, and you don’t really need to learn Spanish in that way, so 
[laughs]… I don’t do that.  And so I don’t learn Spanish.  Like I haven’t for the past, you 
know, however long I’ve taken—six years. (Sara, Oct int) 

 

 

2.1.1 Foreign, second and heritage language education: Expectations, rewards and 
privileges 

 
 Two varieties of instruction and content define modern language education as 

instituted in the United States: foreign language education and second language 

education.  A third variety, commonly known as heritage language education, has 

emerged only in the past few decades, especially due to the publication of Valdés, 

Lozano & García-Moya’s Teaching Spanish to the Hispanic bilingual (1981).  Heritage 

offerings have been made increasingly available for speakers of other languages, such as 

Chinese, Tagalog, Korean and Persian (Campbell & Rosenthal, 2000).  For the case of 

Spanish, Foreign language education (FLE) and heritage language education (Spanish for 

native speakers, or SNS) are typically the two means by which such instruction is 

available at the post-secondary level.   

 Second language instruction (SL) is a model by which English education is 

transmitted to immigrant and foreign students in the U.S.  According to Reppy and 
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Adames (2000), the location of where English is taught determines whether the SL or FL 

model is used.  In the case of the U.S., English is a dominant language, and thus 

necessitates an English as Second Language (ESL) curriculum.  The teaching of English 

at a university in Paraguay, however, would call for TEFL, where the exposure of the 

target language is likely to be limited to the classroom environment.  In the U.S., of 

course, Spanish presents a challenge to this distinction, as most would argue it has 

become a de facto second language spoken throughout most regions of the country.  

Nonetheless, Spanish language instruction in the U.S. resembles the style of the foreign 

language model, as guided by praxes such as those put forth by the ACTFL Proficiency 

guidelines (1986), and later Standards for Foreign Language Learning: Preparing for the 

21st Century (1996). 

 The Standards emphasize five objectives, widely regarded as the “five Cs” (Klee, 

2000):  

1) Communication in languages other than English (LOTE) 
2) Gain knowledge and understanding of other cultures 
3) Connect with other disciplines and acquire information 
4) Develop insight into the nature of language and culture (comparisons) 
5) Participation in multilingual communities at home and around the world 
 

As Klee (2000) explains, these goals represent a modern assemblage of both traditional 

goals and recent directions in which FL education might be headed.  Perhaps the latter 

three of the “Cs” encourages a more critical and inter-disciplinary approach to language 

learning (see Overfield, 1997; Osborn, 2000; Reagan & Osborn, 2002; Reagan, 1999; 

Smith & Osborn, 2007) where the fifth “C”, “participation in… communities,” seems to 

encourage the functional ends of second language education. 
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 The third “C” in the Standards model also alludes to content-based language 

instruction, a popular means of teaching English as a second language to schoolchildren 

in the United States.  Content-based instruction provides the opportunity for language 

learning, yet couched in the context of meeting a student’s general academic needs.  As 

Adamson (1990) has argued, “If students are to develop appropriate academic skills 

before they leave the ESL program, it seems reasonable that these skills should be taught 

in connection with real academic material in a setting with native English speakers” (p. 

77, as cited in Reppy & Adames, 2000, p. 79).  This context-based immersion model is 

rarely found in FL curricula, as it depends on content areas outside of the language course 

to support the use of the target language.  In most schools in the United States, English is 

the expected lingua franca of the classroom, unfailingly mirroring the de facto language 

policies of the country itself. 

 Other differences between traditional SL and FL models presume a student’s 

presumed communicative goals, as well as their motivations to learn a given language 

(Reppy & Adames, 2000; Reagan & Osborn, 2002).  While SL students are taught 

language for the purposes of engaging in casual conversation and “surviving” within their 

new cultural and linguistic surroundings (basic interpersonal communicative skills, as 

penned by Cummins (1980, 1984) as BICS), the FL model assumes a different function. 

“Communication is limited to the situational context, grammar is taught in a structured 

manner, the native language used as its baseline…” (p. 83), and eventually students are 

expected to utilize these skills for communication of a scholarly, academic nature 

(Cummins terms this CALP, see also Samway & McKeon, 1999).  This is essential to 
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what Kramsch (1997) defines as entitled to the privileged, nonnative FL learner: “Foreign 

language study acquires credibility and legitimation from being backed by national 

communities of native speakers, who set the standards for the use of their national 

languages and often the reading of their national literatures” (p. 359).  While emulating 

native speakership is idealized an authentic end for communicative competence, this 

presents a problem: 

 …Native speakers do not always speak according to the rules of their standard  
 national languages; they display regional, occupational, generational, class-related  

ways of talking that render the notion of a unitary native speaker artificial  
(Kramsch, 1997, p. 359). 

 
In essence, imagination of “target culture” and “native speakership” is a key 

distinguishing factor between the SL and FL models.  ESL students need not imagine 

English speakers, for instance, but SFL students may be limited to Spanish as it is 

imagined between classroom walls and textbook covers.  Students of Spanish aren’t 

expected to use the language to “survive” in the world in which they live; their social and 

linguistic capital affords them the privilege not to.  Of course, these comforts of elective 

bilingualism (Valdés, 1992) are unavailable, to the ESL student in the U.S., typically 

rewarded little for his/her progress in a language that defines successful assimilation into 

‘American’ society. 

Considering this framework, SL and FL students of mutual languages rarely cross 

paths and co-construct or exchange knowledge bases.  FL students are not traditionally 

encouraged to acknowledge the cultural (and therefore linguistic) contributions of SL 

learners, often immigrants who speak their native language locally.  Likewise, 

expectations for SL students to achieve the scholarly competency of their English-
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speaking peers are often discouragingly low.  At the post-secondary level, Heritage 

Language Education serves the role of developing literacy practices in students proficient 

in LOTEs, with the eventual goal of assimilating these students into the advanced FL 

track.  

 
 

2.1.2 Forays into critical language education  
 

 In a historiography of modern foreign language awareness and education in the 

United States, Parker (1966) explains that for most Americans, foreign language learning 

is a “superfluous… educational luxury for the vast majority of our practical-minded 

citizens” (p. 114).  More than 35 years later, Damen (2003) comments on the 

irresponsibility of this ‘practical-mindedness’: 

The average foreign language learners in the United States have had little or no  
in-depth experience in a foreign country; seldom do they speak a second  
language.  Their cross-cultural understanding has been only slightly stirred by  
ethnic comedies and/or melting pot mythology.  They have little understanding as  
to how languages or cultures work, their least of all.  Eyes glaze over at the sight  
and sound of tense and pronoun, not to mention the subjunctive.  New cultural  
information often only reinforces preconceived biases… Only rarely do students  
perceive language study as a means to open the mind or to explore other ways of  
solving common human problems (p. 74). 
 

 I do not intend to undermine the intelligence of my research subjects at USW 

when I say that Damen has not only crystallized the popular role of culture and cultural 

teaching in foreign language education, but the significance (or lack thereof) of 

bilingualism in American society.  Generation after generation, young people in this 

country are socialized irresponsibly to use English as a superior, global language: despite 

foreign language requirements, these classes do not position second languages as 



81    

platforms for exploring global and social diversity, or analyze the relationship between 

implications of English and its effect on speakers of other languages. 

A small but growing cohort of language educators has intended to develop, if not 

carefully rethink, the implications of a failing foreign language tradition, especially as 

punctuated by standardized models of practice—and in turn, the classical divisions in 

instructional approaches.  While the bulk of their work predates the publication of the 

2007 MLA report, this theory in critical language education (CLE) involves fresh 

discussions of curriculum design with consideration to greater political, social and 

anthropological implications.  For instance, Timothy Reagan and Terry Osborn, two 

scholars arguably responsible for heightening awareness of CLE, pay close focus to 

issues of language variation, constructivist epistemology, social activism, language 

rights, and language policy and planning in their co-edited volume, The Foreign 

Language Educator in Society: Toward a Critical Pedagogy (2002).   

 Prior to my discovery of research in CLE, I began to rethink language learning as 

a site for the integration of basic methods in social inquiry.  For one, language study, as 

an expression of the humanities, often comes loaded with notions of moral authority 

(Bellah, 1983; Brown, 1989; Jennings & Prewitt, 1985; Osborn, 2006; Smith, 2007).  The 

language textbook is a supreme example of this prescriptivism.  Social science is 

traditionally defended as an objective pursuit, devoid of moral authority, and perhaps 

rightly so.  This perhaps is ultimately what distinguishes this league of thought from the 

humanities, which tends to romanticize “subjective feelings and moral obligations” 

(Brown 1989, p. ix) through creative expression.  Through a medium like foreign 
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language, for example, Brown (1989) would justify the marriage of the humanities and 

social sciences.  It is a combination of head and heart: 

We need to criticize both positivism (social sciences) and romanticism 
(Humanities), and to conjoin them in a more comprehensive language of public 
life that respects systems efficiency (the nature/workings of society) as well as 
moral agency, and thereby allows persons to act responsibly as citizens governing 
their polities (p. ix). 
Brown campaigns for studies in humanities to act as “democratic civic discourse” 

as the moral and value-laden framework for society.  This remains a tall order, but critical 

and socially responsible language education, dependent on both social inquiry and 

humanist thought, just might answer Brown’s call.  Responsible participation in 

democratic classrooms suggests the need for education to inspire practice: installing and 

acting upon issues that concern cultures within U.S. society and around the globe 

(Rosenbusch, 1992). 

 Language educators within any model (foreign, second, or otherwise) have a 

responsibility to conduct their work using a socially just academic discourse, particularly 

with the teaching of Spanish in the United States, where a de facto monolingual standard 

wages daily battles with bilingual and multicultural consciousness.  However, foreign 

language education deserves special scrutiny.  Byram & Risager (1999) return to the 

notion of linguistic identity and definitions of boundaries: 

 For foreign language teachers, the changes in the nature of the nation-state and its  
relationships to other states is crucial, since the very notion of ‘foreign’ depends  
on the clear definition of frontiers and boundaries.  When these frontiers and  
boundaries become less clear-cut, when opportunities for crossing them are made  
easier, the purposes of language teaching change” (p. 1). 
 
CLE scholarship argues that foreign languages are set up to inherently fail 

students, both as competent language learners, but also as critical thinkers who may use 
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language to challenge their cultural comforts and boundaries.  FL education is seen as 

inherently socially unjust, where cultural and social frontiers and borders are reinforced, 

and not crossed.  Spanish FL education is a prime example of this, its transmission 

predicated on its delivery to an audience of native English speakers culturally 

comfortable and socially oriented to white, middle/upper class hegemonic and academic 

discourses. 

 Byram and Risager (1999) use their conception of the ‘cultural dimension’ as a 

platform to integrate humanist and social science inquiry for a socially responsible 

foreign language classroom.  This systematically calls for a negotiation of frontiers and 

boundaries, akin to those constructed in traditional foreign language classrooms.  By 

‘cultural dimension,’ Byram and Risager refer to three interrelated tenets of foreign 

language teaching and learning that can integrate cultural awareness. 

There is first the idea that students must strive not necessarily to be fluent, but to 

be communicatively competent (Hymes, 1964; 1972), which enables a foreign speaker of 

any language to “understand the ways in which a language can be used in specific 

sociocultural contexts and can refer to the cultural knowledge and pre-suppositions of 

specific groups of native-speakers” (Byram & Risager 1999, p. 4).  A very basic example 

of sociocultural competence in Spanish might include, among many other skills, an 

understanding of the distinction between the formal and informal pronouns and verb 

forms, a grammaticalization of respect and deference that does not exist in English usage, 

or that takes very different forms there. 
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The second idea suggests that not only must the language learner be 

communicatively competent, but he/she needs to position the second language as a point 

of self-reflection.  Through a mastery of a second language, the student must become 

cognizant of his social positionality: how he/she—as privileged (and usually White), 

native speaker of English—interacts with those of languages and cultures that are not 

dominant in the U.S., and how he can proactively forge relationships to “facilitate 

communication, despite different cultural perspectives” (Byram & Risager, 1999, p. 4).  

Byram & Risager label this self-reflecting student as an ‘intercultural speaker,’ one who 

is able to “mediate between cultures, to see differences, to perceive one in terms of the 

other and to establish communication which takes difference into consideration.” 

Arguably, this construction of ‘interculturalism’ inherently combines thought paradigms 

of the humanities and social sciences.  In a sense, the student must become a 

anthropologist of sorts, understanding and celebrating the variety of different peoples 

while understanding how this difference is framed through language and socially 

constructed institutions.  And as an anthropologist, he/she is sensitive of his/her position 

as an outsider: 

Language learners are individuals in their own right, with a social status, with  
social identities, who have been socialized in a given culture.  They are social  
actors who accept interaction with other social actors from other cultures.  They  
bring to the interaction their existing identities, but also accept the identities  
bestowed upon them in this new situation, and become representatives of their  
culture [and, in cases where students find themselves abroad—country] of origin”  
(Byram & Risager, 1999, pp. 65-66). 

  
Third, of course, is the necessity for the foreign language teacher to provide the very 

forum where these issues of culture and global awareness can be integrated, as 
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Rosenbusch (1992) specifies, into an existing foreign language curriculum.  With 

Spanish, a critical look at the language in familiar, localized contexts is essential.  
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2.2 The local and (un)familiar18 

To mobilize critical language education, more attention needs to be paid to 

familiar contexts of out-of-class language acquisition.  These are rarely acknowledged in 

FL scholarship.  Here I entertain two related discussions of familiar resources that 

students often rely on (consciously and unconsciously) which both facilitate and deny 

out-of-class experiences with Spanish.   

 Mock Spanish and “lexical snacking.” As Hill has researched, Anglo-Americans 

in the U.S. Southwest do not necessarily “manifest some abstract zero degree of 

monolingualism. They do use Spanish, but in limited and specialized ways that support a 

broader project of social and economic domination of Spanish speakers in the region” 

(Hill, 1993, p. 147). As studies of Anglo and Mock Spanish indicate (Hill, 1994; 1998; 

2008), native speakers of English and those identifying with the White majority often 

actively aid in subordinating non-White, non-English speaking Others. A crafty 

appropriation of Spanish vocabulary and phraseology into English discourse, for 

example, not only allows Anglos to reference Spanish as linguistically imperfect and 

therefore representative of imperfect peoples; it also suggests an elevation of Whiteness 

and reinforcement of larger patterns of social and economic domination.  For example, 

Hill points specifically to the term no problemo in Mock Spanish to support the claim 

that monolingual Anglos freely add the suffix –o to any English word in order to create a 

kind of chic, colloquial English.  The adding of the definite article to English nouns 

(often punctuated with an added –o) is also a popular means to raise a chuckle in Mock 
                                                
18 Portions of this subchapter have been taken and re-fashioned from Schwartz (2008). 
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Spanish.  El cheapo and El waleto (found in my data set) are fine examples of this.  The 

application of such syntax patterns is loose and often downright ridiculous.  My in-class 

observations also revealed a token of one female student insisting to another, “Move-o 

out-o of my way-o.”   

Not only does the use of Mock Spanish function as an intentional source of humor 

(most speakers are well aware that the mock register is incorrect), it is never challenged 

in conversation as racist discourse.  It indexes negative and racist stereotypes of Spanish-

speaking people covertly; the humor itself centrally relies on the unspoken nature of its 

implicit message.  Intended for and consumed by monolingual, English speaking white 

audiences, Mock Spanish generally requires no qualification, as common in other racist 

talk (for instance, the phrase “I’m not a racist but…,” often found preceding otherwise 

offensive statements, aims to soften the blow for those listening to the talk that follows.  

This qualification (see van Dijk, 1993, 2005) aims to lessen the risk for the user to come 

off as an inherent racist—an ultimate disaster for any socially conscious White person in 

post-civil rights ‘America’).  

In his recent study of languages in contact at an Anglo-owned Mexican restaurant, 

Barrett (2006) documents how Anglo employees and managers draw upon Mock Spanish 

to create social alignment; more specifically “by performatively entailing social contexts 

that place [Spanish-speaking employees] from dominating groups in positions of relative 

power” (p. 169).  As a participant observer at ‘Chalupatown,’ Barrett explains that even 

though Anglos used Mock Spanish to invoke an “Anglo social identity and affect” (2006, 
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p. 169), monolingual Spanish listeners do not (necessarily) perceive it the same way. For 

them, the 

“disorderly” use of Spanish is typically interpreted as an inability or 
unwillingness to speak Spanish. In such interactions, Anglo speakers 
disregard the referential function of Spanish in favor of the metalingual 
and emotive functions associated with Mock Spanish as a marker of Anglo 
identity (Barrett, 2006, pp. 169-70). 

 
 No matter what the intention, social alignment is often key for student survival in 

the learning of a second language.  This will become increasingly evident throughout this 

study, and such is paramount to establishing confidence in one’s classroom identity.  In 

class, students depend on each other to make meaning of a new language, classroom 

discourses, and to apply the necessary skills to “do” Spanish successfully.  Humor can be 

an important medium in understanding unfamiliar and culturally challenging concepts; in 

particular, what Greusz calls “lexical snacking” (2007) might be one means for 

combining humor and play with language learning. 

 Inspired by the incorporation of “elements from the Spanish language into 

Anglophone cultural practice,” Greusz argues that “the lexical and semantic presence of 

Spanish in the United States is a social process that requires critical scrutiny of specific 

cases of consumption, borrowing and incorporation” (2007, p. 34).  I speak of the same 

means of linguistic appropriation in my own work; as Greusz writes, studying the 

language of the Other through engagement with informal texts and Anglo-friendly do-it-

yourself guides such as Spanish for Gringos or Household Spanish (Schwartz, 2008; 

2006, respectively) encourages language learners to enjoy a playful interlanguage by 

“munching on lexical snacks, making minor borrowings from the vocabulary of a given 
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register of Spanish, often ‘reflavoring’ or changing the semantic direction of a term” 

(Gruesz, 2007, p. 39).  Mock Spanish achieves this end, as does Gringo Spanish, which I 

expand upon below.  

Whiteness, White public spaces and Gringo Identity. Barrett’s work from 

‘Chalupatown’ confirms the often racializing functions of Anglo appropriation of Spanish 

vocabulary and phraseology.  And, as Spanish becomes “an iconic marker of Latino 

ethnic identity” in the U.S. (Barrett, 2006, pp. 165, citing Urciuoli, 1996), the presence of 

Spanish in any context among Anglo interlocutors “(even grossly distorted or obscene 

Spanish) indexes an acknowledgement of… racial difference in an interaction” (Barrett, 

2006, p. 165).  Hence, the appropriation of Spanish into dominant (and as Hill has 

indicated, popularized) English discourses is directly related to being white and thereby 

performing Whiteness in spaces where Spanish is spoken. 

To advance Gruesz’s (2007) argument of linguistic appropriation as social 

practice, Barrett’s examples of making sense of a linguistic, cultural and socio-economic 

variety of Spanish reflect a covert “possessive investment in Whiteness” (Lipsitz, 1998). 

Lipsitz explains: “As the unmarked category against which difference is constructed, 

whiteness never has to speak its name, never has to acknowledge its role as an organizing 

principle in social and cultural relations” (1998, p. 1).  

According to Andersen (2003), three central themes inspire the studies of 

whiteness.  The first encompasses the aforementioned idea that whiteness acts as an 

invisible, unspoken proxy for normalcy.   The second posits that white privilege involves 

unconsciously benefiting from the advantages of normalized, institutionalized social 
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organization (see Lipsitz, 1998; McIntosh 1990, 1993).  The third theme exposes race—

and therefore whiteness—as an imagined, social construction.  That is, “race is not ‘real’ 

but stems from (its role as an organizer in) social relations; therefore, whiteness has 

constructed ‘others’ while also constructing itself” (Andersen, 2003, p. 26). 

 Notions of privilege and Whiteness attach to the racializing dynamics of White 

public space, which Hill defines both as (1) “intense monitoring of the speech of 

racialized populations such as Chicanos/Latinos… for signs of linguistic disorder” (i.e. 

threats to the Anglo order of ethnic/linguistic domination) and (2) “the invisibility of 

almost identical signs in the speech of Whites, where language mixing (i.e. Anglo 

Spanish, for example), required for the expression of a highly valued type of colloquial 

persona, takes several forms” (1998, p. 680).  Lipsitz (1998), McIntosh (1990, 1993), and 

Page and Thomas (1994, as referenced in Hill, 1998) echo this ideal: White public space 

is any venue wherein Whites express a visible and unspoken normalcy, and in “which 

racialized populations are visibly marginal and the objects of monitoring ranging from 

individual judgment to Official English legislation” (Hill, 1998: 682-83). 

In my own work (Schwartz, 2008), I examine the enactment and performativity of a 

White, monolingual (un)consciousness.  I call this Gringoism.  Its most obvious 

manifestation, and the phenomena for which the term is coined, lies in the 

reappropriation by Anglos of the term gringo.   Despite uncertain etymological origins, 

gringo is historically couched in anti-Anglo discourse. As explained in the following 

section, however, gringoism involves more than terminological conquest.  
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I have argued that a denial of White racism (see also Hill, 2008) facilitates Anglo 

audiences to re-appropriate or reclaim gringo as a term not necessarily of empowerment, 

but one of in-group-by-virtue-of-out-group membership. Perhaps Gruesz (2007) or 

Barrett (2006) might consider this social alignment.  Yet this re-appropriation of 

pejorative language, in a reversal of the term’s symbolic power (see Bourdieu, 1994), 

secures a solidarity among those not only identifying as monolingual Anglos, but more 

importantly, those taking mutual comfort and pride in their inability to speak Spanish.  

In relation to this linguistic reclaiming, there is an active distancing taking place 

between authentic Spanish and its gringo appropriation, a distinction that points to, as 

Hill suggests, 

…the construction in the Southwestern United States of a durable regional 
political economy based on racial hierarchy, that requires Anglos to 
produce and reproduce the subordination of Spanish-speaking… 
populations who have a prior claim to the resources of the region (1993: 
147). 

 
The need for Anglos to actively reclaim positions of power and elevate Whiteness as 

symbolic of linguistic and cultural order (see also the work of Otero 2003, 2008), 

therefore, strategically plays out in exercises like the creation of literature on Domestic 

Spanish (Schwartz, 2006) and under the do-it-yourself appeal of Spanish for Gringos. 

And as in Anglo or Junk Spanish (Hill, 1994), this reclamation by Anglo monolinguals of 

the Spanish language itself is indeed a fashionable act—there is something oddly chic 

and cool about embracing the stereotype of ignorant gringo. In an opposite twist to what 

Vélez-Ibáñez points to as the “fetishized commodity identity” of Mexicans (1992, as 
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cited in Hill, 1994), this ‘something’ might well serve as a commodification of self-

identifying as gringo.  

Throughout my research I question if the Spanish classroom can indeed be 

considered a bona fide Gringo space.  Irvine & Gal’s notion of fractal recursivity (2000) 

implies a semiotic process in which speakers construct and perform ideological 

representations of linguistic differences.  In the case of formalized Spanish language 

education, it might be argued that Anglos and those identifying with the White majority 

are ‘interacting’ with Spanish through available discursive channels (textbooks written 

for an Anglo, middle class, monolingual majority, videos, instructors, each other) in order 

to once again “support a broader project of social and economic domination of Spanish 

speakers” (Hill 1993, p. 147)19 and ultimately, as Hill has previously claimed, aid in 

subordinating non-White, non-English speaking Others (1994, 1998, 2008). 

Second, this active supporting of White, monolingual English domination also 

manifests in the distance between these sites and spaces where Spanish is spoken 

authentically.20 In other words, larger social relations of domination and exclusion 

guarantee to be reproduced in particularly distinct, marked locales.  The university 

classroom as a functional non-place (Augé, 1995) is in place to facilitate linguistic 

                                                
19 It is important to shed light on the intention of such recursive practices.  It is surely debatable that Anglo 
speakers using Gringo Spanish actively intend to support a “broader project,” as it were; nonetheless, 
interaction of this sort indeed “strengthens the social relations that are crucial to maintenance of the current 
social order.” 
20 Train discusses ideas of how ‘authenticity’ is located and “Real Spanish” constructed by examining “the 
complex relationality between foreign language education and the historical production and reproduction of 
language ideologies” (2007: 207), more specifically through the teaching and standardized usage of 
Eurocentric Spanish in the United States. 
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experimentation, “lexical snacking” and interlanguage play—and at a safe, marked 

distance from locales in Rio Seco where Spanish is indeed spoken as a native language.   
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2.3 The foreign and imagined 
 
 Pratt (1987) might be the first to frame imagination specifically as a semiotic 

process.  In particular, she bridges Anderson’s (1983/1991) notion of the imagined 

community (the idea that ‘community’ is distinguished not be material, genuine 

properties, but the means by which such are collectively imagined) as mirroring of 

linguistics’s “imagined object of study,” the speech community (see also Morgan, 2004; 

Pratt, 1986).  She explains how imagined, prescribed language standards act as social 

organizers, and, in turn, tangible markers for identifying as members of a community in 

which particular language use identifies them. 

Many commentators have pointed out how our modern linguistics of language,  
code, and competence posits a unified and homogenous social world in which  
language exists as a shared patrimony—as a device, precisely, for imagining  
community. . .The distance between… [class Saussurean or Chomskyan ideas of] 
competence and performance, is the distance between the homogeneity of the 
imagined community and the fractured reality of linguistic experience in modern 
stratified societies (Pratt, 1987, p. 50-1). 

 
Imagination, thus, inherently excludes and/or includes one’s participation in a given 

community.  ‘Foreign’ communities are often a product of such imagination, as these are 

spaces and places inhabited by those who, ostensibly, do not participate and identify with 

the cultural and linguistic practices of the community in which the label “foreign” is 

assigned.  For Spanish language learners in the U.S., Engaging in ‘cultural learning’ 

undoubtedly necessitates a foray into exotic, foreign realms, whereby the semiotics of 

imagination traditionally take shape. 
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2.3.1 Culture and cultural learning: process or product? 
 

In a naïve attempt to begin understanding the greater cultural implications of 

learning a foreign language, my earliest research (unpublished) was grounded particularly 

in the comparison of two separate schools and curricula, both negotiating the Spanish and 

English languages as points of study.  During the 2002-2003 school year, I was a 

participant observer in a Spanish class designed for native speakers of U.S. 21 English; the 

following year I visited a series of English classrooms geared to native speakers of 

Mexican Spanish.  The classrooms were in secondary schools that served primarily 

upper-class, wealthy and relatively educated communities—a public high school in 

Davis, California, and a private junior high school in Cuernavaca, Morelos (Mexico), 

respectively.  Despite geographical locations and a geopolitical boundary that separated 

the two sides, I found pedagogical process and practice between the two classrooms 

nearly identical (i.e. both groups took oral and written exams, both learned the mechanics 

of grammar and vocabulary through chaptered textbooks whose physical and curricular 

presence assumed center stage).  However, students constructed contrasting ideas of 

investment and relevance (Norton Peirce, 1995; Norton, 2001; Pomerantz, 2001, 2002) 

that depended heavily on their particular language of study.  These ideas were deeply 

rooted in imagined relationships between themselves and an often idealized audience and 

culture of native speakers (Kramsch, 1997; Valdés, 1998; Train, 2002).  At times these 

various orientations toward language learning (Ruíz, 1984) seemed force-fed to the 

students, and yet at times entirely conceived by students themselves. 

                                                
21 In this chapter, the term ‘U.S.’ will be respectfully substituted for ‘American.’  See Martinez (2004), 
“Don’t Call this Country ‘America’: How the name was hijacked and why it matters today.” 
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 In my experiences, these notions of investment and relevance are apparent in the 

teaching and transmission of culture.  Norton (2001) explains that different learners each 

imagine themselves and the world around them in various ways, hence marking their 

participation in “imagined communities”22.  These communities are perhaps “best 

understood in the context of a learner’s unique investment in the target language and the 

conditions under which he or she speaks and practices it” (p. 165).  Norton (2001; see 

also Norton Peirce, 1995) posits that investment depends on what students understand to 

be personally relevant: 

If learners invest in a second language, they do so with understanding that they 
will acquire a wider range of symbolic and material resources, which will 
(ostensibly) increase their value in the social world… (Norton, 2001, p. 166) 

 
In contrast to the idea of personal advancement and marketability (see also 

Leeman, 2006), it is perhaps non-debatable and inevitable that second language teaching 

in the U.S. involves an attempt to transmit imagined cultural messages to actively 

identify a target language and those who speak it as foreign and exotic.23 This sentiment 

is usually shared and popularized by textbook publishers, administrators and teachers, 

and so it was no surprise that in both Davis and Cuernavaca, great efforts were put 

towards ‘teaching’ the ways and customs of an imagined ‘Other.’  Under most 
                                                
22 Anderson (1991), who first coined the term ‘imagined communities,’ argues that what we conceive of as  
nations and nation-states are precisely that, “because the members of even the smallest nation will never 
know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the 
image of their communion” (p. 6, as cited in Kanno & Norton, 2003).  Kanno & Norton engage this idea 
with respect to FL learning, wherein ideally students imagine themselves “bonded with our fellow 
compatriots over time, we can feel a sense of community with people we have not yet met, but perhaps 
hope to meet one day” (p. 241). 
23 Many scholars of sociolinguistics and educational linguistics find that when a language is introduced in 
even the most elementary course, the transmission of cultural messages that identify that language is 
inevitable.  See J. M. Valdes (1986), Culture Bound: Bridging the Cultural Gap in Language Teaching.  
Bryam & Risager (1999), Language Teachers, Politics and Cultures.  Lange & Paige (2003), Culture as 
the Core: Perspectives on Culture in Second Language Learning. 
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circumstances, this took place through issued textbooks: cultural lessons and vocabulary 

tended to supplement otherwise routine forays into grammar exercises.  My work in 

Davis, however, alluded to academic Spanish as modeled in humanistic traditions 

traditionally maintained on university campuses (García, 1993; Leeman, 2006; Valdés et 

al., 2003; Villa, 2002).  More specifically, it seemed that basic Spanish coursework for 

any audience pushed for a fluency of languages in order to navigate texts and situations 

that require high academic and/or cultural capital: “the fine arts, major historical and 

literary figures, architecture, and museum collections” (Bragaw & Loew, 1985, p. 92).   

In addition, many findings include examples where ‘culture’ is embodied as 

exoticized novelty and products of the “tourist gaze” (Rodriguez, 2003; Rothman, 2003). 

One exercise, for instance, asks students to use and identify action verbs from a tourist 

brochure advertising Madrid entertainment and recreation destinations for the month of 

July.  Discussions of Spanish existing in the United States are rare, and these are often 

inspired by the high humanistic/artistic tradition (theatre, music, dance) that Bragaw & 

Loew (1985) speak of.  This contrasts sharply with critical investigations of the language 

as it relates to politics, socioeconomics, or current debates on immigration and 

citizenship. 

 The long-standing absence of ‘critical’ inquiry in FL education has led to recent 

re-examinations of a secondary, additive culture “component” (Brynes, 2002; Reagan & 

Osborn, 2002).  Byrnes (2002) returns to basic, yet challenging queries: 

 
 How, precisely do we imagine language to be related to culture, beyond  
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the inconsequential assertion that it is impossible to study language without 
culture or that culture is represented, transmitted and perpetuated by language? (p. 
25) 

 
Although her scholarship significantly predates Byrnes, Damen (1987) manages to speak 

back to these key questions, engaging with culture not as a content-oriented “component” 

of FL learning, but a centralized process of critical engagement24.  In so doing, she warns 

against myths and assumptions of additive cultural teaching—non-process oriented 

pedagogy that falsely assumes that ‘culture’ or ‘cultural patterns’ can be learned or 

taught.  Because students can neither be linguistic or cultural blank slates when they enter 

a second language classroom, the fact that cultural learning and teaching implies 

predetermined and scripted results in students’ attitudes and opinions is misguided and 

inappropriate.  This, which Damen terms “pedagogical determinism” (1987) also 

suggests that culture is a static concept, reflecting a general unchanging consistency at 

any given time. 

 To counter the shortcomings of additive cultural teaching in FL courses, Damen’s 

(1987) model for process-oriented cultural learning can be read in two ways.  First, the 

model may present a series of stages along a student’s developmental path of 

“intercultural communicative skills and personal change” (p. 221).  Second, it may also 

be a path leading from “ethnocentrism (finding value, right, and logic in one’s own 

cultural patterns) to varying stages of awareness, understanding, acceptance, and 

[through] a variety of outcomes” (p. 221). 

                                                
24 More recent scholarship heading in the direction of process-oriented culture learning includes Kramsch, 
(1993, 2005) Osborn (2000), Reagan & Osborn (2002), and Sposet (2000). 
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 To frame culture learning as a “medium-based dialogue” (Cortazzi & Jin, 1999, p. 

212) also emphasizes the student’s personal process.  Cortazzi and Jin (1999) argue that 

cultural learning is inevitably influenced by students’ own ‘culture of learning,’ or how 

students themselves have been socialized as members of their ‘source’ culture. 

Embracing ‘a culture of learning’ in the classroom comes closer to Byram and Risager’s 

(1999) call for critical thought in the foreign language classroom.  Under additive culture 

agendas, rarely will students reflect upon themselves as critical thinkers, who as Byram 

and Risager (1999) claim, involves their participation as “social actors,” mediating 

between cultures and constructing/deconstructing difference or Otherness. 

 

2.3.2 In defense of monolingualism and ‘nativeness’ 

To build on the frameworks previously mentioned— of difference and distance— 

I note here that students’ construction of this reality of the Spanish-speaking world 

involves a process of compartmentalization (Nocon, 1995) and imagination (Anderson, 

1991; Norton, 2001; Norton & Kamal, 2003; Pratt, 1987) of a native Other.  I argue later 

in this study that such a process is supported in the FL classroom through a triangulated 

dialogue—communication by and between the student, instructor, and textbook package.   

 Perhaps inadvertently referencing García’s (1992) “schizophrenic double bind,” 

scholarship reviewing the role of monolingualism and nativeness in language education 

often reveals that these characteristics for language learners are as highly sought after as 

they are avoided.  To start, both monolingualism and nativeness are both jointly defined 

by ideas of standardization.  Standardization, as I argue in this study, is traditionally 
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central to the structural organization of FL curricula, yet invariably influences ideological 

orientations to language study.  For instance, the establishment of difference and 

foreignness assumes standards of normalcy and hegemony.  Kern (1995), aiming to 

“[redefine] the boundaries of language study” (title), builds a bridge between language 

study and critical literacy practice.  His connection attempts to reorganize ideological 

orientations of cultural teaching and Otherness that have been long cemented in the 

foundation of U.S. foreign language study.  Kern challenges standardization through 

emphasis on meaning: 

 Acquiring a new language is thus an extraordinary opportunity for new learning— 
at both social and personal levels.  When students learn to use a new language,  
they develop new ways of seeing and expressing meanings.  They learn new ways  
to interpret and represent the world and human experience.  In short, learners are  
transformed (p. 74). 

 
If meaning making is highly individualized and relative, perhaps any notions of 

standardizing language—or the language learning experience—might come as 

prescriptive and imposing.  Kern thus argues that students must acknowledge structures 

of standardization themselves: 

 What is crucial is that our students become intellectually engaged by trying to sort  
out the relationships between [these] literacy practices and the society and culture  
in which they are embedded (Kern, 1995, p. 75-76). 

 
Train (2002, 2003, 2007) most explicitly examines linkages between 

standardization and the structural and ideological constraints imposed on school-based 

language learning experiences.  Foregrounding the prevalent assumption that linguistic 

and educational quality is crystallized in the “native speaker norm,” Train perhaps sees 

greater pedagogical and ideological orientations toward native ‘speakership’ as 
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constraining on students’ personal process of critical interpretation and meaning making 

(Kern, 1995).  In other words, individual and collective attitudes as to the notion of 

‘successful’ foreign language learning is centrally dependent on a mastery of a native 

standard.  This “norm,” arguably representative of what ‘counts’ as proper, authentic, 

real… thus dictates the imagined “quality of the language, the language learning 

experience (acquisition), and instructional practices of teaching (pedagogy)” (Train, 

2003, p. 7).  However, given that the mastery of this native standard—this perceived 

normalcy, hegemony—is unevenly distributed in society, 

the underlying tacit assumption is that quality is a function of linguistic and 
cultural inequality… In this sense, the notion of standard language is a 
sociocultural reaction to variation in language-culture practices attached to 
ideologically constructed categories in society (e.g. educated vs. uneducated, 
middle-class vs. working-class, White vs. non-White) (p. 8) 

 
I might add ‘foreign vs. native’ to Train’s endless list of ideologically constructed 

binaries.  In doing so, however, is to expose a paradox I find to be plaguing researchers 

tackling the topics of monolingualism and nativeness. Train convincingly argues that this 

nativeness and standard-ness is socially exclusive.  This contrasts, of course, to the idea 

of a native, exotic Other, where the appeal of foreignness is commodified for these same 

socially exclusive audiences.  For instance, van Dijk (2004) analyses the construction of 

foreignness, Otherness and difference in European foreign language textbooks.  In light 

of Spanish language education in the U.S., we might highlight how undesirable attributes 

of otherwise ‘foreign’ peoples are reclaimed and re-‘packaged’ in order for a second 

language to appeal as culturally comfortable and accessible (see Norton, 2001) for 

students of the privileged, monolingual Anglo majority.  
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In light of transformational experiences (Kern, 1995) I, among others (Heller, 

1999; Ortega, 1999a; 1999b) question if the aim of foreign language learning is for 

binaries (such as foreign and native) to be traversed.  If native or native-like proficiency 

represents successful ends to FL curricula, does ‘mastery’ of a language imply an 

undoing of foreignness?  Does successful FL learning connote being able to “pass for” a 

native, monolingual speaker of the target language? 

These questions beg for additional clarification in the scholarship.  First, the 

idealization of a language learner negotiating between one native standard language 

(NSL)—presuming he/she identifies with such a standard in his/her first language—

suggests far reaching implications beyond a linguistic dimension.  Specifically, it is the 

privileged access to these varieties and standards (Train, 2003) that position native 

‘standard-ness’ as connected to larger social, political, and cultural disparities.  

Glorification of the standard-to-standard move, coined by Heller (1999) as a conciliation? 

of “parallel bilingualisms,” reflects attitudes “…prevalent in ideologically monolingual 

nations,” (Train, 2002, p. 1) such as the United States and Mexico.   The successful 

‘parallel’ bilingual refrains from any non-standard variations of the second language (e.g. 

lexical regionalisms) that are so widely documented “in actual bilingual discourse, 

particularly in minority language situations” (Train, 2002, p. 1). 

To be particular to the vitality of U.S. and borderland Spanish, I recall the issue I 

raised in the introduction, where curricular preferences for the teaching of foreign 

Spanish reflect “…a racial ideology involving (the) erasure of (local) Latinos 

themselves” (Perea, 1995).  To be more specific, it is the preference of instituting foreign 
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Spanish that often involves an active erasure of local varieties and the skills and resources 

their speakers possess.  As Heller (1999) explains, the highly skilled ability to 

communicate bilingually—which involves linguistic maneuvers such as mixing, code 

switching, alternation, etc.—is negated and replaced instead by implementing a 

monolingual exclusivity into the FL curricula.  Belz (2003) provides an example of this 

curricular aversion, explaining the one of the widely assumed major faults of the student 

as a “deficient communicator” is his/her use of a first language in a FL setting (either in 

or outside of classroom space).   This deficiency is considered  “the greatest crime of the 

learner, a sin to be avoided at all costs” (p. 211).  To echo Ruiz’s orientations in language 

planning (1984), Belz (2003) questions if this perceived deficiency can be understood as 

a skill, and the language learner multi-competent.   

Thus, this arguably elitist and privilege-based obsession with monolingual purity 

in FL curricula and methodology (see also Blyth, 1995) “is linked to the notion of 

standard language… with its assumption of communicative efficiency” (Train, 2002, p. 

1).  This contrasts, of course, with Belz’s (2002) exposure of perceived deficiencies.  

Train (2002) continues, “Standardness is assumed to impart clarity and efficiency to an 

utterance as well as bestow membership to speakers in a global community organized 

around [efficient, mutual understanding]” (p. 2).  In addition, the imagination and defense 

of the nation-state (Anderson, 1991) has a historically been maintained through language 

use and planning (Blyth, 1995).  Western notions of state citizenship often embody such 

monolingual/monocultural consciousness: “THE national language, THE national 

culture, and often THE national religion” (Fraga et al., 1994, p. 8, emphasis my own). 
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2.4 Institutionalized standard-ness: Negotiating the real, imagined and ‘native’ 
 

 This last section discusses the institutionalization of language ideologies on the 

post-secondary campus, and centers principally around literature that investigates both 

the production and reproduction of what ‘counts’ as “real” Spanish—and the relativity of 

this ‘reality’ to language learners and native speakers (and those who identify as neither 

of the two).  While there are very few scholarly discussions of the intersection between 

“real” Spanish and the post-secondary institution, students in my study were consistently 

navigating their place among these ideological crossroads.  I use Train’s (2007) survey of 

perspectives on institutionalized Spanish as a means for narrating this section, in an 

attempt to address his particular call in challenging the “real” standard.  He asks,  

 How does the complex intersection of practices and ideologies past and present  
 make real what has come to be called Spanish as well as its teaching and  
 learning?  …And how are we as educators to deal responsively, responsibly and  
 critically with these constructed realities? (pp. 224-225) 
 
 
 

2.4.1 What ‘counts’ as Spanish y que no: Proper and “sanitized” language on campus 
 

 The notion of standard language ideology (SLI), first introduced by Milroy & 

Milroy (1991), is defined as 

 a bias toward an abstracted, idealized, homogenous spoken language which is  
imposed and maintained by dominant bloc institutions and which names as its  
model the written language, but which is drawn primarily from the spoken  
language of the upper middle class (Lippi-Green, 1997, p. 64). 
 

Lippi-Green maintains that the standardizing of “upper middle class” discourse can only 

suggest that “an idealized nation-state has one perfect, homogenous language… 
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[providing] rationalization for limiting access to discourse” (p. 64-5).  Sadly, it is not 

uncommon for speakers of ‘subordinate’ language communities to resist and put down 

their own linguistic heritage as result of pressures to conform and culturally assimilate 

(Lippi-Green, 1997).  These acts of oppression, subordination—and as result, elevation of 

the SLI—require a discussion of what might “count” as Spanish, to whom, and in what 

context.  Incidentally, the same question was asked of and by the study participants, both 

in our interviews, and on a less conscious level, by themselves.  

 Students’ own negotiation of what “counted” as Spanish involved a consistent 

wrestling with ideas of a “proper” standard.  Each student constructed and imagined this 

“proper” aesthetic differently, relying on tangible and abstract examples to do so.  An 

easier task than describing the “proper,” however, was pinpointing what proper Spanish 

was not.  The act of calling out and policing non-proper, or “bad” Spanish (both 

explicitly or implicitly) took place both in interviews and in class; these findings will be 

analyzed in later chapters.  However, the act of linguistic policing itself has been 

developed as a discursive and semiotic process, under varying nomenclature: “Verbal 

hygiene” (Cameron, 1995), “Sanitization” (Villa, 2002) “Linguistic (in) security” and 

self-prescriptivism (Zentella, 2007), among others.  The latter two offer specific 

discussions for the case of Spanish in the U.S and particularly speak back to the 

aforementioned “Real” standard (Train, 2007). 

 In perhaps the first piece to comprehensively address patterns of institutionalized 

language ideologies in university Spanish departments, Valdes et al. (2003) consider the 

“special value given” to native speakership, or perhaps what Train (2002, 2007) identifies 
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as ‘Native Standard Language.’  Both the notion of nativeness, and those who are 

presumed to identify as native speakers, are highly idealized—if not romanticized—in the 

organizational and ideological practices of Spanish departments.  Both students and 

faculty that learned the language of the department “as a mother tongue… are considered 

by members of the profession to be inherently superior to faculty and students who… 

acquired [Spanish] as a foreign or second language” (Valdés et al., 2003, p. 8).  In 

addition, this idealized speakership has been tied historically to promoting a very 

particular degree of social capital: “the middle-class, ethnically dominant male citizenry 

of nation-states” (Kramsch, 1997, p. 363, as cited in Valdés et al., 2003, p. 8).  Not 

coincidentally, the majority of Spanish majors at U.S. universities comfortably match this 

description, save the fact that these students are ordinarily White, English monolinguals 

(Valdés et al., 2003).  In theory, dominant, privileged speakers of one language are 

expected to make a socially lateral move—by, someday, “passing for” dominant, 

privileged speakers of a second language.  The Spanish department, therefore, is in place 

to accommodate this social reproduction. 

 Notable here is language sanitization, (Villa, 2002) inspired by Cameron’s (1995) 

work in discourse analysis, wherein “verbal hygiene,” or the prescribed use of language 

as a “proxy for pursing some other agenda, is often implemented… as an appeal to mass 

hysteria” (Villa, 2002, p. 223).  Villa uses Cameron’s analytical framework to not only 

expose historical traditions and movements in suppressing U.S. Spanish outside of 

language departments, but to also shed light on the sanitization of Spanish for all 

purposes academic.  Villa describes institutionalized Spanish as a site for the 
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maintenance of prescriptive linguistic norms forcibly guided by particular social class 

values.  In short, local and familiar varieties are institutionally erased, and in the U.S., 

native or near-native speakers are passively invalidated as social and linguistic subjects 

on university campuses.  Sanitization is misguided and patronizing, since institutionalized 

prescriptivism Pygmalion-style25 (see Cameron, 1995) cannot serve alone as proxy for 

advancing these same students’ “educational possibilities and by extension their social 

and economic opportunities” (Villa, 2002, p. 228).  Implicit here is that heritage and 

native-speaker students are assumed to be impoverished socially and culturally by virtue 

of impoverished language; understandably, varities of U.S. Spanish are not taught in SFL 

classrooms, and critical discussion of U.S. Spanish is given limited attention.   But with 

respect to the SFL student majority, whose familiarity with Spanish is likely to 

encompass a more localized register and lexicon, I recall the earlier mention of language 

policing: How and where might SFL students act as agents who sanitize non-foreign U.S. 

Spanish in and out of the classroom?  How do students react to and engage with native or 

near-native students when they are (mis)placed in SFL classrooms?   

In the interim, I invoke earlier discussions of the language classroom as gringo 

space.  I reiterate that unspoken and institutionalized White normalcy underlying 

hegemonic gringo practices (such as the use of Mock Spanish as located in Barrett’s 

‘Chalupatown’) carries over to spaces where language is learned, spoken and (re) 

claimed.  Thompson (2003), in fact, implicates this type of gringo advantage as 

institutionalized white privilege: “Anglos who learn Spanish get extra credit, whereas 

                                                
25 Cameron’s original discussion of the ‘Eliza Dolittle fallacy’ reveals the shortsighted credo “that changing 
one’s speech patterns will change one’s fate in life” (Villa, 2002, p. 228). 
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Chicana/os who speak English and Spanish get negative credit for the Spanish and 

second-best credit for the English” (Thompson, 2003, p.18).  While not a central focus to 

this study, I offer a brief discussion of these bilingual subjects as the (mis)placed (and 

often silent) wildcards in the SFL classroom. 

 
 

2.4.2 The silent wildcard: Native and not-so-native speakers in and out of the classroom 
 

“What are students to do when they encounter in their daily lives Hispanics who 
do not fit this ‘positive, successful’ middle class prosperity model?  …What 
seems to be missing is a truly positive view based on the recognition of and 
respect for the contributions of Latinos extending far beyond a privileged 
socioeconomic and professional class attached to the [Native Standard 
Langauge]” (Train, 2007, p. 224). 

 
 Train recalls my earlier mention of the traditional foreign language learner 

idealized to take a socially lateral move via his/her scholarly pursuits: in essence, 

privileged, dominant speakers of one language are hoped to, one day, “pass for” 

privileged dominant speakers of another as “near-natives.”  This ideological model has 

been rightfully criticized (see Kramsch, 1997; Valdés, 1992; 1998) due to an 

institutionalized rift between expectations and rewards for FL learning in the US (see 

discussion in section 2.2).  In many ways, this model discourages discussions of the 

linguistic and cultural periphery—represented, more often than not, by native and near-

native speakers (mis)placed in an FL classroom.  In the case of Spanish at USW, nearly 

each class I observed claimed as a member at least one student whom Valdés might 

categorize as typical of third or fourth generation immigrant bilinguals.  Two portions of 
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a table outlining this bilingualism (as found in Valdés, 1992, p. 41) are reproduced 

below: 

 
Table 2.1 Possible types of Immigrant Bilinguals 
 (or, rather, those of recent or ongoing immigrant heritage) (Valdés) 

 
Third Generation – U.S. Born 

 
Type Stage Language use 

AB Pre-school age Acquires both English and immigrant 
language simultaneously.  Hears both 
in the home although English tends to 
be predominate. 

aB School age Uses English almost exclusively.  Is 
aware of limitations in the immigrant 
language.  Uses it only when forced to 
do so by circumstances.  Is literate only 
in English. 

aB Adulthood Uses English almost exclusively.  Has 
few opportunities for speaking 
immigrant language.  Retains good 
receptive competence in this language. 

 
Fourth Generation – U.S. Born 

 
Type Stage Language use 

Ba Pre-school age Is only spoken to in English.  May hear 
immigrant language spoken by 
grandparents and other relatives.  Is not 
expected to understand immigrant 
language. 

Ba School age Uses English exclusively.  May have 
picked up some of the immigrant 
language from peers.  Has limited 
receptive competence in this language. 

B Adulthood Is almost totally English monolingual.  
May retain some receptive competence 
in some domains. 

 



110    

 
 To note, Valdés qualifies these generalized characteristics of immigrant children 

by mentioning that there are “many differences in language proficiency between 

individuals of the same… generation” (1992, p. 40).  No one speaker is intended to fit 

these models perfectly.  That said, Valdés chronicles bilingualisms in progress, over the 

life span.  With respect to Spanish in the U.S., English (represented as an enlarged 

uppercase ‘B’) remains an unchanged dominant language, while the immigrant language 

(A) varies in its relationship to the individual, as well as the dominant language (i.e. For 

the third generation bilingual, Spanish might be acquired simultaneously with English, 

although it assumes a progressively less dominant status in the speaker’s work, school 

and home-based spaces over time). 

 As I discuss in my data analysis, although admittedly not in adequate detail (this 

topic will receive more attention in future studies that I plan on silenced voices in SFL 

classrooms), third and fourth generation bilinguals are the ‘not-so-native’ Spanish 

speakers sprinkled throughout basic language classrooms.  These minoritized students are 

consistent in their presence, and their (mis)placement is indeed complex.  ‘Not-so-

natives’ comprise a slim sub-population of native English speaking students whose 

proficiency in Spanish does not qualify for entrance into the most basic of heritage 

language coursework (more fittingly designed for Valdes’ second and third generation 

immigrant bilinguals).  Yet, their assignment into basic SFL coursework may seem futile 

and offensive; implicitly, any existing knowledge of Spanish is seen as insufficient or 

deficient, with a new Spanish proficiency developed ostensibly “from scratch” and cut 

from the Eurocentric, SFL mold, as it were. While heritage language education itself has 
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been criticized for devaluing the unique linguistic resources students bring to the 

classroom, it is in this case precisely the lack of attention to these resources that 

systematically silences these student needs. 

In light of nativeness, monolingualism and standardized ideas of what counts as 

proficient language, a discussion of the silent wildcard has been painfully avoided.  On 

one hand, such students are traditionally undervalued linguistic and cultural resources, 

despite the unfortunate fact that many themselves deny their own linguistic heritage as 

result of pressures to conform and culturally assimilate (see Lippi-Green, 1997; 

Potowski, 2002; Zentella, 2007).  This denial, of course, is often reinforced across the 

generations (see above), and ironically lands these “heritage” students into classrooms 

where they are trained to re-learn a familiar language as foreign.  This was undoubtedly 

the case of Aaliyah, a student who will be introduced in the coming chapters.  On the 

other hand, the not-so-native minority is effectively erased because their linguistic 

resources and histories do not fit the foreign agenda of SFL curriula.  Their (lack of) 

proficiency does not match that of the imagined native speakership of the “target 

culture,” if not perhaps represented in the one chapter on U.S. Spanish in their textbooks. 

Potowski (2002) has written about immigrant and heritage student presence in 

SFL classrooms, yet this analysis is focused on the upper division levels, where both 

heritage and mainstream majors who have passed through basic level sequences co-enroll 

in linguistics and literature courses26.  Nonetheless, her argument that students of 

                                                
26 Potowski reported that the availability of heritage courses did not necessarily prevent heritage students’ 
enrollment in basic level SFL coursework.  Department files indicated that an average of 30 enrolled in 
basic coursework each semester. 
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Spanish-speaking immigrants are constantly comparing “their Spanish” with that of their 

fellow English-accented mainstream students, as well as TAs (who are likely not to speak 

a local, familiar variety) challenges discussions of how linguistic advantage and reified 

‘nativeness’ is maintained in the SFL classroom.  Potowski in particular cautions against 

error correction, the one practice seemingly used by instructors to police what “counts” as 

Spanish and what doesn’t: “bilingual students experience ‘correction’ differently because 

it is tied in with their personal and cultural history” (p. 40).  Zentella (2007) elaborates on 

this complexity, “Although overt norms favor standard speech, powerful covert norms 

encourage group members (heritage speakers) to remain faithful to group codes, 

linguistic and otherwise” (p. 27).  One profound discussion reveals how heritage students 

may resist and create complex intersubjectivities (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004) by virtue of the 

authority given to their non-native instructors: 

Despite the perception discussed earlier that these students consider their Spanish  
to be bad, they did not unanimously accept their TA’s role as language authority.   
One Puerto Rican student stated, “Just because they were TAs, I thought their  
Spanish was better than mine, and it wasn’t.  All they did was study abroad in  
Spain and that’s all they knew.”  According to one Mexican American student,  
“They would say, ‘No, this is not right.  This is the proper way.’  How can you tell  
me that what I spoke for the past twenty years is wrong?” (Potowski, 2002, p. 39) 

 
Finally, I return to Train’s quote as it opens this subchapter, and a line of queries 

theoretically central to this study:  As native authority is negated and silenced in the 

classroom, how is non-standard ‘nativeness’ imagined as existing just outside the 

classroom?  How might students imagine “Spanish speakers” as they may or may not 

assume a visible presence among an Anglo majority in the classroom?  Is this wildcard 

silenced or engaged? 
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Ultimately declaring that “bilingualism is a laudable goal, but language is not the 

fundamental solution because it is the fundamental problem,” Zentella’s recent chapter 

(2007, p. 36) is one of the few works to critically entertain these questions.  Its title 

directly associates identity (self-prescribed and socially-assigned) with one’s linguistic 

affiliation: “Dime con quién hablas, y te diré quién eres” (Tell me who you talk with and 

I’ll tell you who you are).  Zentella develops how distinct ways of acting and performing 

Latino/a identity share a particular relationship in imagining and supporting dominant, 

English-speaking speech communities.  Working-class Spanish speakers are associated 

with popular discourses of “poverty and academic failure, and [these define] their 

bilingual children as linguistically deficient and cognitively confused” (2007, p. 26).  In 

turn, not learning dominant ways of speaking English invites ridicule, often from those 

who benefit from being able to speak the language natively.  While students rarely openly 

ridiculed Spanish in its localized, non-standard forms, many were socialized (and 

regularly encouraged) to differentiate and police linguistic impurities.   

 
 

2.4.3 “How do we make our content area real for our students?” 
 
 Train (2007, p. 224) considers the above query to be a “stock question” central to 

improving the quality of Spanish language education in the U.S.  Considering that foreign 

language study is predicated on often politically charged notions of nativeness and 

idealized monolingualism, can the student realize a second or foreign language as his/her 

own?  To return to Norton (2001), if a learner’s imagined community might call for an 
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imagined identity, a learner’s ownership and investment in the target language must be 

understood within this framework.   

 In order to contextualize a student’s ownership of—or perhaps, the authentic 

participation in—a second language, we must be reminded that these fundamental 

constructs of nativeness and monolingualism are imagined as well.  Kramsch’s The 

privilege of the nonnative speaker (1997) remains a highly influential call to the 

reorganization of foreign language education in light of the language learner’s identity.  

Kramsch (1997) seriously challenges the native speaker ideal: 

 …Native speakers do not always speak according to the rules of their  
standard national languages; they display regional, occupational, generational,  
class-related ways of talking that render the notion of a unitary native speaker  
artificial.  Moreover, where as students can become competent in a new language,  
they can never become native speakers of it.  Why should they disregard their  
unique multilingual perspective on the foreign language and on its literature and  
culture to emulate the idealized monolingual native speaker? (p. 359-60, emphasis  
my own) 

 
What Kramsch boldly asserts here is that these aims for nativeness require the active 

imagination—if not fictionalization—of a target language and the ‘native’ people(s) that 

speak it.  This fictionalization is institutionalized in, for instance, departments of foreign 

languages and the means in which curricula are packaged and delivered to students.  The 

native speaker, a “canonically literate monolingual middle-class member of a largely 

fictional, national community whose citizens share a belief in a common history and 

common destiny” (p. 363) corresponds very little to the student’s own experiences and 

cultural/linguistic agency as a newly bilingual citizen. 

 Perhaps facilitating this bilingual, bicultural agency in students first involves 

undoing language learning as foreign and distant—and instead, keeping the language 
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learning experience personal and process-oriented, as previously discussed.   While “it 

has generally been assumed that the main motivation for learning a foreign language is to 

become one of ‘them’” (Kramsch, 1997, p. 364), recent scholarship reminds educators to 

foreground imagination and community in the language classroom.  Blyth (1995), for 

instance, invites educators to counter monolingual idealism by imagining the language 

classroom as a critical multilingual speech community.  Such a community “reveals the 

polyvalent nature of our disciplinary boundaries, which intersect with other boundaries—

linguistic, geopolitical, and affective” (p. 145). 
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CHAPTER 3: MAKING THE JOURNEY 
Procedures and methodology 

 
 

3.1 Spanish in context: A longitudinal student-centered study 
 

 This study relies centrally on field methods characterized as ethnographic.  

Fetterman (1989) describes ethnography simply as “the art and science of describing a 

group or culture” (p. 11).  These descriptions, he continues, are often far from 

sensational, spectacular or unusual—“the ethnographer writes about the routine, daily 

lives of people.  The more predictable patterns of human thought and behavior are the 

focus of inquiry” (p. 11). 

Predictability is perhaps indisputably the case of undergraduate students 

completing basic language coursework at a large public research university.  At any given 

time, hundreds of USW students are enrolled in semesterly sequences, completing 

standardized tests and writing “culture portfolios,” guided 15 weeks at a time by 

department-issued syllabi as recycled over the ages.  These students might match the 

descriptions of ‘ordinary college kids,’ as it so conveniently exists in an imagined, 

popular consciousness.  Most are white, socioeconomically privileged, monolingual 

college-aged post-adolescents temporarily engaged with institutionalized Spanish in order 

to pursue other areas of study.  They look like and represent the ethnic majority, and for 

the most part, are not immigrants, international students, English-language learners—or 

of any other minoritized population that might normally appeal to the interests of 

educational researchers.  Fetterman would argue, undoubtedly, that SFL students and the 

scope and sequence of their formal learning are very predictable.   
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And for this reason itself—although certainly not exclusively—it is likely that 

research in language learning has missed documenting the ‘predictable’ experiences of an 

ordinary educational demographic.  In casual contact with fellow scholars, friends and 

colleagues inclusive, I find the three words “Spanish,” “language” and “education” are 

lexical nuggets more likely to evoke discussions on English language immersion and 

illegal immigration.  These topics reference ideas that Spanish-speaking Others are more 

likely to be the subject of scholarly and political criticism, rather then the audiences of 

‘Us’ in the normalized, yet curious process of learning the language of these subjugated 

Others. 

In the case of researching university-level Spanish language learning, I contend 

that ethnographic approaches must be longitudinal in scope, and personal in style.  The 

masses of students navigating Spanish coursework each school year may seem ordinary 

and routine—the students’ individual narratives throughout this process, however, are 

not.  Despite teacher Gabriel’s best efforts—and impressive instructional techniques—my 

observation of Sara, Aaliyah and Brian’s class review of indirect object pronouns 

revealed an otherwise boring, drab routine.  The students looked bored, and admittedly I 

too was bored.  The entire experience, ethnographically, seemed uneventful.  However, 

interviewing and reflecting with Sara on the matter a few days later put critical inquiry in 

its place: In her six years of taking Spanish coursework prior to arriving at USW, I 

learned that Sara had effectively sat through this lesson several times before; she 

admitted she could probably teach it herself.  She was resentful and frustrated that she 

had been placed in a class she had effectively already taken.  Aaliyah, seated in a row 
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behind Sara, was in contrast struggling tremendously with the concept of pronouns in 

Spanish; growing up with her Spanish speaking nana, this “proper” variety sounded 

nothing like the familiar language she heard around her house in southern Rio Seco.  

What was happening here?  What was going on with these seemingly ‘ordinary’ 

students?  And how did they all end up in the same room, anyway?  I realized, upon 

several occasions, how central a student-centered ethnography needed to cover a subject 

ordinarily dismissive of individual needs and unique educational trajectories. 

As I explain in detail later in this chapter, I worked with 268 general participants 

over nine months, chronicling principally the experiences of 11 KPs over these two 

semesters, a process of case study-style data collection triangulated (see Flick, 1992; 

Stake, 1998) by interviews, observations of their Spanish classes, and ongoing analysis 

(and often discussion in interviews) of journal entries.   

But was my study truly longitudinal?  Or does enthography naturally take place 

over time, as many would insist (Fetterman, 1989; Saldaña, 2003)?  Saldaña (2003) 

describes an educational ethnography succinctly as a “naturalistic observation of 

participants’ daily culture in a school setting over an extended period of time” (p. 2) yet 

also insists that “time and thus change are contextual” (p. 5).  While two semesters—or 

nine calendar months—may appear too brief in comparison to a biologist studying the 

evolution of a lifespan, the same time period is tremendously extensive in the context of 

the span of an average undergraduate career (4-5 years).  Two semesters can yield a great 

deal of change in a young adult’s personal and academic life.  Many of my younger 

participants expressed the value of such a period of time; in order to graduate in four or 
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five years, key decisions must be made about students’ academic directions.  Majors must 

be decided upon, and to a great extent, this decision process influences the way in which 

students imagine their lives long after graduation. In short, a lot of change can take place 

over what I argue to be a significantly longitudinal period. 

In addition, we must consider that a great deal of data collected in this 

ethnography is not limited to my direct participation in the lives of these participants.  I 

am primarily responsible for documenting how KPs’ out-of-class experiences with 

Spanish influence and will continue to influence in-class language learning, and 

expectedly, these interactions and histories themselves sprawl across participants’ 

lifetimes.  In essence, my nine month window into particular students’ lives depends on 

narratives that reveal an individual’s much larger, personal-historical contexts.  Again, I 

subscribe to Saldaña’s discussion of what counts as an ethnographic timetable: 

…A Point A-Point B longitudinal model or a before-and-after chart limits the  
ability to discern evolutionary processes.  In [my book], the concept from-through  
rather than from-to is used to locate and connect time.  “From-to” suggests  
discrete starting and ending points (from kindergarten to second grade), which  
may gloss over details and reduce assertions of change to descriptive statements  
of stark contrast.  “From-through” implies a more temporal-based perspective that  
details the complexities of the journey.  To me, “from-to” generates a product of  
change; “from-through” outlines the process of change (Saldaña, 2003, p. 7-8). 
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3.2 Making connections: Entrée, rapport, reconciling positionality and establishing 
“community” 

 
Critical engagement with these processes of change and time could not have taken 

place without successful entrée into the research site.  While my physical research site 

involved a series of classrooms located on an open, public university campus, the spaces 

where participant observation took place are traditionally closed settings (Jorgensen, 

1989).  The classrooms I visited (see Figure 1.2) generally hold 25-35 students at 

capacity, and are owned by the university with occupancy schedules operating on an 

hour-by-hour timetable.  Students shuffle in and out, refilling these spaces with great 

turnover, yet the presence of an unfamiliar visitor would certainly be noticeable.  These 

were not cavernous lecture halls or spacious student unions where the work of an 

observer would go unnoticed.  Yet, entrée into the classrooms was the principal gateway 

for recruiting research subjects—both general (GPs) and, eventually, key participants 

(KPs).  In order to freely access the classroom as an outside observer, I had to carefully 

establish myself in a variety of ways, some of which took place well before my study had 

been crafted. 

 Prior to the 2007-2008 data collection period, I had somewhat unknowingly been 

negotiating a research relationship with USW’s Department of Spanish for two years, if 

not longer.  I had relocated to Rio Seco in 2004, and subsequently made attempts to gain 

employment in the Spanish department, with the intent of not only gaining experience 

teaching basic language students, but also to survey possibilities for my own developing 

agenda as a novice educational researcher.  I was an external applicant, and therefore 
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space for my employment was not guaranteed until after positions for graduate students 

from within the department had been filled.  A position to teach Spanish 101 (First 

Semester Spanish) finally opened for fall semester 2005, which was contingent on my 

enrollment in a teaching practicum for Spanish GTAs.  In this course, taught by the basic 

language coordinator who hired me, I met several new masters’ and doctoral student 

teachers who not only help establish presence and rapport within the department (see 

Fetterman, 1989; Saldaña, 2003), but would later serve as “gatekeeper participants” in 

my study (Maxwell, 2005, p. 82).  For instance, Rachel and Olivia were classmates of 

mine in the practicum, and would later graciously allow me to participate and observe 

their three sections of Spanish 102, in the fall of 2007.  That same semester, Rachel also 

contacted other GTAs with whom I was not acquainted—Gabriel, Rafael, and Blanca—

and seven sections of 102 were quickly at my disposal for potential observation and 

interaction (consent pending, of course).  KPs who had been recruited in the fall, in fact, 

happened to enroll in spring 103 sections where other former classmates—Emilia, Wes 

and Julie—happened to be teaching.  Entry into these sections was made relatively 

easy27. 

 Of course, my access to these gatekeepers was principally dependent on Basic 

Language Coordinator Crescencio (a pseudonym, as are all other names in this study), as 

supervised by the Spanish Department Chairperson.  Both signed off on the study (see 

appendix B), yet my relationship with Crescencio since 2005 also made his granting of 

                                                
27 Spring 103 sections taught by GTAs with whom I was previously unacquainted (i.e. Zoraida, Arturo) 
required a bit of added effort.  Besides introducing myself and the study via email, I insisted on meeting 
with these GTAs in person to ensure their trust and understanding.  All but one GTA (Carrie’s 103 
instructor) accepted my offer; although, she too had been a fellow classmate of mine in the 2005 practicum. 



122    

permission quite obtainable.  Crescencio and I had been in continuous contact since my 

enrollment in the GTA practicum—he would offer teaching posts, and I would solicit—

and upon starting my research in 2007, he hired me again as a 101 instructor.  He was 

supportive of my work, and respectfully curious; Simply put, without our valuable 

relationship, I could not have gained access to teachers, their classrooms, and therefore 

the students with whom I worked and studied so intensely.   

 While the nature of settings may vary, Jorgensen (1989) conceptualizes one’s 

participation in those settings as consistently changing in status.  This role could be 

envisioned as a moving point on a continuum, between “complete outsider” to “complete 

insider” status (p. 55).  Other roles have been defined (Junker, 1960; Gold, 1969; as cited 

in Jorgensen, 1989), wherein the mentioned ‘endpoints’ are replaced with “participant” 

and “observer” status, and positions in between lean accordingly to being more 

‘participant-than-observer,’ or perhaps more ‘observer-than-participant.’  In contrast, 

upon introducing myself and presenting my work to both instructors and students, none 

of these terms were used to identify my positionality.  On one hand, certain attributes 

confirmed my status as an “insider” into a community of teachers and students in the 

Spanish department; as a “near-native” (Valdés, 1998) I normally spoke Spanish when 

introducing myself to potential study participants, and continued to do so throughout the 

data collection period.  I also identified myself as a teacher with experience teaching not 

only at the middle and high school levels, but also in the same department where I 

intended to conduct the study (I of course, was teaching in the department concurrently 

during my fall research).  I would explicitly explain that I, indeed, was a teacher first and 
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a researcher second—and that the implications of my work were intended to serve the 

interests of future language teachers in environments such as this.  Impetus for this work, 

I stressed, came from students of my own who expressed frustrations and successes with 

their experiences in Spanish both on and off-campus.  On one hand, I felt like—and in 

some senses “sold myself”—as an insider and a participant in Spanish language learning 

community at USW. 

 Conversely, there were numerous points in my research where I was marked as an 

outsider.  Regardless of fact that I made myself physically visible on the department floor 

(I just might have checked my mailbox too often) and in the classroom, I was not a 

graduate student in this department, and I was not a GTA for any of these classes.  I 

appeared one to two times a week in each 102 or 103 classroom, and during interview 

periods my KPs visited me in my office in the Education building, not at the Spanish 

department in Brickford Hall.  While I had been invited into ordinarily closed spaces as a 

member of respective classroom communities, I didn’t “officially” belong there.  In 

essence, no roster or administrative spreadsheet could confirm my attendance, neither as 

a participant or researcher. 

 I would argue, however, that I was certainly a part of a distinct community of 

learners, both in classrooms and through networks I had established within the 

department.  One particular application of the term solidifies how my GPs, KPs and 

instructors knew me and connected to me.  It is important to note, however, that these 

connections varied in degree and strength depending on the classrooms I visited and 

previous rapports I had established with GTAs, for instance.  In some classrooms, 
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instructors called on and depended upon my assistance as an “aide;” I knew many GPs’ 

names, and vice-versa.  In other situations, I received little more attention than a literal 

fly on the wall. 

 To continue my discussion of the term from the previous chapter, the notion of 

community is wrapped up in ideas of discourse and discourse practices: Students not only 

engage with Spanish in the classroom, but they do so through systemic means of 

interacting with each other, the text, and the instructor.  In essence, their “education” 

involves socialization into the language and discourse of the classroom (Wortham, 2005).  

Lave and Wenger (1991) would likewise label this a particular “community of practice,” 

and at USW this means of doing Spanish by participating in this community united my 

study participants with myself.  Teachers and students alike knew I was a teacher who 

had experience with the curriculum and texts; GPs, more than once, would ask for help 

with homework and advice on future placement in their Spanish coursework.  I became a 

resource for many, and in some ways, this contribution to a community of learners felt 

like a form of “paying back” GTAs and students for their willingness to participate in my 

study. 

 In sum, I paved a great deal of my in-roads as participant-observer by what Goetz 

and LeCompte (1984) highlight as “shagging around” for three years I both formally and 

informally assessed the research environment (as a teacher and as a researcher), its 

participants, and the context of their interaction within that environment.  This took place 

during daily informal “naturalistic interaction” (Pollock, 2004) with students and GTAs 

as a fellow teacher and member of the Spanish teaching community on-campus.  More 
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formally, this involved more organized attempts to get to know my students vis-à-vis 

participant surveys (see appendix C) and ongoing analyses of those data during the 

research period (see chapters 4, 5, 6).  However, my role as participant-observer and 

benefits of this work came with strict limitations.  Just as Gutierrez and Rogoff (2004) 

assert in their theoretical framing of ‘cultural ways of learning,’ “researchers… need 

understanding of the practices under study, including an understanding of the relationship 

between a community’s practices and routine practices in which an individual 

participates” (2003, p. 23, emphasis added).  This dissertation aims to highlight this 

particular connection, wherein students themselves finally serve as agents who narrate 

and illuminate their role within various communities of practice—Spanish-speaking, 

educational, and otherwise. 
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3.3 Introduction to study participants 
 
3.3.1 General Participants (GPs) 
 

The sample of GPs (ngp = 268) used in my study includes not only the 11 focal 

narratives of KPs, but traverses 13 classrooms (7 during the fall semester, 6 in the spring) 

totaling 268 students.  Size of the classes varied little.  The smallest group enrolled 15 

and the largest (2 classes) topped at an administrative capacity of 24 students.   

My recruitment of GPs—a sample that included and revealed my KPs— 

resembles the logic of what Jorgensen (1989) describes as “snowball sampling,”28 and 

can be observed more visually in the study overview chart (see fig. 3.1).   

Jorgensen explains that snowball sampling (a type of theoretical sampling), is  
especially useful when the phenomenon of interest is obscured, hidden, or  
concealed from the viewpoint of an outsider.  The basic idea of snowball  
sampling is to obtain sufficient information from a known instance of the  
phenomenon to be able to identify and locate subsequent instances for  
observation (1989, p. 50). 

Because this study centers around the two semester-long journeys of 11 KPs, this 

“snowballing” of my total sample (GPs, KPs and GTAs) takes place at multiple 

junctures.  At the start of my study, I truly was an outsider to the possibilities in 

participation that would unfold by school year’s end.  To again reference the study  
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Figure 3.1 Longitudinal overview of study 

overview chart (fig. 3.1), I connected with six GTAs to access seven sections of Spanish 

102, which totaled 144 students/GPs.  From the participant surveys completed by these 

GPs, I acquired 11 consenting KPs, seven of whom successfully enrolled in and attended 

seven sections of Spanish 103 (I was unable to observe two of these students in class, for 

reasons I disclose later).  After my KPs informed me which sections they had enrolled in 

(this took place early in Spring semester, sometimes earlier), I contacted these sections’ 

respective GTAs to gain access to a new sub-sample of GPs: another six groups where 

my KPs could be found in their new 103 classes, respectively.  To reframe this sequence 

of events as according to Jorgensen (1989), my connection with several sub-samples 
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allowed for entrée to the necessary “subsequent instances in observation” to keep data 

collection longitudinal in nature. 

However, this alternation in measurement is also significant since two classrooms 

of GPs were dropped from participant observations after these sub-samples were 

consented.  (This is explored in the previous chapter).  Consequently, the total number of 

GPs consented (ngp = 268) does not represent the actual amount of GPs under participant 

observation.   

As indicated by the participant surveys, the fall sub-group of GPs comprised of 

77% freshmen (n = 111), and a vast 90% of students (n = 130) who indicated having 

grown up in monolingual English homes.   

 Contrary to official classification, students enrolled in the 102-103 sequence are 

hardly beginners.  This became immediately clear to me during the first KP interviews, 

but also during casual interactions with students during the first week of in-class 

observations (these findings will be discussed in detail later).  In participant surveys, GPs 

write extensively on their exposure to Spanish outside the classroom, but these students  

also come to the university with a great deal of formal language learning experience.  At 

times, this experience can look alarmingly extensive: some students enrolled in Spanish 

102 had completed three, four, five and even six years of middle school and high school 

(secondary level) SFL coursework.  Others had taken Spanish in elementary and pre-

schools.  A handful of students indicated that they had attempted (and even completed) 

an Advanced Placement Spanish course. 
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Naturally, I wondered, and ask again here: What happened?  How did all of these 

144 students test into a course titled Second Semester Spanish, when indeed they had 

many completed semesters of Spanish behind them?  This question, among many others, 

suggested good reason to spend a great deal of time with KPs—in interviews, class and 

via personal journal entries—to understand students’ successes and failures with this 

supposedly foreign language. 

 
 

3.3.2 Key/Focal Participants (KPs) 
 
 Eleven KPs were carefully selected at the start of fall semester to represent the 

larger population of undergraduate students enrolled in basic Spanish coursework (102 

and 103 comprising the highest enrolled courses in the sequence).  A total of 268 

consented students serve as a sampling of this larger population, as does the sub-sample 

of 144 fall GPs who were issued participant surveys (see appendix C).  Based on 

information they provided in these surveys, the 11 KPs were chosen from the latter 

group.  Below I attempt to relay their stories and experiences that began with these 

surveys and continued through two semesters of classroom learning.  The first five 

narratives—those of Brian, Ania, Darby, Jen and Ray—comprise a group of KPs 

successfully involved in the study throughout the nine month study period.  Participation 

of the latter six KPs, in contrast, was hindered by unexpected interruptions and 

complications, which will be explained further.  As some of these “curveballs” 

regrettably halted some KPs’ involvement in the study entirely (for example, lost 

communication with Stu and Salvador), other changes in plan became a topic of study in 
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and of themselves (i.e. Sara).  On one occasion (Carrie’s second semester), a teacher 

denied consent and prohibited my access to her classroom, citing embarrassment about 

the class’s unruly behavior.  While my presence could have worsened the situation, I was 

somewhat disappointed by my inability to witness this disorderliness firsthand. 

 

3.3.3 Graduate Student Teachers (GTAs) 
 

A total of 11 GTAs consented to participate in this study, five teachers of Spanish 

102 doing so in the fall (Rachel, Olivia, Rafael, Blanca and Gabriel) and six 103 teachers 

for the spring semester (Emilia, Maricarmen, Zoraida, Arturo, Wes and Julie).  While 

their involvement in this study undoubtedly influenced the experiences of GPs, KPs and 

my own work directly, GTAs are not the focal point of this student-centered dissertation.  

Quality scholarship on GTA education has proved a scarce resource (a few fine examples 

include Kinginger, 1995; Magnan, 1991; Rankin, 1994; von Hoene, 1995), and is 

desperately needed by teachers and administrators to rethink quality, critical basic 

language education, as specifically designed for non-majors.  Unfortunately, this study 

lacks sufficient time and space to highlight and contextualize teacher narratives, and 

instead caters to the equally pressing demand for ethnography of undergraduate student 

experiences with basic Spanish (for further discussion of teacher education, see a 

discussion of study implications in Chapter 6). 

 The “snowball” method of sampling (see further description in section 4.1) could 

not have begun without the kind cooperation of my initial five fall GTAs.  As a Spanish 

GTA myself, I had been acquainted with Olivia and Rachel as classmates in a required 
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teacher education course given in the Department two years earlier.  Both eagerly 

volunteered their courses for observation and recruitment, and Rachel subsequently 

connected me with friends and officemates Rafael, Blanca and Gabriel.   

 A smattering of 20- and 30- somethings, GTAs were young masters’ and doctoral 

students in the Department of Spanish and Portuguese, the majority working toward 

traditional degrees in linguistics and literature (Ortega, 1999a, 1999b; Valdés et al., 

2003). GTAs arrived at USW from local to international hometowns: Rachel and Gabriel 

were from the Southwest (both had attended USW as undergraduates themselves), while 

Blanca and Rafael (from Spain) and Arturo (from Cuba) were international students. 

Eight of the 11 GTAs were native Spanish speakers, and six native English speakers.  In 

short, linguistic histories were as varied and complex as those of their students: Zoraida 

grew up in Spanish-speaking Puerto Rico and attended an English-speaking university in 

the U.S. Midwest; while she grew up a native English speaker in nearby Mesquite, 

Rachel’s Spanish was of a strong, foreign peninsular influence.  Most GTAs were only a 

few years older than their students, and often a student or two in a class appeared to 

match or exceed the age of their GTA.  Regardless, (with the exception of new students 

Rafael and Blanca) the GTA sample was a seasoned group of teachers, clocking in 

several double-loaded semesters of 102, 103 and 104 sections (among others) prior to 

Fall 2007.  As in many other language departments across the country (Valdés et al., 

2003), most GTAs were expected to teach while enrolling in their own graduate courses, 

which involved necessary discipline and balance in schedule.  As was the case for most 

of their students, GTAs were truly stretched to their limits. 
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3.4 Data Collection 
 

Longitudinal data for this study was collected from three key venues: in-class 

participant observation, interviews with KPs twice a semester, and students’ own journal 

writings (completion of these was optional).  As a means of recruiting KPs and informing 

later data analysis, collection from these sites was preceded by a one-time distribution of 

surveys to students across sections of second semester Spanish.  Collection was not 

without challenges and obstacles, however; an examination of a few key cases will close 

this sub-chapter. 

 To demonstrate my collection methods as operational means of understanding 

students’ identity production as language learners both inside and outside the classroom, I 

adopted Pomerantz’s (2001) framework to organize the following discussion.  She 

contends that the construction of one’s self takes place on at least three levels: the 

individual, interactional and institutional/sociocultural (p. 95).  Using qualitative methods 

to represent each, Pomerantz’s approach is similar to mine, although I have chosen to 

collapse the first two categories here.  In this study, elements of the interactional case are 

limited largely to my interviews with KPs, whereas in-class interactions are framed as 

sociocultural/institutional.  As Pomerantz clarifies, “A rich understanding of the linguistic 

construction of identity… must include some account of the ways in which contextual 

factors enable and constrain the kinds of identities that get appropriated, ascribed or 

resisted in interaction” (2001, p. 68).   

 …Some subject positions are more viable than others and reach across different  
contexts.  Consequently, individuals may position themselves and be positioned in  
similar ways across environments.  Or, conversely, they may assume different  



133    

identities in different places (p. 96). 
 

I agree with Pomerantz (see also 2002, 2008) that participant observation is a unique 

means by which to capture the variation in identities that students can perform and 

“enact” in relation to each other, particularly in sociocultural contexts and institutional 

environments (such as the classroom).  This sort of identity negotiation contrasts to one’s 

participation in interviews, wherein responses and narratives (as documented in Chapter 

4) involve more spontaneous self-construction, on one’s own, and as cued by an 

interviewer loaded with questions and/or prompts.  

 
 

3.4.1 Interactional and indvidual data: Participant surveys, journaling and interviews  
 
 In early fall semester 2007, brief surveys were distributed to students (n=144) in 

seven sections of Spanish 102.  These surveys recruited KPs interested in volunteering to 

be principally observed during my participant observation sessions in-class.  These 

volunteering KPs (the 11 referenced previously) were interviewed twice per semester to 

share their frustrations and successes with learning and “doing” Spanish over the course 

of the academic year, as influenced by two different teachers, two different textbooks, 

and among two different groups of students.  In order to provide further space for student 

voices, I also invited KPs (on an optional basis) to journal their experiences in writing, 

according to their own pace and necessity (a total of 4 students chose to participate in this 

exercise, with all but one writing exclusively during the first semester).   

 Survey prompts (see appendix C) aimed to understand students on both a 

biographical level, as well as a linguistic and educational level.  Questions included, for 
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instance, “Prior to beginning your studies here, what sort of exposure did you have to the 

Spanish language?”  Students were also asked to provide demographic and educational 

data, including their hometown, parents’ occupations and educational histories, 

language(s) spoken in the home, and prior enrollment in second/foreign language 

courses.  Pooling this information from all volunteers helped select a student sample that 

reflects the larger composition of the undergraduate student body at USW. 

 As an interviewer, I employed particular techniques to capture the spirit of 

respondents’ answers and narratives.  Pomerantz cites Mishler (1986)29 when explaining 

that “the responses to interview questions often take the form of stories and as such can 

be read as autobiographical narratives” (Pomerantz, 2001, p. 101).  I attempted to 

encourage this by constructing questions that utilized semistructured, informal and 

retrospective approaches (Fetterman, 1989) to really allow students to narrate openly in 

“expressive-autobiographical style.”  Fetterman explains that a critical look into these life 

histories is indeed personal in nature.  While personal narratives may not always be 

representative of larger patterns and pictures of a “target culture” (in this case, 

undergraduate basic language learners), “how a key actor weaves a personal story tells 

much about the fabric of a social group” (p. 61, emphasis my own). 

Each interview comprised of a combination of at least one survey, specific and 

open ended questions (Fetterman, 1989; Spradley & McCurdy, 1972; 1975).  Survey 

questions tended to start and close interviews.  These were designed to orient KPs back 

into “interview mode,” grounding our discussion in “a broad picture of the [participant’s] 

                                                
29See also Mishler (1999). 
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world, to map the cultural terrain” (Fetterman, 1989, p. 51), either for the first time, or 

after a few months’ hiatus between interview periods.  Such survey questions included 

“What are your initial impressions of your 102 course?” (September) or a simple, more 

informal “Tell me what’s been up with Spanish class lately” (various).  Specific 

questions, on the other hand, intended to address more particular issues, usually specific 

to the point in time when the interview was given.  One three-part question of this sort 

was launched at the beginning of the data collection period: “Why did you enroll Spanish 

here at the UA?  What are you hoping to get out of, or gain, from this experience? How 

do you hope to use your Spanish?”  Upon final interviews, I asked, “As the course comes 

to a close, do you have plans to continue your in-class education with Spanish?  Why or 

why not?”  There were also questions that repeated across interviews, in order to 

document changes in response over time.  One staple included, “Do you find yourself 

using your Spanish out of class?  In what capacities?” 

After interviews were completed and participants left my office, I supplemented 

future transcripts with my own notes.  Specifically, I made a habit of recording analytic 

jottings to synthesize key points from the interaction—particularly during early 

interviews when analytic codes had not been developed.  These “in process analytic 

writings” (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995, p. 100) were relatively unpolished, and 

sometimes were merged with brief notes I had taken during the interview itself.  Below 

are my reflections and interpretations from my first interview with Ania (September), 

where I use acronyms, style, loose citations, bullet points and questions to highlight my 

thoughts. 
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[1] [Ania], like [Salvador], reflects a lot on how Spanish got here.  It arrived, these people 
arrived.  And it continues to do so.  It’s this discourse of movement, influence, being 
surrounded…THEM!   instead of something that is here, inherent, part of the assumed, 
located US.   

 
[Ania] is from [the Southwest], and not aware of [Rio Seco’s] Spanish-speaking population… 
which is curious, and quite telling.  So far I notice that these students are well versed in 
avoiding discussions of race and privilege, or better put (see SEAMAN), well versed in giving 
PC answers to cover any tracks of potential racist, classist, entitled thought.  There’s a huge 
usage of “their” and “them” seemingly without a lot of conscious thought of who “they” are.  
But it’s this passive labeling that maintains and desensitizes difference and makes it 
comfortable.  White, non-white, English, Spanish. 

 
This quandary between what I should know and what I need. 

 
Spanish again is a ticket to gain access to a multicultural, global territory which is by default 
‘out of bounds’ in mono US?  37:00 

 
Also, after reviewing transcripts of interviews, I would choose certain portions of our 

dialogue to revisit for the next interview.  This not only served as an active means of 

documenting change in the content of KPs’ responses, but also illuminated how 

participants themselves reflected on this change.  This “retrospective” method of 

interviewing, a technique used across the social sciences (see, for example, Henry et al., 

1994), was also a fine substitute for survey questions, as it allowed respondents to “catch 

up” with their thoughts from months prior. 

 Lastly, optional journal entries, when available, triangulated the above data as 

freewrites where students could reflect on their uses and contact with Spanish between 

interview periods.  These entries were loose in format, with students choosing their own 

media to best express themselves.  Ania sent me emails, for instance, while Darby kept a 

running blog of her adventures.  Ray composed his thoughts via Word documents.  

Interestingly, no handwritten entries were submitted at any time. 
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 Other items and documents were also accepted as journal entries.  Incidentally, 

Sara sent me a copy of a term paper she wrote as an analysis of Hill (1993, 1998, 2008), 

entitled “No Problemo I am Bien at Mock Spanish,” and Ray a copy of an autobiography 

he wrote for a language acquisition class.  Additionally, as the principal investigator in 

this study, I too collected newspaper clippings, editorials, and other texts that helped me 

sketch a context for the time and place in which my participants were “learning” Spanish 

(see discussion in Chapter 1). 

 
 

3.4.2 Institutional and sociocultural data: Participant observation of in-class student-
teacher-text interactions 
 
 Recruitment surveys, periodic interviews and journal exercises allowed students 

to report and reflect on their prior and ongoing out-of-school learning experiences with 

(and in) Spanish.  As discussed earlier, the documentation of identity co-construction 

took place through my work as participant observer.  In addition, I focused on how a 

particular ‘community of practice’ (Wenger, 1998) was developed as students, teachers 

and instructional texts co-interacted and made meaning out of Spanish as a topic of study 

in the classroom.  I had intended for each KP to be observed twice weekly (50 minute 

intervals) in their classrooms, over the course of a 30-week academic year. Discourses of 

participation, non-participation and imagination, as developed in Norton (2001), as well 

as attitudes and motivations (Nocon, 1995) were tracked over time through student-and-

teacher dialogues, dialogues between students, student involvement and reaction to class 

exercises.  
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 Just as with my interview data, my involvement in class as a participant observer 

called for a specific sequence of synthesizing findings and reflections from my daily 

visits.  On a given day, I might visit two or three classrooms, and often without time in 

between to collect and organize my thoughts.  I usually was never able to travel 

immediately from the “field to the desk,” as it were (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995); 

teaching commitments, visits to other classrooms and other scheduling roadblocks often 

made a trip back to the office hours long.  For this reason, it was first crucial to take brief 

yet thickly descriptive jottings, which would aide sufficiently in evoking details from 

classroom interactions and later transferring these jottings into fieldnotes, “filling in and 

making connections between jotted segments on the basis of memory” (p. 49)30.  Second, 

field notes were complemented with what Emereson, Fretz and Shaw (1995) describe as 

“in-process analytical writing,” often embedded in both field notes and as unabridged 

asides, commentaries and memos, compiled in a separate Word document.  These, along 

with standard field notes, would be later coded (see below). 

 One such commentary, as with a few others, was reflective on my own practice as 

a fieldworker.  About midway through my second semester of data collection, I noted a 

change in the overall content of my jottings and fieldnotes, when I wrote in my research 

journal:  
                                                
30 It was always a challenge to maintain my membership as a part of the classroom communities in which I 
was allowed entry, and although subtle, my occasional notetaking clearly identitfied my “outsider” status.  I 
usually kept jottings short, but aimed for an appropriate balance of quantity and quality of content.  And at 
times, in fact, I had limited access to my notepad; in some classes I was actively on my feet and aiding 
students and GTAs.  In any case, Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (1995) explain that jottings are key organizers 
for fieldnote writing: “…Jottings anchor the writing process, providing a link back to the field.  
Ethnographers thus rely upon key words and phrases from their jottings to job their memories.  The issue, 
however, is not simply that, with jottings to rely on, fieldworkers can remember ‘everything.’  Rather, they 
can feel more secure about their ability to recall and to write about those scenes they found noteworthy in 
the field” (p. 49). 
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 [2] Spring is much more concise, reflective and analytically comparative than the fall, which  
 was general, responsive and all-inclusive to everything seen and heard. (Thurs, 6 Mar 2008) 
 
This variety of meta-commentary informed larger issues with data collection as an 

organic—and unmistakably human—process.  As methodologists would agree, in process 

analysis is constant and hard to divorce from the significance of the data itself.   

 
 

3.4.3 Challenges and obstacles with data collection 
 

Despite its length and potential for complication, data collection was a relatively 

smooth endeavor, proceeding across a nine-month period as planned.  However, field 

notes from observations would indicate a few “changes of pace,” of which I feel the need 

to address here. 

Firstly, though, my findings on writing as a point of student reflection are few and 

brief.  Writing was mostly located in student journal entries, an optional assignment to 

complement a much larger body of interview and observation data.  A meager 12 entries 

were logged, and consisted mostly of students airing grievances with their classes, 

instructors, assignments, or other course-related issues.  Tapping into a student’s need to 

“sound off” is a rich means of understanding the many ways in which students “do” 

Spanish.  These discussions will be explored further, both in this section and in the 

conclusion to Chapter Five. 

 Next, considering the large body of observational data under consideration, I 

should admit my propensity to receive ‘insider’s commentary’ from graduate student 

instructors.  As students sounded off on their frustrations, so did GTAs, who not only saw 
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me as a researcher, but as a fellow graduate student and instructor.  In essence, what I 

term ‘insider’s commentary’ implicates my privileged position of entrée into this study.  I 

was familiar with course texts, curriculum design and my previous role in the 

instructional hierarchy.  I speak Spanish at a highly proficient level and would engage 

with teachers and students exclusively in this language.  When instructors needed a 

sounding board, I, when present, had no choice but to listen.  Often I was exposed to 

types of information I assume would be ordinarily inaccessible to—hypothetically 

speaking—a casual observer visiting the class for a day.   

 Late in the spring semester, I was exposed to discourse ordinarily reserved for 

instructors’ out-of-classroom talk.  Always delivered my way in quick, fleeting Spanish, 

comments usually stirred out a smile, and occasionally, an affirmation.  One exchange, of 

rather harmless content, demonstrates such delivery.  From my field notes: 

 
[3] “¿Tienen preguntas?” Zoraida asks.  Immediately following, [Zoraida says]: “Nunca tienen 
preguntas sobre nada…” a statement re-directed under her breath at me.  One of many 
insiders’ commentaries that is common in these research interactions. I get this from nearly 
every teacher.  My presence seems to be a relief in these cases, for teachers to air their 
grievances, as it were. (Zoraida, spring obsv)  

 
Zoraida’s grievance was minor, and as I recall, hinted at a frustration more a sign of 

“tough love” than anything.  She had once mentioned that this group was a favorite 

between the two classes she was assigned to teach, and it showed.  If a student had heard 

or understood her remark (to note, her classroom occupied an especially small space), I 

am confident she would not have minded.  This sort of exchange was different, for 

example, than the type which repeated itself a few times across the semesters.  During 

one group work activity, an instructor criticized a particularly “lazy student” (¡No hace 



141    

nada! [“He doesn’t do anything!”] was a common qualm) behind their back, only two or 

three feet away.  The complaint, should have it been expressed in English, could have 

easily been understood by the young man, including his neighboring students.  It was 

intended for my ears only, and on such occasions, I attempted to respond with minimal 

opinion.  At times, I should admit, it was downright easy to agree. 

 Finally, as a researcher who had planned a strict agenda for data collection, I 

continue to ponder my responsibility (and that of other educational ethnographers) when 

students require more space to assert their agency as study informants.  In my case, I 

adhered quite closely to accommodating students during four interview periods.  

Ordinarily, KPs would oblige me with an hour to meet and reflect, and usually within a 

period of two weeks.  And, in fact, time was of the essence, since my research questions 

aimed to document student experiences continuously, from one end of the school year to 

the other.  In-class observations and journal entries aimed to fill in the gaps on this 

continuum, and especially with the intention of representing student voices through 

varying mediums: via observations, written expression, and spoken commentary.  

However, while ethnographic methodology is indicative, analytical, and perhaps 

representative, it fails to duplicate the momentary width and breath of a given experience, 

and particularly through the personal perspective of a given informant under study.   

 It was under these circumstances I found myself allowing Sara to visit my office 

for a fifth interview, scheduled outside of the pre-planned interview periods.  After 

determining from emails (we agreed this would be an acceptable means for submitting 

journal entries) that her mounting frustration with her Spanish 102 class could simply not 
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be contained to such a medium, I invited her to visit.  She was very eager to oblige, and I 

do maintain that giving her extra space to constructively reflect through talk yielded very 

valuable results.  However, I was initally hesitant to divert from the original study design, 

and I in hindsight I regret not offering other students the opportunity to schedule 

impromptu interviews on a moment’s notice.  Ultimately, however, the timeliness of the 

occasion allowed Sara to comfortably reveal and explain her intentions to not continue 

with Spanish, the first time in doing so since she began her studies in the 7th grade.  

Sara’s narrative continues in the following chapters. 
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3.5 Data Analysis 
 

I chose five codes to organize data across interviews, observations and journal 

entries.  These codes are more completely developed theoretically in Chapters 2 and 5.  

Each are assigned statistical variables and organized in TAMSanalyzer (coding software) 

by highlighted labels: 

- Mock Spanish (nms): Tokens coded in yellow indicated the use of, or 

reflection/commentary on what Hill labels “Mock” Spanish (1993, 1994, 

1998, 2001, 2008).  While most students were unaware of Hill’s work or 

the concept itself31, this definition extends to “‘covert racist 

discourses’… that Whites do not understand as racist, but which works 

to reproduce negative stereotypes of… members of historically Spanish-

speaking populations in the United States” (Hill, 2008, p. 119). 

- Casual and/or Subordinating Recursive Discourse (nca): Tokens coded in 

green indicated the use of, or reflection/commentary on casual and/or 

subordinating discourse used recursively.  Pejorative recursive language 

(see Irvine & Gal, 2000) was found in English, Spanish and a 

combination of both.  Gringoism (Schwartz, 2008), as a discursive 

practice, is also identified through these codes. 

                                                
31 As I mention previously, Sara researched and analyzed Mock Spanish in a term paper for a Humanities 
course, given during the second semester.  She shared a copy of this paper with me and it provided the 
basis of substantial discussion during our spring interviews.  While she was not enrolled in Spanish 
coursework during the second half of the study, Sara felt that having the opportunity to write the paper 
afforded her critical insight on Spanish that she had been missing from the traditional trappings of basic 
language instruction. 
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- Good, Bad and/or “Proper” Spanish (ngb):  Tokens coded in light blue 

indicated students’ use, identification or reflection/commentary of “what 

counted” as good, bad, proper or correct Spanish.  Often times, these 

discourses were couched in students’ understandings of “Spanglish.”  

Students used Spanglish themselves, but also identified its use by others. 

- Expectations for the use and speaking of Spanish (nex):  Tokens coded in 

purple indicated moments where students directly or indirectly referred 

to their own and others’ intentions for learning/studying Spanish.  

Students imagined/realized these opportunities as existing both 

immediately in-class, as well as locating distantly out-of-class.  A 

discussion of expectations and rewards for language learning is found in 

Chapter Two. 

- Using English to learn Spanish, or English in contact with Spanish (nen): 

Tokens coded in blue indicated students’ use of, or reflection of, how 

English came into contact with Spanish in and out of the classroom.  

These codes also indicated when English was used or seen as a “tool” for 

understanding and learning Spanish as a second language.   

As made visible in Figure 3.2, a total of 745 tokens (N) were coded across the data sets, 

including 523 from interview data (ni), 210 from observational field notes (no) and 12 

from journal entries (nj).  Each data set offered a varied distribution of codes, and these 

ranged in frequency from 0 (nj: nms, nen) to 254 (ni: nex).  The latter number indicates that 

students’ talk about expectations for the use and speaking of Spanish was highly visible 
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in the data set (48.6%); these particular coded tokens were over twice as populous than 

nca (casual and/or subordinating recursive discourse), the second most frequent token at 

21.0%.  The same code (nca) marked the most tokens in the observational data set (no), 

albeit at 71, just 64.5% of the 110 as counted within the interview set.  Within the 

observational set, other tokens followed at 56 (nen), 40 (nex), 28 (nms) and 15 (ngb). 

Figure 3.2 Total tokens (N=745), as found across codes and data sets 

 
 

If any patterns can be derived from these frequencies, I would direct attention to 

the largest outlier in the general data set.  It is clear that discussion on expectations for the 

usage and speaking of Spanish monopolized interviews (nex= 48.6% of tokens) as well as 

journal entries (nex= 66.6%) whereas the same coded token is less prominent in 

observational data (nex= 19.0%).  The observational data set presents no outliers, but 
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instead indicates that the classroom was site for more evidence of casual/subordinating 

recursive discourse and English usage than, for example, the patrolling of good, bad 

and/or “proper” Spanish usage (evident at a mere 7.1% in class (15 tokens), compared to 

15.9% in interviews (83 tokens)).  In brief, this variation in frequencies speaks to the 

nature of the venues where data was collected.  It is perhaps logical, for instance, that 

expectations for the use and speaking of Spanish would be most prominent in interview 

and journal data, since prompts/questions called on students (and students called on 

themselves in journals) to be critically reflective of their linguistic histories and ongoing 

experiences with the language.  In addition, students were likely more inclined to directly 

reference these expectations, than for example, notions of Spanish that might be 

interpreted as pejorative or unflattering (note that tokens of lowest frequency, Mock 

Spanish, consist of 1.7% of the total interview set).  In contrast, the observational data set 

is more random in its distribution of tokens, although these are far from being evenly 

distributed.  Chapter five aims to understand these findings.  

 

Table 3.1 Token distribution by rounded percentage (journal data not included) 
 

TOKENS (%) 
Interviews 

(n=523) 
Observations 

(n=210) M MW 
Good/Bad/Proper 0.159 0.071 0.115 0.134 
Mock Spanish 0.017 0.133 0.075 0.050 
Expectations 0.486 0.190 0.338 0.401 
English 0.128 0.266 0.197 0.168 
Cas/Subv Rec Disc 0.210 0.338 0.274 0.247 

 

I regret to report that journal entry data comprise a meager minority of the total 

collected.  As explained in earlier chapters, journaling was an optional exercise offered to 



147    

KPs, and it became clear early on that it would not be a popular one.  I am honoring 

journal-based data in the general corpus; these contributions, while few, are quite 

valuable.  As intended, they reflect KPs’ thoughts and ideas not captured via class 

observations or interviews, and through a highly personal, empowering medium.  

However, hereafter I will not be quantifying journal contributions as coded tokens since 

their small representation does not offer enough data to do so.  This should be clearly 

evident in Figure 3.2.  

Figure 3.3 Distribution of tokens, by code, as found in interviews (n = 523) and 
observations (n = 210) 
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Figure 3.4 Weighted mean of all tokens (n=733) across both data sets 
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3.5.1 Within codes: A note on discourse-analytic technique 
 
 I used an open coding approach (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995) in order to 

consider all possibilities in categorizing analysis of classroom field notes and interview 

transcripts.   After copious note taking after the first several weeks of observation (and 

transcription of the first set of KP interviews), I decided to refine these codes to the above 

five for the purposes of addressing the research questions most concisely.  Besides 

measuring codes quantitatively, discourse-analytic techniques were employed to examine 

student talk and classroom discourse.   

 Considering that processes of imagination and erasure remain central themes to 

this study in Spanish language education, my techniques rely thoroughly on traditions in 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA).  Initially pioneered in the 1980s by European 

academics (Norman Fairclough, Ruth Wodak, Teun van Dijk, and others), CDA 

“explicitly intends to incorporate social-theoretical insights into [readings of discourse] 

and advocates social commitment and interventionism in research” (Blommaert & 

Bulcaen, 2000, p. 447).  Wodak (1995) has expressed that CDA ultimately aims to draw 

out “opaque as well as transparent structural relationships of dominance, description, 

power and control” (p. 204) as inscribed explicitly and implicitly through linguistic 

expression.  In the chapters that follow, texts are read micro- and macro-analytically as 

discursive sites for the production and reproduction of larger power relations.  Racism, 

social organization, and linguistic ideology, for instance, are all expressed by and through 

speech and normalized written, visual and multimodal discourses.   
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CHAPTER 4: LIVING THE LANGUAGE 
Key participants’ language biographies 

 
 This chapter is not designed solely as a continuation of my previous discussion of 

procedures and methods; rather, I introduce language biographies (see approaches in 

Pomerantz, 2001; Valdés, 2001) to sketch a personal, multilayered portrait of students 

and how they actively navigate the various discourses of Spanish as a course (i.e. Spanish 

as FL) and language.  These discourses, as I will show, are complemented by students’ 

various histories—both individual and collective, linguistic and educational.   

 As indicated in the previous chapter, I divide my study participants into three 

groups: general participants (GPs), key/focal participants (KPs) and graduate student 

teachers (GTAs32).  I focus here on the 11 KPs, as this dissertation is informed centrally 

by their agency as students and language learners whose experiences, testimonies, and 

advice are situated in the context of interactions with GPs, GTAs, and both Spanish and 

non-Spanish speakers alike, on and off the university campus.   

 Although the narratives that follow reveal vastly different linguistic histories and 

educational trajectories, these accounts are united by common interactions with Spanish 

as both as an institutionalized course, and as a real and/or imagined language.  For one, 

participant surveys reveal a great consensus that these KPs have been failed in their often 

effortful and eager attempts to learn Spanish.  Expectations for learning language 

“basics” are low, and rewards for achieving these low expectations have consistently 
                                                
32 At University of the Southwest (USW), these classroom teachers were referred to administratively as 
Graduate Teaching Assistants or Graduate Teaching Associates (titles abbreviated, logically, as ‘GTA’).  
These titles not only denote graduate student status, but also implicate hierarchy of employment.  GTAs in 
the Department of Spanish and Portuguese report to a Basic Language Director, doubly employed as a 
professor.  For further particulars about the social and political organization of the Department, refer to 
Chapter 1.  
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remained high (Ortega 1999a, 1999b; Ruíz, 1997).  Second, while proficiency is 

generally measured via written, test-based assessment (complemented by listening or oral 

‘components’), students generally cite low levels of confidence with their impromptu 

speaking abilities outside of the classroom.  Ironically, speaking outside the classroom is 

imagined as a means for ‘staying’ bilingual, and most students—after several years of 

basic Spanish—still fail to identify as bilingual or close to it.  Notions of “fluency” seem 

to be collectively romanticized, and while an achievement of a native speaker ideal (see 

Train, 2007; Valdés et al., 2003) is ultimately desirable both by students and the 

institution, its attainability for non-majors is simply unreasonable.  In general, this is 

universally understood, but unspoken.  Some KPs voiced this idea bluntly, and others 

avoided discussion of the issue entirely. 

A final caveat: these students, all of whom identify as native English speakers, are 

classified as beginners.  However, contrary to what their course assignments might imply, 

these students are hardly zero-degree monolinguals.  These students, if not all of the GPs 

involved in the study, had been in contact with Spanish in a variety of capacities prior to 

their in-class experiences with Spanish at the K-12 or junior college level.  Here, of 

course, is why this collection of narratives is so necessary to a study on Spanish language 

learning.  This discussion aims to fairly represent students who have spoken or heard 

Spanish in family situations (father speaks, mother speaks, parents spoke, but language 

wasn’t “transmitted”), in and out of schools, in the workplace, on television, and in their 

multilingual, multicultural communities.  These are resources that are often forgotten—or 

simply not validated as “prior experiences”—by program directors, language and 
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educational researchers, and institutions as a whole.  As result, what counts as a language 

“spoken” and “learned” seems to be much more that students give credit for. 

Table 4.1 Overview of KPs 
Name Age°, 

Yr of 
study 

Gender, 
Race/ 
Eth 

L1, 
Hometown^ 
 

Parents’ 
occupat’s 
(Mother, 
Father) 

L2 
other 
than 
Spanish
? 

Years of 
classroom 
Spanish 
(pre-
USW) 

Major 

Brian 18 
1st 
 

M 
White 

English 
Gillette, Wyo. 

Secretary, 
Insurance 
Agent 

-- 2 Biochemistry 

Ania 18 
1st 

F 
White 

English 
Mesquite 

Teacher, 
Doctor 

-- 6 Undecided  
Ecology 

Darby 20 
2nd (t) 
 

F 
White 

English 
St. Louis, 
Mo., and 
others 

Artist, 
Graphic 
Designer 

Latin, 
Portugue
se 

5.5∗ Psychology 

Jen 18 
1st 
 

F 
Asian 
America
n 

Cantonese & 
English 
Rio Seco 

Business/ 
restaurant 
owners 
(both) 

-- 2.5∗ Undecided 
(considering 
Physiology) 

Ray 25 
N/A 
(t) 

M 
White 

English 
Rio Seco 

Astrologer, 
Web 
designer 

Russian 1 Science 
education 
(Physics 
emphasis) 

Carrie 18 
1st 

F 
White 

English 
San Vicente 

Director of 
non-profit 
org., 
County 
prosecutor  

-- 2 Psychology 

Sara 18 
1st 

F 
White 

English 
Valley Vista 

Teacher, 
Lawyer 

-- 6 Psychology 

Aaliyah 21 
3rd (t) 

F 
Mexican 
American 

English∝ 
Rio Seco 

City 
employee, 
Mine 
superint’t  

American 
Sign 
Language 

1 Communications 

                                                
° Age of KP at beginning of study. 
^ Cities listed in italics are pseudonyms for locations in the Southwestern U.S.  Revealing the true names of 
these locations (namely Rio Seco) would likely reveal the identity of the university under study, as well as 
its home state. 
 

∗ Darby, Jen and Danny all claimed to have taken Spanish classes prior to their years in middle school.  
Each of these primary-level Spanish classes are factored in as half-years (.5), as all three KPs explained that 
these classes were part-time enrichment (i.e. semi-structured “basics,” offered once or twice a week), and 
not part of their core elementary school curriculum. 
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Danny 25 
N/A 
(t) 

M 
N/A 

English 
Washington, 
D.C. 

Dentist, 
Dentist 

-- 5.5∗ Pre-business 
(Finance) 

Stu 18 
1st 

M 
N/A 

English 
Sunrise 

Realtor, 
Property 
Manager/ 
Broker 

-- 2 undecided 

Salvador 21 
3rd (t) 

M 
N/A 

English 
Hilo, HI 

“nothing”, 
Air Force 

Latin 0 Economics 

 

                                                                                                                                            
∝ Aaliyah’s participant survey claimed English as her first language.  However, interviews later revealed 
that while she didn’t claim to speak it (and was often embarrassed to do so as a child), Spanish was heard 
often at home, school and in her Rio Seco neighborhood.  This will be discussed in further detail later. 
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4.1 Brian: Unpredictable self-exploration 
 
 As a participant observer in Gabriel’s fall 102 class, I noticed Brian before I even 

realized he would consent as a KP.  This tall, droopy-eyed freshman brought a somewhat 

cartoonish presence to the closet-sized, window-depleted classrooms of Brickford Hall.  

With his lanky frame well over six feet tall, he sat cramped in a tight classroom chair, 

knees rising at stomach level.  I enjoyed catching him in the frequent act of nodding off, 

elbow perched on the chair’s foldable desk, his chin resting firmly in the palm of his 

hand.  When awake, Brian was generally a shy student, but when choosing to speak 

would do so in deep, (and at times) unintentionally humorous, robotic monotone.  His 

spoken Spanish was delivered painfully rife with American English phonology.  There he 

was, hard to miss, Brian seen and heard. 

For Brian, Rio Seco was a very new and different place than his native state of 

Wyoming.  In interviews, eager to share a sense of discomfort with his new surroundings, 

he described the USW campus as unfriendly, cold, materialistic and overpopulated.  By 

November, Brian was already referring to his college experience in the past tense.  It 

became clear to me that a return for the spring semester was unlikely.  A January 

encounter with Brian at the student recreation center, therefore, came as a pleasant 

surprise.  Brian had not only decided to give USW a second chance; he decided to 

continue with his Spanish coursework by enrolling in Zoraida’s 103 class.   

Two years of high school Spanish were hardly a pleasant experience for Brian—

teachers were careless, classes unstructured, and it seemed he was “trained to think what 
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Spanish meant in English first”—so he chose not to continue with Spanish until the 

language resurfaced in the form of a viable way to meet a graduation requirement.  A 

placement exam assigned Brian to 102, and so he returned to Spanish with great 

difficulty.  Gabriel’s fast-paced Spanish-only class seemed starkly different than Brian’s 

experiences with translation heavy, discussion-oriented classes in Wyoming.  He felt lost 

and in a constant state of struggle to keep afloat with the course’s grammar-heavy 

content.  In his September interview, he admitted to simply not wanting to learn Spanish 

at all.  As the semester carried on, however, Brian’s persevering work ethic and increased 

participation contributed to a final grade of ‘B.’  After his surprising return in the winter, 

he lost little momentum, and by our final interview, Brian was even considering travel 

abroad and a possible Spanish minor.  Brian seemed to be enjoying himself; he had been 

transformed.   

Beyond his challenges with Spanish in the classroom, however, were Brian’s 

continuous and refreshingly honest explorations of his self and his interactions with the 

linguistically and culturally diverse surroundings of Rio Seco and the U.S. Southwest.  

My interactions with Brian revealed that he was not entirely alone in Rio Seco; his 

grandparents had retired and moved 30 minutes away from the USW campus, and his 

brother-in-law was also nearby—serving as a U.S. border patrol agent in a neighboring 

county.  These familial connections in seemingly unfamiliar territory seemed to very 

quickly cement an entrée to charged opinion on social and political matters, directly 

concerning and othering Spanish speakers off campus (whose presence and “heritage,” he 

boldly asserted on multiple occasions, “is hurting us”).  Coincidentally, of course, Brian 
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was exploring Spanish in a different, seemingly less controversial light in his FL class, 

yet also exploring race and class issues in a survey course given by a professor of 

linguistic anthropology.  Luckily, Brian seemed to enjoy playing the role of informant 

during the study and I too felt lucky to include his participation.  He was in one word, 

surprising:  When he on one hand appeared to be hard-headed and naïve, he proved 

doubly considerate and thoughtful.  In and out of class, Brian was enjoyably 

unpredictable. 
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4.2 Ania: Traversing spaces, places and people 
 
 Unlike the case for Brian, USW was located in Ania’s home state.  Although she 

hailed from Mesquite, a city just two hours away, her naiveté about and regarding Rio 

Seco was impressive.  While she too began her freshman year in August 2007, USW 

might as well have been as distant an experience as going to school in New York City.  

Upon our first encounter, it was clear she knew very little about Rio Seco and had hardly 

ventured off the campus grounds.  She asked me, in fact, if Rio Seco indeed had “a 

Spanish speaking community.”  Throughout the year, Ania’s only admitted interaction 

with local Spanish outside of the classroom was with an older co-worker at a campus 

convenience mart, where she worked.   However, Ania clearly embraced her new 

surroundings with a quiet confidence, both academically and socially.  She presented 

herself with maturity and bold independence, looking and acting the part of a seasoned 

junior or senior, as opposed to a wide-eyed first-year.  In contrast to the high visibility of 

sorority pastels, painfully short skirts and blond highlights of fellow white female 

classmates, Ania’s fashion choices—cargo Capri pats, bangles and elaborate earrings—

spoke to her particular, distinctive personality.  

 Ania had been taking Spanish classes since the 7th grade, and by our final 

interview planned on continuing her studies past the 102-103 sequence.  Ania was less 

frustrated with her placement into 102 than Sara, for instance, another KP whose formal 

experience with Spanish was just as extensive. Ania, in fact, seemed relieved.  She 

explained in her participant survey that her previous courses focused little on speaking 

and conversation. “I usually forgot much of what I learned due to not using it,” wrote 
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Ania.  “I have been to Mexico and went to school with Spanish speakers but never 

needed to speak Spanish.”  Later, Ania would explain that her travels to Mexico involved 

brief visits to nearby beach towns, in close proximity to the international border.  These 

weekend jaunts continued during the school year, and Ania shared how she especially 

enjoyed decoding the written and spoken Spanish she encountered with local vendors and 

restaurant wait staff.  In high school, Ania accompanied her father, a doctor, on a medical 

service trip to the border city of Agua Prieta.  She was able to use her Spanish here as 

well, engaging in impromptu conversations with local children and parents in need of 

care. 

 If her travels presented access to a place where Spanish was spoken authentically 

and necessarily—as Ania seemed to suggest—Spanish in Mesquite looked quite 

different.  In contrast to Mexico, Ania’s high school was linguistically divisive.  Social 

groups and academic tracks were marked and divided by multiple indenties, which in turn 

relied on language use and linguistic performance. Spanish itself was a language used 

among many, but to and with whom this Spanish was spoken dictated its respective 

authenticity and necessity.  Unlike Mexican Americans or native Spanish speakers with 

whom she attended school, Ania’s spoken Spanish was reserved for the safety of the 

language classroom, where white students and their textbooks imagined the possibilities 

of capitalizing on their bilingualism in foreign, cultured locales.  Just outside of the 

classroom, however, this same language looked surly and dangerous.  When I asked if 

she had opportunities to speak Spanish in Mesquite, she explained that she steered clear 

of these: gang members in her high school spoke Spanish, and “created a bad stereotype” 
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of a local language community.  To her surprise, USW seemed different.  In November, 

her outlook had changed: “Well, not everyone’s like that, and a lot of these people are 

obviously really nice.  The great irony, of course, was that Ania continued to (not) speak 

(or “practice”) Spanish in the segregated tradition of her life in Mesquite.  As the year 

wore on, I kept seeking who these different people really were. 
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4.3 Darby: Embracing the real, familiar and personal 
 
 While Darby was not the only transfer student involved in the study as a KP 

(there were four others), her post-secondary educational trajectory was markedly non-

traditional.  After she spent a childhood shifting between Rio Seco, Hawaii, Boulder, St. 

Louis and Scottsdale, Ariz., Darby began her undergraduate studies at the University of 

Colorado.  An unfulfilling freshman year influenced her to take a break from school, and 

chose instead to wait at a restaurant that relied heavily on the service work of 

monolingual Spanish-speaking employees.  Incidentally, Darby wrote in her participant 

survey, “I learned the most Spanish in my education. After this experience, I know the 

feel of Spanish more innately and sentences come more easily.”  In our first interview, it 

became very clear that this “year off” from school had been an incredibly influential year 

in her informal education.  After spending years of her childhood struggling to enjoy 

language classes, she became increasingly passionate about Spanish.  While once a 

somewhat imagined concept for her as a child, Spanish looked quite different—and 

personal—in her very real, adult work environment.  Darby explained the intensity of this 

Spanish education, coupled with her responsibilities as a waiter, in our first interview: 

It was, like it’s really hard when you’re working in a...in an atmosphere where  
there is an expectation, like a constant expectation of some outcome, like you’re  
serving people, you know, food’s being prepped, prepared, and everyone that  
worked in...behind the scenes in the kitchen, busser, everything like that, was  
Spanish speaking primarily. And it was just like tossed into this and they  
understood basically the names of the dishes, anything that would have to do with  
the dishes... 
 
Darby returned to college at 20, and in the fall of 2007 enrolled in Rachel’s early 

morning Spanish 102 class at USW.  She also continued working at a restaurant, although 
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at Bluebird’s Café in Rio Seco she was instead employed part-time as a cashier.  Her 

energy constantly aglow, it was clear Darby was ready and eager to resume with formal 

schooling.  Darby was a happy student, with a love for learning that extended beyond the 

limits of classroom experience. As opposed to excessive, empty commentary easily found 

in courses that grade on the quantity (and not necessarily quality) of student participation, 

Darby’s involvement was consistently intuitive and insightful.  This enthusiasm carried 

into the study: interviews were lengthy yet reflective, and Darby quickly complemented 

her in-class experiences with an online blog narrating her daily encounters with Spanish.  

Her reflections on work at Bluebird’s focused heavily on her interaction with Geovanney, 

a native Spanish-speaking busser, with whom she exchanged spoken “Spanglish… using 

each language fluidly and interchangeably, bringing in the words from both idiomas 

(languages) to better suit my expressions and communicate more effectively.”  Indeed, 

Darby’s heightened consciousness never seemed to wane, and upon one occasion her 

reflections on Spanish bled into the unconscious... in Spanish.  Remarkably early in the 

year, Darby told me she had dreamt in Spanish.  While she couldn’t remember a 

particular sequence of events, particular words and phrases stuck and luckily, she was 

able to jot these down bedside before they escaped memory. 

Darby’s bedside notes (see fig. 4.2) indicate an intense focus and reflection that 

represent a commitment to Spanish not only as an academic pursuit, but as a language 

with which she identified closely.  I remain fascinated: Darby’s dream spoke with words 

and phraseology that ordinarily would have no place in traditional textbooks such as 

Dímelo tú and Mundo 21.  Conversational anchors such as “pero no te preocupes” (but 
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don’t you worry), and colloquialisms like “toda la gente le está dando carrilla” 

(everyone’s making fun of him/her) and “se está quejando” (she/he’s going on 

complaining) might likely have been gleaned from work, and listening intently to 

instructors Rachel and Maricarmen in class.  Alternatively, these phrases might have been 

the influence of her multilingual step-mother and younger sisters, with whom she lived. 

 

Figure 4.1 Notes from Darby’s dream, as scanned and posted online 

 

 

In short, Darby represented what I would later discover to be quite rare in this 

population of non-majors: the system worked for her.  The traditional, institutional means 

of language learning that seemed to fail so many appeared not only successful, but 

enjoyable. To Darby, ‘Spanish’ was not merely defined as a course… instead, the course 
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afforded her a structured opportunity to complement explorations and reflections she was 

having with Spanish outside of class—at work, with her step-sisters, and in deep, daily 

reflection. 
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4.4 Jen: Familiar Spanish, Foreign language 
 
 I encountered Jen as a freshman, a first generation college student, and a intensely 

self-disciplined 18 year old.  Jen chose to enroll in two semesters of early morning 

Spanish classes; At four days a week, this was a nightmarish, last-string option for most.  

USW is a quiet place in these wee hours, and a course that awkwardly requires its 

students to participate is already a curious site for observation, particularly at 8 a.m.  Jen, 

however, preferred beginning her days early.  Rising with the sun was more on pace with 

the work schedule of her parents—owners of a local supermarket—with whom she lived.  

In addition, Jen preferred to schedule morning classes so her afternoons could remain free 

for study and catching up with friends.  Often times it seemed she did so simultaneously, 

spending valuable time with her long-time friend David, a Spanish speaking, Mexican 

American engineering student also enrolled at USW.  Together, the two tutored each 

other in Spanish, mathematics and the sciences. 

 Unlike the case of many of her newly arrived classmates, Rio Seco and USW 

were not foreign locales to Jen, a Rio Seco native.  Her approach to freshman year at 

USW impressed me less as an exoticized, removed “college experience” than a 

comfortable, lateral move from successful years at Rio Seco High School.  RSHS, in fact, 

was located just across the street from the university, and she coincidentally shared her 

first semester 102 class with an acquaintance from an old science lab.  By attending 

college in her hometown, and living at home, it was not only convenient for Jen to 

maintain her base of established friendships, but also sustain ties to her diverse linguistic 

identity. 
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 While she was enrolled in a Spanish class designed for largely monolingual 

English speaking audiences, Jen did not fit this profile.  A bilingual space, Jen’s home 

was—and remains—a site for inter-lingual conversation and codeswitching.  Jen was 

born and “grew up bilingual,” (see Zentella, 1997) but her fluency and command of 

spoken Cantonese began to break down as she progressed in her formal education, where 

she was learning and socializing in English.  This shift also corresponded with the 

relocation of Jen’s family between two markedly different neighborhoods, and from 

bilingual to largely monolingual environs.  The summer before her fifth grade year, Jen 

moved from the working class, heavily Spanish speaking southern edges of Rio Seco to 

its White, upper middle class city center.  No longer adjacent to the airport, Jen was 

walking distance to a shopping mall, movie theatres, and minutes away from the USW 

campus.  Nonetheless, Spanish did not disappear entirely, but maintained a constant and 

real visibility away from home. 

 After years of hearing the language literally outside her front door and among 

close friends, Jasmine began formal instruction in high school to learn Spanish 

“properly.”  She enrolled in two years of coursework, fulfilling a graduation requirement 

that she claimed was “easier than Latin and French.”  Her quest for fluency—or 

confidence, moreover—continued at USW, as she explained during our November 

interview.  Her goal seemed reasonable:  

…I want to be able to at least understand [Spanish] clearly.  Because honestly, 
Spanish, like when people speak it properly, I think it’s very like fast.  And I want 
to be able to understand it at that pace without having people to keep repeating 
everything so I can understand it. 
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After reviewing transcripts from our interviews across the data collection period, 

Jen’s open-ended response from her original participant survey persists in being 

especially striking.  She writes that in addition to its easiness, Spanish seemed an 

appropriate choice in high school because 

…it was something I could use here in [Rio Seco].  My biggest exposure to 
Spanish was going to Spain this past summer, note I (have) never been to Mexico, 
so the Spanish was different than what I learned.  I was there 17 days so I forced 
myself to try to speak the language.   
 

Here, despite years of not only local—but active and personal interactions with 

Spanish—Jen’s “biggest exposure” to Spanish seems necessarily validated by its 

difference and distance to her multilingual homefront.  Jen discussed this experience in 

later interviews; despite traveling with other English speaking American students, she 

gained access to what she considered to be an authentic, Spanish-speaking place, and 

admittedly maximized her experience.  Ironically, Jen prefaces her assertion with a claim 

(which, in context, she confirms with her own experience) to the utility of Spanish in Rio 

Seco.  After an entire childhood of living in Rio Seco, and in close proximity (albeit 

geographically, culturally and linguistically) to another Spanish speaking country which 

she had never visited, it seemed that Jen herself was key in keeping a distance with 

something so familiar.  A familiar language remained so foreign, in fact, that it appeared 

to necessitate overseas travel in order for Jen to successfully “speak” it. 
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4.5 Ray: Sacrifice and perspective 
 

Ray’s story is not one that authors and basic language directors are likely to 

imagine when catering to students who will purchase their textbooks and read their 

syllabi.  A glimpse into an early journal entry gives voice to a very adult, non-traditional 

college student: 

I am completely and totally lost.  Not lost as in the sense of not knowing what’s  
going on.  Forsaken.  I have no ability to study.  I’ve spent hours and hours on re- 
writing this Spanish essay and on the biography and I’ve barely anything to show  
for it.  I finally went to class with just the biography, but somehow misread the  
clock and arrived an hour late.  On the way home, a bilingual pregnant woman  
begged a ride from me while I was trying to figure out why the gas pump had quit  
working at $20.  A [man who only spoke Spanish] had paid for gas but forgotten  
to actually fill his tank before driving off.  She translated for us. 
 
I talked to her… as I gave her a ride to her sister’s house and she was thrilled that  
I was learning Spanish, but didn’t seem to have very much in the way of insight  
about the language.  I mentioned double-object pronouns to her, and after a few  
minutes of trying and failing to explain the topic, she agreed that it was a weird  
way to say it and that it would probably be confusing to a native English speaker.   
I didn’t ask her how she had ended up at the gas station. 
 
She was pretty encouraging though.  I picked up 300 index cards on the way  
home. 
 
Ray acted and looked older than the 25 years behind him, with a clear 

professional and personal direction.  Unlike most of his classmates, his time spent on 

campus appeared more functional, and less social.  He commuted to campus from the 

Spanish-speaking, southern edge of the city, where he felt crippled by a lack of 

confidence and competence in a neighborhood language.  He was not a Darby (although 

both fall under the nebulous label of ‘transfer student’), nor an Ania (with whom he 

shared Blanca’s 102 class), nor a Jen (with whom he shares Rio Seco as a hometown). 
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Immeasurable by the placement exam that assigned him to Spanish 102, Ray’s extensive 

experience with Spanish had been alive off campus, and certainly prior to his recent 

move to South Rio Seco. After a year of Spanish in high school, and six years of 

employment at bottling plant where a large portion of his co-workers were native Spanish 

speakers, 25-year old-Ray often seemed more tired and frustrated than eager.  He was 

confused that he “failed to learn the language in spite of [so much] exposure.”   For Ray, 

this failure came in tow with a nagging urgency: “Since I am studying to be a high school 

teacher, my goal of someday being fluent in Spanish has gained renewed importance.”  

Though quite shy in class, Ray was eager to voice his frustrations 

metacognitively, both in interviews and by completing optional journal entries (he was 

the only KP to do so across both semesters).  Ray embodied thoughtfulness; while not 

one to take great risks, he instead was patient, and listened his teachers and other students 

intently before speaking.  Yet at times teachers interpreted this reservation as laziness, 

particularly when he would fail to turn in assignments (“No hace ni dice nada,” [He 

doesn’t do or say anything] Arturo once whispered to me under his breath, just feet away 

from Ray’s desk).  Ray joined the study as a senior, but, as indicated with an asterisk on 

his participant survey, he would “probably be a senior for a few more years.”  Daily 

assignments weren’t necessarily a priority for Ray, who chose to return to Spanish as a 

way of increasing his unit load and enrolling as a full time student.  By spring semester, 

he opted to complete the course for a pass or no-pass mark, a less-intensive alternative to 

a scale-weighted letter grade.   Ray needed to prioritize; he was pursuing a science 
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education degree while balancing a heavy schedule of student teaching and working part 

time at a pet store. 

 While I became acquainted with Ray as a highly intelligent, careful and self-

reflective individual—a pre-service teacher with great promise—official, traditional 

measurements (namely, his test and written performance) indicated mediocrity.  On 

paper, Ray was as misrepresented as his quietude in class.  By the end of fall semester, he 

expected to earn a ‘C’ grade.  In a February journal entry, he articulated a braver, greater 

agenda: “I’m not here for a grade, I’m here for a language.  I need to try to keep that in 

perspective, and try to make sure that any sacrifice to my grade occurs only in spaces 

where it has little impact on learning Spanish.”  Ray’s increased stated determination in 

the spring coincided with his enrollment in an education course on language acquisition, 

from where it was “exciting to see how well those techniques are put to use in [Arturo’s] 

class.”  In addition, Ray enjoyed hearing about his girlfriend’s language play as a 

veterinary technician in a heavily Spanish-speaking office. 

 Sadly, Ray’s goal of fluency in Spanish was likely compromised by the 

semester’s end, as his schedule for the following academic year could not accommodate 

the four units that Spanish 104 (the next class in the basic language sequence) required. 

Schooling appeared to be at odds with Ray’s education, and the demands of his degree 

had again won the battle.  Just as Ray’s Spanish language learning was in full stride, 

confidence abound, demands of the Spanish course would simply not fit in his schedule.  

The benefit of his future high school students at stake, Ray was once again left to his own 

creative linguistic devices.   
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4.6 Carrie: Elephants in tow 
 
 Like Brian, Carrie was equally amusing to observe during our first few classes 

together, yet for the simple reason that there didn’t seem to be much going on at all.  

Seated along the back wall of Rachel’s 9 a.m. class, Carrie passed the time with minimal 

audible participation.  Her mouth hung open, her eyes appearing expressionless and tired.  

Occasionally Carrie would crack a smile or exchange a passing comment with her 

neighbor, but otherwise looked to be in a mental neutral, with almost humorous 

nonchalance.  Curiously, she soon revealed a quiet alertness that allowed her to navigate 

her Spanish 102 course successfully.  Carrie was indeed a copious note-taker and careful 

listener, and these skills proved she was well acquainted with the consumption of 

knowledge, but less so with any possible involvement in its production.  In interviews, 

my pre-conceived judgments of Carrie as a language learner and first year college student 

were both reaffirmed and denied, with great surprise. 

 Carrie’s participant survey caught my eye when I noted her hometown listed as 

“San Vicente.”  I use San Vicente as a pseudonym for one of the few cities truly found 

along the U.S.-Mexico border (a segment of its city limits doubles as the international 

boundary), and Carrie was the only participant, of an entire fall sample of 144 GPs, to 

hail from such a location.  Much of San Vicente’s economy relies on an often transient, 

Spanish-speaking population (U.S. Census figures document the ‘Hispanic/Latino’ 

population nearing 50% in 2000) providing service work and agricultural labor.  As 

Carrie described, public spaces in San Vicente assumed an unofficial bilingual status, and 

thus she was well acquainted with hearing Spanish in grocery stores and schools.  
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Proximity to Mexico and the fact that students were bussed into her Catholic high school 

from Mexico seemed to explain why “the majority” of her high school was “Mexican.”  

Despite this association, expectations for Carrie to learn Spanish in San Vicente failed 

shockingly in exceeding those of the high schools of other KPs in the study.  Like many 

of her classmates in 102, Carrie completed only two years of high school Spanish as 

foreign language coursework, despite the language’s particular geographic and social 

immediacy in the San Vicente community. 

And for Carrie, community was both immediate and personal.  She was the 

daughter of a San Vicente County attorney, and if one were to take sides, she looked to 

be learning the language of the enemy (see Gutiérrez et al., 2002; Pavlenko, 2002, 2003; 

Ruíz, 1984)33.  Of course, her second attempt at classroom Spanish took place just days 

after she left San Vicente for college, her first trip away from home, hours behind her.  I 

questioned if she had traveled in nearby Mexico, and she furnished a response that just 

might have embodied her life up to her arrival at USW, just weeks earlier.   

 Carrie: No.  Um, my dad’s a prosecutor in San Vicente, and… yeah.  So  
if… like if a crime occurs in San Vicente, like a lot of people flee  
to Mexico.  So it’s not really a good idea for us to go to Mexico.   
I’ve been once in a parade for people running for office.  Like it  
started [at an office in San Vicente] and ended in Mexico.  …And,  
um, that’s it.  I haven’t really been, so…  

                                                
33 This notion of “knowing your enemy” by virtue of learning his/her native language may seem hyperbolic 
for this example, but it is appropriate here to draw parallels to greater socio-historical patterns of foreign 
language learning in the U.S.  Considering recent military efforts to recruit Arabic speakers and intensify 
Arabic education after September 11, Ruíz (as interviewed in Gutiérrez et al., 2002) remarks on language 
learning as long being beneficial for national security, but simultaneously a means for maintaining English 
monolingualism as symbolic of national solidarity. “…Our schools tend not to respond positively to things 
like language, diversity and pluralism” (p. 337).  In Carrie’s experience, language, diversity and pluralism 
was responded to selectively, if at all.  Although unspoken, expectations for her learning Spanish in 
professional and foreign contexts seemed clear, but her experience with the language along the U.S.-
Mexico (two years of high school Spanish) border favored English dominance.  This paradox in 
expectations will be expanded on greatly in later chapters. 
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 Adam:  So you haven’t been anywhere in Mexico? 
 
 Carrie: No. 
 
 Adam:  Wow.  Ooh.  What are your thoughts on that? 
 
 Carrie: I don’t know.  It’s kind of weird, because it’s so close.  [Where the  

parade started] you can see… like there’s a school like close to the  
border, and you can see like when you’re driving down a main  
road, you can see the border and it’s like right there, but I’ve  
never… only once when I was little during the [parade] have I  
been across it. 

 
 Adam:  Wow.  Do you have a desire to go? 
 
 Carrie: I… I don’t know.  Like I… I’m… have mixed feelings on that,  

like… 
 
 Adam:  Actually, explain.  That’s interesting. 
 
 Carrie: Um, well, like I’ve heard… I don’t know.  Like where our border  

is, like right when you go in it’s not very like… like nice part of  
Mexico, I guess you could say, like a lot of high school students do  
go there and stuff like that, but I just… I don’t know, I’d rather  
stay here.  Maybe in the future, like when I’m older I’ll go to  
Mexico, but for now I’d rather just stay in [state name]. 

 
In contrast to San Vicente, Carrie revealed that Rio Seco was not as visibly “Mexican or 

Hispanic.”  Due to the city’s considerably larger size, she surmised, a once familiar 

population either blended in or was simply difficult to notice.  Considering that this 

marked Carrie’s first move away from San Vicente, and a first for living on a university 

campus, all signs of home went missing—or just further removed from her new, student-

friendly white surroundings. 

Throughout our series of interviews, Carrie perpetually reminded me that her 

enrollment in Spanish was fueled by her desire to return to San Vicente and successfully 
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secure a job in its bilingual economy.  Carrie was a psychology major, with no particular 

career choice in mind, but she was fixed on a quick return to her hometown after her 

degree was completed.  At the end of spring semester, it was clear her opinion had not 

changed on the matter, and that she would be continuing with the basic Spanish sequence 

in the fall. 

Acknowledging the role of Spanish in Carrie’s life seemed a bit like embracing a 

proverbial elephant in the room.  While Carrie was generally quite talkative in interviews, 

she spoke about Spanish in careful, guarded tones.  She documented occasions of caught 

glimpses or exchanged pleasantries with the Spanish-speaking elephant.  Yet upon being 

asked to think critically about Spanish—outside of formal educational contexts—Carrie 

took conversational detours.   I was never sure how and if she felt she could speak about 

the role of this language, although it had assumed such a presence in her life.  This 

presence was clearly distinguishable on a brute physical and geographical level, and it 

wasn’t rosy.  On the surface, it was inherently San Vicente, a city and a community with 

which Carrie identified dearly.  However, Spanish in San Vicente was framed by very 

visible discourses of immigration, citizenship, legality, and criminality.  There were 

uncharted, imagined territories (Mexico as the unsafe, Spanish speaking southern 

neighbor), there were individuals of “Mexican” and “Hispanic” appearance (which more 

often than not, didn’t speak her language), and there was San Vicente—a city politically 

located in a traditionally White, English-speaking country, and of social standards that 

afforded her privileges and power as a White, English-speaking U.S. citizen.  To top it all 
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off, Dad was in charge.  Carrie had a lot to be afraid of; she had reasons for not talking.  

And not knowing how or what to say spoke volumes. 
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4.7 Sara & Aaliyah: Life with and without Spanish 
 
 While both Sara and Aaliyah had planned to enroll in both Spanish 102 and 103 

and therefore participate in the study completely, circumstances emerged that 

compromised this participation.  Unlike Danny, Stu and Salvador (KPs mentioned in the 

next section), Sara and Aaliyah’s narratives are presented here in combination, as we 

were able to maintain contact throughout a spring semester, while doing school without 

classroom Spanish.  I had the good fortune of completing both spring interviews with 

Sara, while Aaliyah and I were only able to connect for interview four.  Unbeknownst to 

them, I met both Sara and Aaliyah through their simultaneous enrollment in Gabriel’s 

afternoon 102 course (Brian, too, happened to be part of this group). 

 Although I am grateful to have had the overwhelmingly enthusiastic participation 

among both GPs and KPs in this study, Sara instantly stood out as one especially needing 

to vocalize her successes and frustrations with Spanish.  In her case, we explored a great 

deal of the latter.  Sara was an academically ambitious first-year psychology student from 

Valley Vista, a wealthy Southwestern suburb.  She arrived at USW eager to tackle 

college, and adjusted easily, joining a sorority and keeping busy with student and 

community organizations in Rio Seco.   

Sara’s experience with classroom Spanish was impressive, with six years and 

completion of an Advanced Placement course (AP) to her credit. Sara logically expected 

to score highly on the USW Spanish placement exam given during the freshman summer 

orientation, yet her perfomance tracked her to a college course designed for second 

semester beginners.  Sara was angry that her language abilities seemed to be so narrowly 
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assessed by a computerized multiple choice proficiency exam; though she entertained the 

notion of appealing her assignment, she also felt that her previous year in high school 

failed to prepare her adequately for a more advanced course.  Ironically, an otherwise 

rigorous AP curriculum was delivered as a “blow off class,” its instructor actively 

discouraging students to take the national exam for which the class was designed.   

 Despite her frustrations and years of earning top scores on Spanish exams, Sara 

patiently enrolled in 102.  In both fall interviews, Sara made clear that the course content 

was hardly foreign, and comprised purely of review of grammar and vocabulary from 

years of Spanish past.  Equally profound was Sara’s willingness to “accept her fate,” or 

accept that Spanish courses—despite her record of top grades—could not deliver what it 

had promised, year after year.  “Learning” the language had long been associated with 

learning to “do” Spanish and navigate its predictable text and test-based curriculum.  “It’s 

the class I’m least concerned about,” she remarked matter-of-factly, explaining that while 

she had occasional successes (a trip to Costa Rica and modest conversation with her 

family’s housekeeper in Valley Vista) in speaking and being challenged by this familiar 

second language, her experience with instruction and authentic learning on an 

institutional level had long staled.   

I’m not actually going to learn the language.  I’m just going to learn for the test.   
…I am determined to get that A, I will.  …Every year I have a little bit of hope.   
It’s like, okay, if you talk to me during my junior year in high school, I probably  
said, “Like, yeah, you know what?  I could really learn it, this is possible,”  
because I had such a great teacher and it was this… I had a great experience.  But  
now I’m  just… I’m fooling myself if I think I can do any better than I am. 

 
Sara, disheartened—and failed by a system that for years simultaneously rewarded her 

for ‘A’-level performance—continued with 102 through the fall, but by our November 
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interview had revealed she would not be continuing the Spanish sequence.  Planning 

accordingly, Sara’s decision to complete a science degree (as opposed to a B.A.) in 

psychology required less language coursework, and for the first time since 7th grade, 

Spanish class was over. 

 Aaliyah, officially a junior, had transferred in the fall after two successful years at 

a local community college.  Her story shared striking similarities with Jen’s: Aaliyah was 

a native to Rio Seco, and was raised (also for a portion of her childhood) in the southern, 

Spanish-speaking reaches of the city.  While Aaliyah was slightly older, both attended the 

same high school and enrolled in basic Spanish courses there.  Aaliyah, however, was a 

third-generation Mexican American raised by bilingual parents in a largely English-

speaking home.  Although she identified as a native English speaker, Aaliyah would later 

reveal that her abuelita  (grandmother) helped her to maintain a functional receptive 

bilingualism (Wei, 2000).  Her connection to Spanish was complex, and while she 

seemed to be intimately connected to the language, she resisted the notion that she had a 

command of ‘proper’ Spanish.  According to Aaliyah, she had never successfully learned 

Spanish in the manner she mastered American Sign Language at the community college, 

and in our November interview she explained her desire to become “truly trilingual”: 

 
This is my first attempt to actually try and… trying to learn [Spanish in the  
classroom], and at home, when your nana (grandmother) tells you cierra la  
puerta (close the door), you just knew what that meant.  It wasn’t that I knew  
Spanish.  It’s just she’s yelling at you to close the door and you knew that.  But it  
wasn’t that I was learning… Well, I guess I was, but I didn’t… I didn’t consider it  
learning Spanish.  It was just something, common knowledge, like… 
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Aaliyah seemed to enjoy her first year at USW, and although she revealed she 

was earning a ‘C’ in Gabriel’s 102 class, she was an inquisitive, alert student.  She lived 

with her parents, yet kept quite busy on campus and away from home.  Aaliyah was a 

bright and capable young woman, pulling a daily, Herculean work load.  She rushed and 

joined a sorority, in addition to working for a non-profit health organization and serving 

at a neighborhood bar.  However, while she navigated a largely white, English-dominant 

world outside of her bilingual home, Aaliyah could not escape frequent questions and 

challenges regarding her Spanish abilities (or lack thereof).  At both jobs, Aaliyah would 

hear, respond to and occasionally be teased about these shortcomings.  In short, her non-

White appearance confused those around her.  She remarked, 

…I think because I have a lot of experience with Spanish outside of class, I get 
more uncomfortable.  Because I’ll try to practice with my friends at work and try 
to say my words, or whatever I learned.  And they laugh at me and… I know 
they’re not… they’re not making fun. They, just like it’s… it’s this assumption 
because I’m Mexican I should already know it. 
 
Ironically, these recent frustrations were the opposite of her attitude as an child 

(and throughout adolescence), when she was embarrassed, and at times discouraged, to 

speak Spanish in public and among her English-speaking peers.  Aaliyah thus presents, 

among many other dimensions, that of the student who is not quite a “traditional” foreign 

language learner (see Valdés, 1992) yet not exactly the student ready for basic “heritage” 

or SNS classes (Leeman, 2005).  Aaliyah represented a small handful of students that—

without fail—appeared in each one of the classrooms I observed.  Most were not as 

outgoing as Aaliyah, and many arrived at class each day with low energy and 

disillusionment.  These were the truly marginalized students, often identifiable by 
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Spanish surnames and Anglicized first names.  They were relied upon by fellow white 

students as experts, but also failures at their heritage language (not really ‘speaking’ it, 

for example, as Aaliyah herself was so convinced).  Upon one class read-aloud early in 

the fall semester, I recall peering around the room and watching students taking turns, 

preparing for their time to chime in various shades of accented, white Spanish.  Generally 

speaking, these lecturas were choppy, unaffected stop and start efforts, with folks tuning 

out after their (often) one spoken exercise for the day.  I fondly remember the first time 

when I noticed Aaliyah silently mouthing along with the lectura, at her own pace, 

navigating something so familiar and foreign all at once.  I knew then, in her heart of 

hearts, she had heard these sounds, she knew these words, and while her connection to a 

history and cultural identity seemed at times distant, Aaliyah claimed this language as 

hers.  
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4.8 Danny, Stu & Salvador: Narratives cut short 
 
 Danny, Stu and Salvador all tell fascinating stories that regrettably failed to span 

the length of the study.  Danny chose to postpone his Spanish coursework, while Stu and 

Salvador failed to return emails and interview appointment requests after repeated 

attempts. While their participation in class and during interviews was analyzed and will 

be shared as key data for the benefit of this work, their narratives will not be developed 

here as the eight “full time” KPs have above.  Personal data on Danny, Stu and Salvador 

is available in Figure 3.1 and Table 4.1. 
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CHAPTER 5: DO AS THEY SAY 
Findings and discussion 

 
This chapter organizes findings and collected data through a three-theme 

framework.  Overall, themes are largely indicative of how data was collected, and from 

whom.  The first subchapter, ‘Talking about Spanish,’ draws out data from interviews 

with KPs and their journal entries.  The final two subchapters, ‘Doing Spanish as 

language/Doing Spanish as course,’ and ‘Done with Spanish,’ rely heavily on collections 

from in-class observations of all GPs, but also entertain students’ reflections (from 

interviews and journals) on their experience with Spanish outside of class.  
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5.1 Talking about Spanish 
 

This subchapter draws out findings classifiable as “talk.”  Students not only spoke 

Spanish and navigated Spanish coursework, but spoke of these experiences, as well as 

others involving the language outside of the classroom.  As others have asserted (i.e. 

Cameron, 1995, 2000; Pomerantz, 2000, 2001, 2002), “talk involves discourses and 

practices which give rise to and support particular ideologies of language” (Pomerantz, 

2002, p. 278).  It was through this talk that students asserted their identity as 

monolinguals, bilinguals, college students and their connection to, or participation (or 

non-participation) in any semblance of a “so-called Spanish ‘linguistic community’” (see 

Paffey, 2007). 

Such discourse is incredibly rich, and its presence is persistent in the data.  It 

requires comfort, precision and spontaneity, and for this reason it is normally in English, 

undirected toward instructors or formal in-class evaluation.  Talk is the “stuff” a 

researcher could easily miss: the sideways comments between chatty classmates before 

the teacher arrives, the mumblings uttered semi-privately under one’s breath, exclamatory 

reactions to exams in the hallways of Brickford Hall.  It flooded interviews when students 

needed a chance to clear the air of frustrations and successes, and it saturated students’ 

journal writing.  What follows here are introductions to four central frames that seem to 

organize this student talk: (1) discourses of Us v. Them, (2) Affirmations of Gringoism 

through verbal performance, (3) Constructions of “good,” “bad” and “proper” Spanish, 

and (4) Constructions of the Spanish language as a mobile entity. 
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5.1.1 ‘Us’ v. ‘Them’: Intersubjective discourses and imaginings 

 Foreign language learning classically relies on cultural curricula to support more 

central agendas of content and communicative competence.  This teaching of culture is 

intersubjective (Bucholtz & Hall, 2000); textbooks and departmental curricula guide 

English-speaking student audiences through Spanish as explicitly maintained through the 

cultural nuances of a native speakership (Train, 2007).  However, the English-speaking 

“we” cannot study a “them” without implicating a relationship between the self and 

Other, respectively.  The inscription of these oppositional, intersubjective binaries often, 

but not always, sustains popularized paradigms wherein the Other is positioned as a 

racialized subject (Johnson, 1994; McLaren, 2001; Schwartz, 2008; van Dijk, 1987, 

2004; Vila, 2000). 

 Early interviews focused heavily on KPs’ linguistic histories and narratives of 

prior experience with Spanish.  These repeatedly positioned an “us” in relation to a 

“them” that was not explicitly racialized, yet still marked with suspicion.  An excerpt 

from my first interview with Ania reflected this suspicion bluntly, as it highlighted her 

previous experiences with Spanish before arriving on campus.  She talks about Spanish as 

it was spoken at her high school, a language associated with danger and delinquency. 

 
[1a] Well, it seemed to me like a lot of them were in like gang-type situations. Not all of  
them, because I mean, you know, some people avoided that, but I would say the majority of 
them that I ever saw were in gangs or seemed like they were, just the way they traveled in 
big groups and a lot of the times, when anything violent happened at school, it had to do with 
them. So I guess what I’m saying is it was hard for me anyways to be friends with those 
kinds of people, because I automatically avoid those situations, and if I was friends with 
them in class, I’d be less likely to talk to them out of class... (Ania, Sept int) 
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In this snippet, Ania distinguishes the cautious self (bold, italics, underlined: “it was hard 

for me...,” “I automatically avoid…,” “I’d be less likely…,”) and the suspicious, 

questionable Other (bold, italics: “them…,” “those kinds of people…,” “those 

situations…”).  She reflects on the distance she maintained between Spanish-speaking 

Others, although she qualifies that “some people” avoided undesirable, “gang-type” 

behavior. 

 Carrie uses the same us/them framework to make meaning out of how spoken 

Spanish differs between the language inside the classroom (where she’s learned Spanish 

“properly,” both in high school and at USW) and outside it.  Larger patterns of students’ 

negotation of “proper” Spanish will be elaborated upon later. 

 
[1b] Um, like a lot of people like talk in Spanish in...in school, but I’m not really sure if 
they’re like...how like we’re learning in Spanish like, you know, make sure you have the 
proper like, um, pronouns and verbs and stuff like that in sentence. I’m not really sure like 
that is how they do it. Or if they’re just like talking like, make Spanish that they’ve 
learned because some of the people learn it from like hearing people and stuff like that.  
But they just pick up some of it, and start talking, no matter if they actually like properly 
learned Spanish. (Carrie, Sept int) 

 
Carrie’s only explicit expression of her Self characterizes her own suspicion on how 

Others aquire and “make” Spanish outside of the classroom (“I’m not really sure…”), 

although she establishes an implicit understanding that her ownership of Spanish has 

been affirmed in a proper, legitimate domain (“how like we’re learning…,” “…like 

properly learned Spanish”).  After I questioned her following this passage, Carrie 

explained that “they” referred to those who spoke Spanish natively, such as those she 

would encounter in her hometown supermarket in San Vicente. 

 In a few cases, students explained that their very suspicion inspired desires to 
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learn Spanish in the first place.  Danny, on working and living in Colorado: 

 
[1c] There aren’t a lot of Hispanic people there, so I was actually very surprised how much I 
ran into it, you know, either on the job or even at restaurant, things like that. I mean, you 
don’t really...it doesn’t really come up, like speaking Spanish, but you just...you overhear 
them talking. Yeah, and I mean, anytime you’re on a public...the public bus and elevators, 
any like public area basically, you’ll always hear it. And so you know, you always wonder, 
you know, they start laughing or something, they’re looking at you and you’re like, “Oh, 
are they talking about me?” [laughter] (Danny, Sept int) 

 
In our November interview, Danny embellished on this sort of encounter: 

 
[1d] [I really just want to be] able to understand because...at least this is my opinion, when 
they’re talking, when Spanish-speaking people are talking in Spanish, they don’t 
think...they...they kind of feel like it’s a private conversation. I think they believe the 
majority of the people don’t really speak it, and they don’t really have to worry, you know, if 
anyone’s listening. So I think they’re much more open about what...what’s being said. And I 
think that’s kind of fun being able to hear...hear people talking, and although I can’t 
understand everything, I’ll get, you know, this and that out of the conversation. And 
that’s really interesting to be able to, you know, you’re...you’re kind of in on a...on an 
enclosed conversation. I remember...I think I mentioned that in one of the journals that I 
did.  So like in an elevator or someone is talking and so it’s kind of neat to be able to 
understand what they’re saying when they have no idea you know what they’re saying. 
 
Adam: And you...that really excites you, it sounds like. 
 
It is kind of interesting [laughs]. (Danny, Nov int) 

 
Salvador, upon just beginning his first semester of classroom Spanish, echoes the same 

excitement when reflecting on his desire to learn the language in the Southwest: 

[1e] I hope to just to further my education right now and then be...be able to be a little more 
aware of my surroundings. So... 
 
Adam: And what...and how do you sort of imagine these surroundings? What do you...what 
do you mean by that? 
 
Like you just hear people talking in Spanish, and it would be nice to know what they’re 
saying, because sometimes a lot of people like to talk in foreign languages behind 
someone’s back. (Salvador, Sept int) 

 
 The table below organizes selections 1c, 1d, and 1e with respect to variations on 

‘Us’ and ‘Them’ (the ‘Other’) as oppositional discourse markers.  The discursive use of 

variations associated with either ends of this binary is known as deixis, for purposes of 
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“pointing out” difference (see Santa Ana, 1999): 

Variations of ‘Us’ Variations of ‘Them’ (‘Other’) 
I (I think, I hope, I ran into…, I’ll get, I 
can’t) 
you (You know, you/you’ll hear, you’re 
like…, you’re kind of in…, you/you’ll 
always…) 
me 
anyone 
the majority of the people 
someone’s back 
 
 
my surroundings* 

they (they start laughing, they’re 
looking, what they’re saying, they have 
no idea) 
them (…them talking) 
people (Hispanic people, people talking 
in Spanish, Spanish-speaking people, a 
lot of people like to talk, people talking) 
it, it’s  
an (enclosed, private) conversation 
this and that, everything (out of the 
conversation) 
my surroundings* 

 
As Carrie’s passage [1b] would indicate, there are many ways by which one marks 

discourses of ‘Us’ vs the Other, and in cases such as [1c], [1d] and [1e], these range from 

the explicit (direct use of the words “Hispanic people,” “Spanish-speaking people”) to the 

obscure (“anyone”).  Overall, the act of talking about the Self in relation to the Other, and 

vice versa, positioned Spanish as both an imagined and realized entity—sometimes 

faceless and objectified (“it,” a “conversation”) and other times delivered by those 

witnessed as speaking “it” (“people,” “they” and “them”).  In any event, these narratives 

implicate an economy of vague interactions upon which language learners rely.  I note 

that talk about the Other is not a story about a “he,” “she,” a named, tangible person that, 

indeed, personalizes Spanish (even when this ‘personalized’ Spanish legitimately exists 

through family ties (Aaliyah), close friends (Jen) and co-workers (Darby)).  

 Several mentions of the ‘them’ implicates language as a medium for exclusion.  

To my English-speaking informants, distance to Spanish speakers wasn’t necessarily just 

marked by physical space.  The students above speak openly about being frustrated with 
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being unable to understand those within earshot (on a bus, in an elevator)—it is linguistic 

competence, and access to it, that establishes distance and exclusion.  It is clear above 

that KPs want to be included; to speak of being left out of a “conversation” seems to 

presuppose a desired in-group membership (or paranoia about how “they” might interpret 

dynamics of distance).  On one hand, access to Spanish—and feeling comfortable and 

legitimate as a Spanish speaker—signals access to a new linguistic identity.  

 In the meantime, however, students identify with the “me,” an “us,” a supposed 

“majority of the people” who do not speak Spanish.  This was the particular case while 

these early interviews were recorded, in September and November.  The Other, of course, 

remains suspect: violent, not speaking English, exclusionary, improper… unlike what 

“we” are familiar with as members of a Spanish classroom.  I find a hint of assumption 

and presupposition involved in asserting the intersubjective “we,” particularly through 

the use of “you” as a frequent pronoun in these texts.  Although I focus here on KP 

interviews, wherein I was in conversation with my informants, this “you” was rarely 

directed at me.  Instead, it served to replace an assumed experiencer “one,” as marked in 

Danny’s assertion: “(one) overhear(s) them talking. Yeah, and I mean, anytime (one is) 

on a public...the public bus and elevators, any like public area basically, (one will) always 

hear it.”  In this case, the voice is that of an experiencer but includes those that identify 

like Danny—monolingual and unable to understand “them.”   

 At first glance, I found one particular marker to be removed from the Us/Them 

binary entirely.  In fact, “My surroundings” appeared to indicate a hybridized discourse 

of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion.  But, given the case of [1e], Salvador reflects on 
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his ‘surroundings’ as increasingly saturated with Spanish speakers.  His postulation 

seems sensible: he has transferred to USW from a university in his native Hawaii; 

naturally the linguistic landscape (see Landry & Bourhis, 1997; Shohamy & Gorter, 

2009) has changed with his shift in locale.  However, the extent to which he claims or has 

access to these linguistically marked surroundings begs to be clarified.  In our interaction, 

I try to do just that (I ask “how do you… imagine these surroundings?), to which he 

responds in sync with his fellow KPs, claiming effectively that indeed these surroundings 

are not his.  On a spatial level there exists this relationship between him and Spanish-

speaking Others—he can see ‘them,’ he can hear ‘them,’ but he cannot understand 

‘them.’  This is precisely how ‘we’ mark this intersubjectivity as suspect; as a result this 

denial of access generates an appeal to learn how they speak… and what they’re thinking 

about us (Gutiérrez et al., 2002;  Ruíz, 1984).  

 Proof that these students actively conceptualize a spoken language within larger 

discourses of suspicion and Otherness is an engaging finding.  But what’s more, these 

individual cases might less directly index this intersubjectivity as a means by which 

social order is maintained and reproduced.  Hill (1998, 2008) establishes a context for 

this social ordering, through her definition of ‘White public space.’  As a semiotic and 

social process, this spatialization maintains Whiteness as an unquestioned normative 

order and reduces marginalized populations to a visibly marginal status.  Spaces are kept 

separate through the monitoring of non-White speech (i.e. Spanish), for instance—as it 

may explicitly threaten this “Anglo order of ethnic/linguistic domination” (Schwartz, 

2006, p. 111).  This monitoring takes place both actively and passively by the White 
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majority, and such was the case in Spanish language classrooms.  

 As these classroom-based curricula are designed to appeal to the cultural comforts 

of White students (although Spanish is spoken, students’ access to White privilege is 

never in question; while “foreign,” language is generally marketed as linguistically and 

culturally Eurocentric) in the “real world,” “Spanish spoken outside the classroom” is at 

times imagined as a space where this whiteness/privilege might be threatened.  As Hill 

notes, “A staple of anti-Spanish rhetoric is that hearing Spanish makes ‘Americans’ feel 

like aliens in their own country.  A clichéd expression of this feeling is objection to the 

message on many automatic telephone answering systems, ‘Press ‘One’ for English’” 

(2008, pp. 125).  While students enrolling in Spanish courses are unlikely to self-identity 

as ‘anti-Spanish,’ the same feelings are, in general, notably present when students 

acknowledge Spanish as a local entity.  Haviland (2003) examines this further:  

“Speaking in non-English is potentially threatening (because it is unintelligible, and, thus, 

secret); speakers of non-English are therefore also potentially threatening (because they 

are insubordinate, uncontrollable, and secretive)” (p. 772).  Essentially, students’ power, 

marked by their native command of English, can seemingly be relinquished when 

interacting authentically outside of English-speaking circles.  In so doing, it becomes 

clear that this power becomes tangible as a social organizer.   

 If these findings are any indication, students’ necessary negotiation of the “Us” 

and “Them” may always involve a re-claiming of privilege and power through second 

language learning.  The presence of Spanish in White spaces may make White folks feel 

powerless (or at least feel their cultural comforts have been threatened).  The idea that 
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students admit to suspicions and resentment of “them” talking about “Us” might imply 

that learning Spanish—“their” language— grants access to reclaiming White privilege 

wherein (to re-quote Salvador) “[my/our/your] surroundings” have become increasingly 

Spanish-speaking.  A later discussion of students’ framing Spanish as ‘mobile’ will 

emphasize this point. 

 Of course, no student wants to appear culturally intolerant as a Spanish learner.  

On the contrary, students’ motivations for language learning hardly relied solely on fear 

and suspicion, and were represented as well-intended.  In interviews, students regularly 

positioned themselves as culturally sensitive.  In this rich sequence, Sara reflects on how 

she grapples with speaking Spanish respectfully with her family’s housekeeper in Valley 

Vista: 

 [2a] My [mom will want me to] speak to her in Spanish, I’m like...that’s...I just think that’s so  
 insulting and so stupid. I’m like, I’m not doing that, I’m sorry. Like she can speak a little bit in  
 English. I’d rather like, if I say it wrong, then I’ll feel stupid.  
 
 [2b] I don’t know. I just don’t like to make people feel like they’re, I don’t know, less  
 intelligent, because they don’t...I don’t know.   
 
 [2c] Usually I just end up being really...like, “Hi,” because I don’t want to be like, “Hola.” …I  
 feel like it makes their...I don’t know...And I don’t have an accent or anything, so I’m like,  
 “Hola”... (Sara, Sept int) 
 
 Unlike previous examples, Sara reflects upon a very personal relationship with 

“them.”  In [2a], a housekeeper (unnamed in the context of our interview) is identified 

with definite pronouns (her, she) as opposed to a nebulous alternative (i.e. “them”).  

Sara’s circumstances in this encounter are hardly threatening: she maintains a position of 

power throughout, both in our conversation and in the particular interaction to which she 

refers.  Not coincidentally, this account of spoken Spanish (or not) took place in her own 
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home: a private, culturally comfortable English-speaking space.  Spanish, by default, is 

outpowered and outnumbered; as an identity marker it is contained to the presence of said 

housekeeper.  However, by [2b] our conversation shifts from the personal to plug into a 

larger context that, for Sara, seems less comfortable to verbalize.  Sara began relying on 

the variations of “them” charted earlier (i.e. people, they’re, they) in addition to context-

specific particulars (an accent or anything, it makes their) that index the same idea.  As 

her talk indicates, the source of this discomfort is difficult to pin down; she develops 

rationales that explain a resistance to her mother’s request (to speak to the housekeeper in 

Spanish), but they hang unfinished and peppered with conversational filler (“I don’t 

know”): 

  “I just don’t like to make people feel like they’re, I don’t know, less  
  intelligent, because they don’t…I don’t know.” 
  “I feel like it makes their… I don’t know… and I don’t have an accent or  
  anything…” 
 
While it is unclear to understand the rationale behind her mother’s urging, Sara’s Spanish 

abilities position her as a potential language broker (Tse, 1996; Vasquez, Pease-Alvarez 

& Shannon, 1994) to mediate communication between her English-speaking mother and 

the Spanish-speaking housekeeper.  Sara is certainly acknowledging that this places her 

in an awkward position, notably at the expense of her housekeeper’s comfort.  To Sara, 

the fact that she doesn’t possess a native or near-native accent (or, presumably, can’t 

“pass for” such) indicates that she can’t confidently perform her bilingualism in a 

respectful manner.   Yet, this awkwardness is perhaps grounded in Sara’s efforts to be 

seen as actively anti-racist (Goldberg, 1993; Omi & Winant, 1986/1989; Pollock, 2008; 

van Dijk, 1993) involving discursive performance so delicate it can barely be uttered.   
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 Perhaps Darby is more forthcoming about her own anti-racism.  A cashier at a 

local restaurant, Darby actively used her Spanish with cooks, servers and bussers.  During 

our second interview, she throroughly explained how language appeared to organize 

social interaction and bureaucratic hierarchy at her workplace. 

[3a] Um, I get the impression that a lot of the Spanish speakers at work, at least are biased in 
the sense that they think that, um...and I’m perpetuating this by not trying to speak in 
Spanish, but they think that we don’t...I don’t care about, um, their language or that like...I 
don’t know, there’s...because there’s...oh, there’s a very big divide in what the Spanish 
speakers...the jobs that they hold at the [restaurant], and the jobs that the English speakers 
hold. And I feel like they think, that I think that I’m above them… (that’s) the impression 
that I get, even though I have never in my life thought that. (Darby, Nov int) 

 
A distinction between “us” v. “them” persists in this example, yet Darby (along with 

Sara) positions “them” by presuming what these Spanish speakers think about her.  She is 

apologetic and sharply metacognitive (“I’m perpetuating this by not trying to speak in 

Spanish”), and in so many words realizes how language serves as a social organizer.  

Spanish is marked for marginalized work in this particular public space.  Perhaps most 

profound, however, is Darby’s final remark, where she genuinely positions herself as 

anti-racist, “They think that I’m above them… even though I have never in my life 

thought that.”  Though racism is never referred to directly, it is unspoken yet clearly 

understood as part of what defines “us”… as Darby puts it, that “we… don’t care about 

their language.” 

 Darby’s narrative differs from that of Sara, whose insecurity lies in her linguistic 

performance (she closely monitors her self-described “White girl” accent, she’s worried 

about “saying it wrong”) and her identity as performed between her mother and 

housekeeper.  What both Sara and Darby do share, however, is the concern that their 

“goodwill” will be misread as patronizing, belittling, or racist at worst.  This is 
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particularly relevant given that they are, in fact, sensitive that their localized Spanish 

speaking ‘outlets’ assume a minoritized status with respect to larger power relations in an 

otherwise White world.  Momentarily aware of their power and privilege, Sara and 

Darby’s anti-racism emerges to cash in on this status as “goodwill.”  This anti-racism can 

be found throughout the data, since it is paramount to positioning the “us” as good, if not 

beneficial, to “them.”  Students genuinely aim to be socially conscious—of their own 

proud admission, Danny enjoys “helping those people” at a local hardware mart and Ania 

respectfully practices her Spanish with an older co-worker—although going so far as to 

own up to White privilege is a delicate matter.  As my earlier review of the literature 

should indicate, such a truth comes as no surprise (see McIntosh, 1990; Jensen, 2005; 

Thompson, 2003; van Dijk, 1993).  In essence, identification with, or benefit from, White 

privileges appeared to be the glue that secured distinction and distance between “Us” and 

“Them.”  Thompson (2003) explains exactly what is captured in Sara and Darby’s 

narratives—apologies, dangling thoughts and all: “Although we can acknowledge white 

racism as a generic fact, it is hard to acknowledge as a fact about ourselves.  We want to 

feel like, and to be, good people.  And we want to be seen as good people” (p. 8). 

 

5.1.2 “As long as you get everything down, the order doesn’t matter so much”: 
Gringoism in action 

 
 Studies of intersubjectivity (“Us” v. “Them”), power, and privilege rely centrally 

on evidence from identity performance.  This performance is particularly visible in 

language classrooms—students are not only engaging with a new language, but are 

experimenting with the multiple identities that this new medium of communication 
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affords.  It must also be considered that the language classroom is a community of 

practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), a distinct culture which calls for an engagement with 

particular discourses.  As Eckert (2000) reminds us, this engagement not only requires 

interaction with classmates and completion of assignments, but it is the “attitudes toward 

them that make people who they are and that tie people to each other” (p. 172).  The latter 

can be catalogued through interviews and journal entries, but these attitudes are also 

performed and co-constructed by students in the classroom itself. 

 I define Gringoism (Schwartz, 2008) as an active celebration of a White, 

monolingual (un)consciousness through particular discursive performances: both 

linguistic and cultural.  Speaking gringo-ized Spanish, for instance, is to utilize a register 

that effectually reproduces racist discourse and explicitly elevates English 

monolingualism as symbolic of a larger social and linguistic order.  Mock Spanish (Hill, 

1998, 2008) fits within this framework, but Gringoism necessarily includes the more 

general enactment of recursive discourses (Irvine & Gal, 2000) wherein English speakers 

construct and perform ideological representations of differences that affirm these larger 

power structures.   

 A final, yet crucial note: the establishment of boundaries is essential to 

establishing gringo space as a particular community of practice.  For gringoism to be 

active, a successful domination of White, English monolingualism must be manifest in 

the distance between these sites and and the spaces where Spanish is spoken (or imagined 

to be spoken) authentically.  In other words, “larger social relations of domination and 

exclusion guarantee to be reproduced in particularly distinct, marked locales” (Schwartz, 
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2008, p. 231) such as the culturally accommodating campus classroom.  In this section I 

explain how KPs collectively performed Gringoism in their Spanish language classrooms 

(often alongside teachers, texts and curriculum), and in so doing, established these 

classrooms as bona fide gringo spaces. 

Gringoism was best identified in tokens coded as Casual and/or subordinating 

recursive discourse.  A third of the data from observations (no: nca= 33.8% of tokens) was 

coded as such; this generous number in particular speaks to the frequency of this 

discursive performance.  The data analyzed hereafter are selected from this sample. 

Gringoism through linguistic experimentation.  Perhaps the most identifiable 

recursive discourse found its place in students’ linguistic experimentation.  Later in this 

chapter I examine how students employ Mock Spanish and loose “cognate play” as tools 

for navigating a second language; meantime, I want to clarify how gringoisms emerge as 

conscious and unconscious acts of speaking.  Some tokens of this experimentation appear 

as brief segments of student speech in my fieldnotes—lexical nuggets Fairclough (1992) 

might term “discourse-as-text.”  Choice in grammar, vocabulary and text structure itself 

becomes the discourse under study.  Some examples: 

 
[3a] I write: One student (“Matt”) has terrible pronunciation, but (no fear in speaking up)… this 
serves as a constant source of humor.  A blunt, anglicized “por ‘FEY-vur” [“please”] breaks up 
a guy on the other side of the room. (Fall obs, Olivia) 
 
[3b] Olivia, asking what type of meat [carne] he prefers to order at a restaurant: “Carne de 
puerco o de res?” [“Pork or steak?”] 
Matt: “Carne de steak.” (Fall obs, Olivia) 

 
 [3c] Emilia, eliciting discussion for a new ‘culture’ lesson: “Now, ¿Qué sabes de Cuba?”  
 [“What do you (all) know about Cuba?”] 
 Unnamed student: “tienen cigars.” [“They have cigars.”] (Spring obs, Emilia) 

 
[3d] Julie: ¿Qué hicieron este fin de semana? 



196    

Unnamed student: “Fui a un strip club.”  [“I went to a strip club.”] (Spring obs, Julie) 
 
 Here, linguistic experimentation includes a case of hyper-anglicization [3a] (see 

Barrett, 2006; Hill, 2008) as well as the switching of codes (Spanish  English) mid-

sentence [3b, 3c, 3d].  Students such as Matt, speaking out in unabashed nonchalance, 

were common fixtures (it seemed at least one fearlessly, flamboyantly vocal student 

anchored each class’s collective enthusiasm), and usually contributed a treasure trove of 

gringoized speech acts to a day’s field notes.   

 As an observer, I found it surprisingly difficult to determine when hyper-

anglicized Spanish was intended to elicit humor; although more often than not, it was not.   

Hill (1998) finds hyperanglicization to be a key strategy in the successful transmission of 

Mock Spanish, and likewise it remains necessary for marking gringo-ized language.  

Involving “parodic pronunciations… that reflect an exaggerated English phonology” (pp. 

682-83 as cited in Barrett, 2006, p. 164), Matt’s delivery raised a chuckle, and arguably 

his blunt use of elementary Spanish phraseology indexed a language as silly, easy, and a 

source for unchecked mockery.  Yet to the students’ credit, the notion of phonological 

difference was never explicitly referred to in the Spanish curriculum, and I never 

observed teachers explicitly teaching the idea that language learning involves the patient 

mastery of a language-specific, systemic repertoire of sounds (some included in English, 

others not). 

 Code switching was quite common in students’ speech, and despite an aggressive 

Spanish-only campaign enforced by departmental curriculum, some teachers openly 

encouraged alternation as a roundabout means of discovering new vocabulary.  However, 
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making the specific switch between Spanish to English within a sentence may indirectly 

index a performed resistance, a spontaneous yet insistently half-baked attempt to 

“participate” in Spanish.  These switchings were almost always located in responses to an 

instructor’s question, and often the students’ failure to construct an utterance entirely in 

Spanish went unchecked.  Over time, it seemed, these switchings became normalized 

affirmations—linguistic signposts—of a gringo space where Spanish was not expected to 

be spoken completely, but playfully “snacked on” (Greusz, 2008; Ruiz, 2008).  At a 

second glance, these switchings range from the shameless (if not openly offensive “I 

went to a strip club”) to the seemingly harmless.  Yet, it is hard to deny that on some 

level, one’s choice to include English is actively conscious.  Because speaker choice is 

fundamental to understandings discourse-as-text (Fairclough, 1992), there is a reason that 

English vocabulary cannot be replaced with Spanish counterparts.  Effectually, a 

hyperanglicized “‘kar-ney dei steak” (pronounced [‘kɑɹ nej dej], not the Spanish [‘kaɾ ne 

ðe]) and “tee-‘yeh-nen cigars” (pronounced [ti ‘ɛ: nɛɴ], not [‘tje nen]) warrants the 

attention in performance that “res” and “puros” cannot.  These choices signal the 

speaker’s gringo privilege, but also the idea that this privilege gives license to even the 

most well-inteded to ‘get away with’ a minimum amount of Spanish in order to be 

understood in the most basic contexts.  And like any linguistic expression of Gringoism, 

these English lexical punctuations mark a passive resistance, a token of pride in not 

understanding Spanish. 

 Gringoism and employing Spanish as “symbolic resource.”  As Hill (1998, 2008) 

and I have both demonstrated, careful choices in Spanish usage (Mock Spanish, 
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reclaimed Spanish into popular English discourse) have long contributed to fashionable 

speech among Anglo audiences.  More specifically, “there is something oddly chic and 

cool about embracing the stereotype of the ignorant gringo,” and this self-identification 

itself in fact becomes a commodity for monolingual White audiences to embrace 

(Schwartz, 2008, pp. 230).  This  commodification connected gringo students, classrooms 

and identities with Spanish-speaking others and was not only delivered in explicit 

language choice/alternation, but through symbolic references.  Conventionalized 

representations of Spanish speakers thus deserve attention here: Conventionalized serves 

as a key qualifier, as cultural conventions are generally set by gringo authorities (i.e. 

language texts) and co-constructed by gringo audiences who rely on symbols to 

commodify and “understand” a language and the people imagined to natively speak it. 

 Conventionalized representations are essential to selling ‘Spanish-speaking 

culture’ to White, monolingual English speaking audiences (see, for instance, Urciuoli, 

1996)  In my original introduction to Gringoism (Schwartz, 2008), White audiences are 

directed to exploit these conventions through guidebooks wherein Spanish is loosely 

experimented with: the Mexican beach resort, a cookbook of ‘Gringo-Mex’ cuisine 

(subtitled “Mexican cooking for the American kitchen”), the Mexican-themed party 

(perhaps taking place adjacent to the aforementioned kitchen), etc.  Unlike what I found 

in Spanish classrooms, these conventions are particular physical spaces, and the 

racializing discourses that are indexed by the usage of Spanish in these spaces are 

semiotically recursive, as a result.  If my data is any indication, the Spanish foreign 

language classroom relies on highly objectified conventions that are imagined to 
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represent anything related to the language.   

Hill (2008) most recently entitled this process as a “recruitment… of symbolic resources” 

(pp. 130), citing the promotion of “Pueblo” construction style in touristy Santa Fe, New 

Mexico as an example.  The required architectural code is intended to index an essence of 

Indian-ness, ostensibly appealing to out-of-state visitors as a sign of localized, ‘typical’ 

cultural authenticity. 

 In my field notes, similar symbolic resources appear very tangibly: as cigars,  

cockfights, flamenco music, Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera.  Drugs and alcohol make 

frequent appearances, too. Store-bought chips and salsa were a popular accompaniment 

to class activities.  At one point, I caught a glimpse at a mix CD designed to accompany 

the portion of curriculum authored by the Spanish department, distributed exclusively for 

instructors’ use in teaching grammatical structures (transcripts of some songs were 

included in the course syllabus).  Curiously, tracks included the Gipsy Kings’ cover of 

“Hotel California” and Ricky Martin’s popularly lampooned “She Bangs.”  A few key 

dialogues, however, capture precisely how students recruit these symbolic resources to 

“interact” and “participate” with Spanish. 

 Several exchanges took place as GPs enrolled in 103 concluded the semester with 

mandatory oral presentations.  These presentations, which are also required in 102, 

require a student to speak entirely in Spanish on a cultural theme somehow connected to 

a geographical location in Latin America.  These are executed independently of notes or 

outlines, and must be accompanied by a “visual artifact” and an “interactive component.”  

In essence, this culminating assignment is intended to assess a student’s abilities to 
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confidently, competently and interactively communicate in Spanish.  The prohibition of a 

written ‘script’ is intended to encourage improvisation and ‘off-the-cuff’ talk, although I 

found students attempting vehemently to memorize ‘their lines’ prior to presentations. 

 A few days before presentations were scheduled to begin, Emilia asked her 

students to briefly share their topics with the class, albeit publicly and spontaneously.  

One female student responded with an enthusiastic “Chihuahuas!”  Later, upon further 

thought, the same student suggested she might present more generally on “the animals of 

Spain.”  Emilia, responding with “I think you’re gonna have some trouble finding 

information on that,” was met instead with a jubilant, matter-of-fact “I’ll just talk about 

Chihuahuas.”   

 While this could have been written off by Emilia as a humorous outtake on the 

part of a student, I recall Emilia responding to the exchange with a hint of reserved 

disgust.  On one hand, Chihuahuas are goofy, petite animals loved by their share of 

admirers, this student being one of them (Emilia also admitted to owning one of her 

own).  Conversely, however, it is hard to acknowledge the dog’s recent popularity 

without considering its association with Paris Hilton, Disney’s 2008 family comedy 

(Beverly Hills Chihuahua) or the wildy popular Taco Bell commercials from the 1990s, 

the latter a beloved favorite among the corporation’s White, English-speaking customers.  

Hill (2005) argued the success of these commercials rested on a talking dog’s ability to 

deliver a sales pitch in simplified, and later, Mock Spanish: the infamous, Mexican-

accented “Yo quiero Taco Bell,” quickly made room for further parodic, ungrammatical 

utterances.  Commercials inspired a near-endless production of the Chihuahua as 
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Spanish-speaking commodity; one knock-off found by Hill was a t-shirt “where the 

Chihuahua, poured into a beer bottle, says, ‘I don’t want no stinking tacos, aiee!  Yehaa!, 

cerveza!  Mock Spanish “cerveza” (beer) is firmly established” (p. 116). 

 In short, symbolic resources like Chihuahuas, tacos and beer earn as much cachet 

on a t-shirt as they do for a student who insists on its “presentation.”  These objects as 

symbols are popularly conflated with Spanishness and Mexicanness, and the dialogue 

between Emilia and her student directly indexes this conflation.  Furthermore, because 

Spanish is the language imagined to be spoken by this dog, and the people from where 

this breed is native, its essence is also directly (yet wrongfully) associated with Spain as a 

geographic location.  The Chihuahua, ironically, serves as an interesting choice for a 

cultural presentation, as its popularity—like the naming of burrito, for instance— is 

almost entirely American in production.  Regardless of the student’s intent to present the 

symbol as “cultural content,” its association with the Spanish langauge lends itself to a 

classic gringo convention. 

 With a final regard to burritos and Americanized Mexican cuisine, the taco and its 

commercial purveyors often symbolized a humorous outlet for localized (non-foreign) 

Spanish-speaking life.  Students often delighted in their allegiance to such locales.  In 

completing his KP participant survey, Salvador (later chosen for the study) replied to 

“Prior to beginning your studies here… what sort of exposure did you have to the 

Spanish language?” with a simple “Taco Bell” (along with “Carlos Mencía”).  Once, a 

particularly gutsy and shameless GP attempted to ask instructor Rafael, “Can we go to 

Taco Bell so that they (the employees) can intercommune with the blancos, you know, 
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Spanish heritage?” 

 Plenty of other symbolic resources follow suit during these presentations.  I found 

a Speedy Gonzalez-ish “aiee” in multiple forms, once on a brochure Emilia’s previous 

student had concocted to compliment a short composition on Panama.  Emilia passed 

around the colorful tri-fold as a model for her students to imitate for their upcoming 

assignment; should I have been interested in pursuing Panama as a travel destination, the 

imaginary tourist bureau could be found at turismoayayay.com.  Upon presenting on 

more tropical Latin American countries, discussions of the beach and resort locales often 

required some sort of jab at alcohol, drunkenness, and at times, scatology.  A GP in 

Rafael’s 102 class kept things simple with his “visual aid.”  One portion of a poster 

illustrating the sights of Baja California featured a road warning sign, wherein the student 

hand-wrote: “BAJA: CUIDADO!  Tequila + club = dormir en the playa” [“BAJA 

(California): Caution!  Tequila + (night)club = sleeping on the beach”]. 

 Speaking back against recursive discourses.   One of my most poignant memories 

from data collection across the semesters involved a student who arrived slightly late to 

Olivia’s 102 class.  Olivia had begun her lesson, and for a brief moment, all eyes landed 

on the tardy young man.  He took his seat, and class resumed.  While I had never learned 

his name, I had previously been impressed by the student’s vigilance and focus in class; 

at one point Olivia had mentioned to me that he performed quite well on exams, too.  In 

any event, I was surprised that students showed no visible reaction to the student’s choice 

of clothing for the day, which, to me, especially punctuated his tardiness.  He donned a t-

shirt (see Image 5.1) with a drawing of a foaming pitcher of peer, tilted in the serving 
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position.  Below, a caption read, “Pour, Favor.”  It was not as if students seemed to take 

no notice to the image and symbol, which employed Mock Spanish to the delight of their 

Gringo sensibilities (Hill, 2008; Schwartz, 2006).  It was that such an ensemble went 

unchecked, and this group students, normally a rowdy, sarcastic and hyperobservant 

bunch, were totally normalized by its potential implications, especially given its 

spontaneous presence in a Spanish language classroom. 

 Of course, the well-known appropriation “Por Favor” (The Spanish phrase for 

please) into English allows this subtle play on words to imply that Spanish and alcoholic 

consumption are symbolically linked as commodities, for public enjoyment.  Although it 

is likely he never intended to achieve such ends, this association remains a fine example 

of Mock Spanish accessing a “zone of foreignness and disorder, richly fleshed out with 

denigrating stereotypes” (Hill, 2008, p. 129).  The t-shirt is available through multiple on-

line merchants, and such joins the repertoire of other offensive printed logos (see Chun, 

2004; Meek, 2006) which conflate minority languages and their speakers with the 

backward and stupid, among other pejorative features.  Spanish and Mexicanness have 

been of great amusement on faux vintage t-shirts with tags such as “New Mexico: 

Cleaner than regular Mexico” (see http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/8670263/) and 

“Tijuana: City of the future” (In this case, a place U.S. Anglos ordinarily associate with 

lawlessness and circus-like absurdity is illustrated as an antequated, 1950s vision of “the 

future;” a Disneyland-style monorail cuts through a Tomorrowland-like cityscape). 

 When a lesson in critical language education—not to mention cultural 

sensitivity—literally comes walking through the door, why isn’t it acknowleged?  Why, 
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rather, is it avoided?  This is a question I continue to pose in this study, although I would 

like to sample a few moments where I found both students and teachers engaging in 

critiques of readily available recursive discourses.   

 In one 102 section, I observed a series of mid-semester oral skits, completed in 

trios in 12-15 minute intervals.  The original assignment called for an interactive 

presentation that fulfilled particular communicative goals (application of newly learned 

grammar structures and vocabulary).  Each group designed a loose script for these skits, 

but was not permitted to read from notes; ‘authentic’ communication—ad lib, off-the-cuff 

use of Spanish was encouraged instead.  Additionally, each group chose a “theme;” in 

this case, these revolved around a given Spanish-speaking country as a location wherein 

the skit would take place.  My raw field notes from the “Mexico” group: 

 
 [First skit] involves two tourists, a taxi driver, arriving in Mexico.  “Bienvenido a México” says  
 the taxi driver.  The skit has all the markings of recursive Spanish, they’re drinking cerveza,  
 going to playas, hotel, (ride on a) fishing boat, speaking some very Anglicized, tourist- 
 centered (and at some times Mock) Spanish the whole way through.   
 
The second group covered life in Nicaragua, but perhaps influenced by ‘American’ socio-

politics: 

[The second skit] documents a traffic accident, and interestingly enough the students go out  
of their way to accomodate a fascinating part of the tale.  Although this takes place in  
Nicaragua, an heated argument leads to some heavy name calling.  One of the women “hit” is  
called an “illegal,” the argument ensues, and she shouts back by saying, “my Nicaraguan  
family’s been here for 2 generations!”   

 
 The first group was quite representative of the nature of these oral skits.  I sat 

through several across the 102 sections, and these tended to imitate travels to tourist 

destinations (similar to how “culture” lessons were developed in the course textbooks).  

Naturally, the second skit caught me by surprise.  While the Nicaraguan context was 
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relatively inconsequential to the plot development of the skit, which revolved around the 

car accident, I realized how these students—cognizant of it or not--, were offering a 

critique of the essentializing nature of of Spanish discourse both in and out of their 

classroom setting.  Discourses of immigration and legality are rare, if not adamantly 

avoided in the language classroom, in an attempt to distance social affairs from language 

learning as a humanistic enterprise (refer to earlier discussions in Chapter 2).  

Nonetheless, these dwell close to the surface in the consciousness of any ‘American’ 

student enrolling in basic Spanish study, and the use of a well-worn trope in a storyline, 

while easy to overlook, is proof.   “My XXX family’s been here for X generations” is a 

cry associated with the declaration and defense of U.S. citizenship, particularly for those 

whose national allegiance (Mexican Americans, Arab Americans, etc.) comes into daily 

question. 

 In contrast with the conventional, GTA Emilia decided to contest similar 

discourses head-on.  In her 201 course, Emilia supplemented the textbook lecture 

surveying Puerto Rican culture in the U.S. with a critical look at the cinematic production 

of West Side Story, followed by a visit with a singing stuffed Chihuahua.  I had arrived 

slightly late for the latter event, and apparently missed the toy’s debut—the Chihuahua 

spouted off non-sequiturs in Spanish, most of which were incorrect and intended for 

Gringo audiences likely not to take notice.  I inspected the stuffed animal later, still 

attached to its original packaging, as it alerted me: “Good things come in poquito 

packages!” (The adjective poquito implies a small amount, as in measurable quantity; this 

should have been replaced with pequeño, which implies physical size.)  In later 
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communication with Emilia, I asked her to explain what prompted her to bring in the toy, 

and how students tend to react with such a practice, she responded: 

 
[My husband] and I have a real life Chihuahua and the talking Chihuahua was a gag wedding 
present from friends. When I noticed it speaks incorrect Spanish, I thought it could offer a 
teachable moment for my students. I ask them to catch the error and explain why it’s wrong. 
They usually don't ask why I have such a ridiculous prop. (Personal communication, 2/3/09) 

 
Like the t-shirt, the Chihuahua is a cultural text that employs normalizing discourses 

(Fairclough, 1995) to reference offensive—if not racist—stereotypes.  While Emilia 

perhaps did not challenge her students to the degree of discovering this connection, the 

opportunity for students to critique the dog’s hybridized speech on a linguistic level laid 

Image 5.2 “Singin’ Chihuahua” 
This “Singin’ Chihuahua” (left) helped spark critical discussion in Emilia’s 
spring 103 class. In one fall section of 102, one student donned a t-shirt bearing 
the emblem at right.  Its appearance went ignored.  
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the groundwork for such discovery to take place in the future.  Granted, it is difficult to 

entertain such discussion spontaneously—as with a t-shirt—but it is refreshing to find 

that such can take place on some level, albeit basic and non-threatening.   
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5.1.3 “Good,” “Bad” and “Proper” Spanish: Language policing in and out of class 
 

Across U.S. college and university campus, native speakers of Spanish are often 

reminded that their ways of using Spanish are not perceived as legitimate or valued  

(Leeman, 2005; Potowski, 2002; Valdés, 1981). Positioned as “underdeveloped” (Valdés 

& Geoffrion-Vinci, 1998), lacking prestige, and grammatically problematic, these 

localized varieties are actively “sanitized” (Villa, 2002) and purified within day-to-day 

interactions.  This in mind, I was alarmed to find that GPs enrolled in Spanish language 

courses too are frequently involved in this process of sanitization.  My data illustrate that 

these students efficiently do their part in re-inscribing a socio-linguistic hierarchy that 

separates Eurocentric and academic varieties of Spanish from localized registers and 

dialects.  I argue that this is performed through both discrete, often subconscious acts and 

overt “policing” (see Paffey, 2007).  In this subchapter, this notion of language “policing” 

serves as the principal basis for analysis and discussion; it quickly appeared across data 

sets and became a central focus of my work.  More specifically, I foreground students’ 

usage of the learning of “proper” classroom Spanish to (sub)consciously monitor and 

police economies/discourses of “bad” Spanish.  

The significance of language monitoring/policing within interview data is 

profound.  Of the total 38 interviews between and coded passages, 83 involved 

participants referencing good, bad and/or proper language use (ni: ngb= 16%).  The same 

token was less prominent in observational field notes (no: ngb = 7%); the majority of 

discussion hereafter will therefore focus on the interview data.  To preview, students’ 
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own negotiation of what “counted” as Spanish involved a consistent wrestling with ideas 

of a “proper” standard.  My reliance of words like “proper” and “good” is intentional, as 

this was the specific sort of vocabulary students used to define ways of speaking Spanish 

both in and out of class.  Granted, each student constructed and imagined this “proper” 

aesthetic differently, relying on tangible and abstract examples to do so. 

 For students, an easier task than describing the “proper,” however, was 

pinpointing what proper Spanish was not.  The act of calling out and policing 

undesirable, non-proper, and/or “bad” Spanish (both explicitly or implicitly) took place 

both in interviews and in class.  To refresh, this “calling out” is particularly relevant, (see 

previous discussions of Valdés et al, 2003; Train, 2007 in chapter two) as the notion of 

nativeness, and those who are presumed to identify as native speakers, are highly 

idealized—if not romanticized—in the organizational and ideological practices of 

Spanish departments.  In theory, dominant, privileged speakers of one language are 

expected to make a socially lateral move—by, someday, “passing for” dominant, 

privileged speakers of a second language.  The Spanish department, therefore, is in place 

to accommodate this social reproduction. 

 What is often forgotten and unspoken is that this social reproduction comes at a 

cost, which involves subtle structural (hierarchical) and personal checks among non-

dominant students and faculty (i.e. Chicanos, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans) to elevate the 

imagined Standard language ideology and/or native standard.  In Valdés et al. (2003), 

these checks were canonized in an analysis of interviews conducted with 43 members of 

one Spanish department; a set of five themes organized ideological orientations 
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surrounding English monolingualism, Spanish-English bilingualism and their respective 

roles on and off campus (p. 14): 

(1) Spanish as the language of Latin America and Spain; 
(2) good Spanish as pure, formal, and error free; 
(3) the native speaker norm as a model of correct usage;   
(4) the limitations of speakers of U.S. varieties of Spanish; 
(5) the role of the department in teaching good Spanish. 
 

In essence, these themes negotiate the various ways in which Spanish is imagined as 

“counting” as proper, legitimate, pure… and not.  Terms such as “good” and “correct” 

are vague (as is “proper,” for that matter), but remain notable opposites of “error” and 

“limitations.”  With respect to the latter two themes, Valdés et al. (2003) and Villa (2002) 

both note that “good Spanish” is often conflated with varieties that are English-free.  U.S. 

varieties of Spanish, logically, are seen as less prestigious when they are not actively 

sanitized—cleansed of English influences and language mixing. 

Considering that the large majority of GPs in this study are native English 

speakers who likely rely on their L1 to make meaning of Spanish as a “new” language, 

students ‘weighed in,’ and with frequent enthusiasm both supported and contradicted 

these ideas.  For one, I found students repeatedly identified and conflated otherwise valid, 

rule-governed linguistic practices (code switching, regional dialect, etc.) into a 

generalized unfavorable grouping of phenomena that indexes Spanish misusage (students 

employed discourse such as “street talk,” “slang type accent,” “not proper,” “not formal,” 

and “not really Spanish” to reference these registers as undesirable).  Three particular 

reflections from early interviews pinpoint this: 

 
 [4a] I’ve learned that they’re not necessarily grammatically correct speaking it in the outside  
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 world… it feels like it’s more, in the outside world it’s more loose.  And if you can just get  
 down the right words in the… in the right order necessarily conjugations and things aren’t  
 really going to matter so much.  But I mean, you know, if you were going to excel and go up  
 to high levels and, you know, be an interpreter or something, you know, you definitely want  
 the skills, but on the streets it doesn’t really seem to be that important. (Danny, Sept int) 
 
 [4b] …Like a lot of people like talk in Spanish…in school, but I’m not really sure if they’re  
 like…how we’re learning in Spanish like, you know, make sure you have the proper…  
 pronouns and verbs and stuff like that in sentence.  I’m not really sure that is how they do  
 it.  Or if they’re just talking like, Spanish that they’ve learned because some of the people  
 learn it from hearing people and stuff like that.  But they just pick up some of it, and start  
 talking, no matter if they actually like properly learned Spanish. (Carrie, Sept int) 
 
 [4c] Well, sophomore year (of high school), my teacher was really good.  She was from Chile  
 so she knew what she was doing.  (Brian, Sept int) 
 
 In the first two selections, I have bolded lexical items that both directly and 

indirectly index prescriptive grammatical ‘correctness’; this theme often served as a 

dividing point between “good” and “bad” varieties of spoken Spanish.  Both Danny and 

Carrie, respectively, compare their experiences with Spanish learned and spoken in the 

classroom and that found in non-academic, “authentic” locales.  The two reflections 

arrive at a unified consensus: while Spanish not maintained by the academy (“street 

Spanish”) is understandable and successful as a casual means of communication, it is, as 

Danny explains, “loose.”  The term might be interpreted in a variety of ways—from 

syntactically or lexically playful talk to discourse bordering on the impolite—but I 

maintain that such word choice indexes the local Spanish-speaking world outside the 

classroom as unruly, disorderly, or socially unacceptable.  Arguably, loose language 

reflects a loose, improper social order (and vice versa) where Latinos are imagined to 

“pick up some of it, and start talking, no matter if they actually like properly learned 

Spanish,” as Carrie explains (and alluded to earlier in this chapter).  This sort of talk is, in 

fact, specified to be less socially desirable, since improper grammar is equated with low 
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cultural capital.  Danny makes this distinction clear, and it echoes what Pomerantz (2002, 

2008) has discovered among undergraduate students as well: to be “an interpreter,” or to 

utilize one’s Spanish to gain access to a wider multilingual global marketplace, is to 

avoid “loose, street talk” at all costs.  Such registers are not encouraged, and often not 

available, to the Spanish foreign language learner.   

Brian’s example, on the other hand, conflates correctness with imagined ideas of 

authenticity and purity, both specifically couched in this foreign paradigm.  Upon 

recalling a “good” classroom experience with Spanish, he explains that his teacher, a 

Chilean, “knew what she was doing.”  However, his use of the conjunction “so” links his 

statement as a purposeful cause-and-effect.  To retrace his logic, she knew what she was 

doing because she was from Chile.  While Brian might classify his teacher’s “doings” as 

teaching abilities or organization skills, his mention of his teacher’s geographical origin 

strikes me as direct affirmation of her claim to authentic, foreign Spanish.  This foreign 

standard is invested with a degree of authority; it is as if Brian presumes that knowing 

what one is “doing” with respect to language teaching is the equivalent to maintaining a 

language as pure and correct.  It is curious to note that Brian’s admiration of his high 

school teacher contrasts sharply with comments on instructor Gilberto, as recorded on his 

participant survey (completed just before our fall interview).  Brian found Gilberto, a 

local Chicano from Rio Seco, difficult to understand.   

In addition, ideas of Spanish misuage were often couched in the co-construction 

and imagination of all things Spanglish.  While students’ own definitions of Spanglish 

vary, the term usually acted as a proxy for the introduction of English lexical, 



213    

morphological and syntactical features that compromise the grammatical purity of 

Spanish as maintained in their textbook-centered foreign language classrooms.  

While the term comes in tandem with wildly conflicting linguistic, sociolinguistic 

and anthropolitical constructuctions (see Zentella, 1993; see discussion in Chapter 2), 

here KPs’ own descriptions show exactly why such is so contested.  In April, I decided to 

ask students how they defined Spanish: 

 
 [5a] I would just say it’s a mix between Spanish and English… But I know a lot of people who  
 try to speak like… Spanglish and a lot of it comes out wrong.  And it’s just like, why do people  
 try?  I don’t know… And I know a kid in this class, seems like he knows Spanish.  And he  
 always says different words and our teacher corrects him.  I don’t know what it is, so… I don’t  
 know if that’s Spanglish, but… I… it seems to me like it’s just this own little culture… (Brian,  
 Apr int) 
 
 [5b] I want to define Spanglish as a little more than just Spangli-cizing English words.   
 Although I’m sure that people do that all the time.  And I mean I’ll find myself sitting there  
 going like, “Is it… is it exactly how you… I’m pretty sure it’s similar to the English but I want to  
 just add an “o” to the end, we hope that works.”  But I think that… that might be where it  
 starts… 
 
 It seems, I don’t know, somehow tacky.  I look at the… the old racist cowboy adding an “o” to  
 every English word.  Like that’s where we get the term “no problemo,” that kind of thing. (Ray,  
 April int) 
 
 [5c] I think Spanglish to me is what I’m ultimately going for.  It’s… it’s the ability to completely  
 intertwine two languages and use them interchangeably and be completely comfortable in  
 both and use the better aspects or the most useful aspects of each depending on what you’re  
 trying to say. 
 
 …I think Spanglish does have a negative connotation and then mostly with people who are  
 fluent Spanish speakers and only know some English… People [might think], well, they don’t  
 know English well enough to just use English.  But I guess I’ve been exposed to it as more of  
 a positive thing, and that’s why I think of it [that way]. (Darby, April int) 

 
Even from a brief survey of student definitions, it becomes clear that the idea of 

Spanglish serves as a double-edged sword for these language learners: it is both a 

weapon, as it is a tool, albeit its dangers appear more readily admissible than its benefits. 
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Brian, for instance, claims not to “know much” about Spanglish, and in fact, exhibited a 

bit of resistance in furnishing a definition; he claimed he couldn’t fairly identify it since 

he wasn’t a native speaker.  And it was this assignment of Spanglish to native 

speakership that was so telling: his comments suggest that indeed Spanglish was a 

product of “Spanish speakers,” (“its own little culture”) but not a desirable, proper one.  

As his teacher might indicate, it is to be corrected at any cost—and by all means is 

marked as culturally inappropriate for the classroom.   

Ray, a little more tangible in his explanation, associates Spanglish with a possibly 

useful method of language mixing and play.  However, such language experimentation 

(see above) can be dangerous, because it can get out of hand—by identifying Mock 

Spanish (Hill, 1994, 1998, 2008), Ryan is aware that its use may index racism and 

cultural insensitivity.  Ryan’s acute awareness of “Spangli-cizing” English words recalls 

a common navigational tactic I both observed in class and discussed with students, which 

I discuss further below.   

Toying with Spanish by adding basic suffixes to English nouns (“-o,” “-a”) was a 

common experiment in guessing vocabulary translations.  Of course, what’s at stake in 

this lexical toying is an “indictment of Anglo ignorance about the complexities of 

Spanish grammar,” (Zentella, 2003, p. 62) but more crucially, a re-affirmation of popular 

discourses that Spanish can be “minimized and dismissed as a simple language” (p. 52),  

In contrast to its use among Spanish speakers, Spanglish performed on the part of Anglos 

is an example of unchecked, carefree gringoism (Schwartz, 2008).  In Arturo’s spring 

class, I recorded one GP describing this nonchalance best: “It’s fun to make stuff up… 
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like, half the time it’s right, anyway.”  His classmate chimed in, correctively: “I’d say 

three-quarters of the time it’s right.”  

 Darby too, in selection [5c] , is cognizant of Spanglish’s pejorative connotations.  

But for her, Spanglish embodies a desirable state of bilingualism that encompasses much 

more than lexical alternation/experimentation.  As she mentions, its desirability reflects a 

negotiation in two different languages, but, as others have maintained, two different 

consciousnesses (González, 2001).  With this, I should highlight examples like Darby’s, 

when students either consciously or unconsciously tapped into counterdiscourses and a 

double-standardness when policing or talking about policing Spanish.  Ania, for instance, 

came to realize that authentic, legitimate Spanish might only exist outside of the 

classroom.  Here she speaks about sharing her class assignments with friends whom 

Carrie might have classified as not having learned Spanish “properly” (see [4b]): 

[6a] …Because my friends that like speak Spanish, they’re heritage speakers… they know 
[when something] sounds wrong, but they can’t tell me why.  So then I can’t really figure out, 
you know… 
 
Adam: And that’s what you’re missing.  That’s what you want.  You want the ‘why.’ 
 
Well yeah, to understand it.  And then it’s like… I think… I mean, you need practice to get 
better at speaking it and it’s just not going to happen in the classroom.  And I don’t think…I 
don’t think [the Spanish department] could make it happen any better than they’re trying to 
now, but…I mean, I don’t know. (Ania, Nov int) 
 
 

Aaliyah, accustomed to hearing Spanish at home and with her grandparents, 

inferred that learning Spanish as a hybridized textbook variety lacked the authenticity of 

Spanish spoken outside of the classroom (but yet classified by geography).  I found her 

remark poignant; as a Spanish teacher my students ask similar questions frequently.  She 

asks me: 
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[6b] And are we learning like Spanish from Mexico or Spanish from Chile or Spanish 
from…because they’re all different.  What kind of Spanish are we learning?  I was asking my 
mom that and she couldn’t tell me. 

 
 

 Even Danny, a KP with a concise ability to identify ‘improper’ varieties and 

registers of Spanish, falls into his own double standard of perfection.  While he might be 

quick to police bad Spanish, he excuses the possibility of his being able to communicate 

in Spanish on a basic level, albeit hardly error-free.  This possibility substantiates his 

desire to continue with the basic language sequence: 

 
[6c] And like I said, I don’t think it would really have to be perfect, although that would be the 
ideal, but as long as I can communicate, I think that’s the major thing. So I mean, I...I 
probably am going to continue on to 103 and 104 (Danny, Sept int). 

 
Contrary to his original plans, however, Danny was later unable to continue with his 

Spanish studies. 

I should note that I borrow the term “policing” from Darren Paffey (2007), who 

utilized the concept in his discourse analysis of news reports on language debates and 

national identity in Spain.  Paffey examined the relationship of such reports in enforcing 

standard language ideologies as prescribed by the Real Academia Española in the 

interests of maintaining a more pure “so-called Spanish ‘linguistic community’.”  With 

this data, however, policing of this imagined ‘linguistic community’ is external in nature, 

where both texts and the students that use them assume an authoritative, prescriptive 

positionality.  In other words, while Paffey describes a policing from within, here we 

have policing from outside, or perhaps even above.  
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At this juncture, however, I raise the question: What gives students license to 

police?  Is it merely the access to a basic language course?  One might be hard pressed to 

find beginning ESL students, for instance, actively policing varieties of English of which 

they came into contact, both in and out of the classroom.  

Meantime, I do reference earlier findings here: each one of these passages 

involved Othering (often the use of ‘they’ as a discourse marker), or a separation between 

the self and an imagined and/or idealized “Spanish speaking subject”.  These passages 

also directly alluded to ideological orientations surrounding English monolingualism, 

Spanish-English bilingualism and their respective roles on and off campus—these topics 

of discussion that we find in Valdes et al’s work (2003). 

 
 

5.1.4 Spanish as mobile (or, an ode to the American Dream) 
 

To close this subchapter on Spanish talk, I want to mention a recurring theme 

found across data sets and codes.  It deserves a discussion in its own right, and 

thematically the topic relies on elements of the previous subchapters.  In brief, student 

talk frequently involved a conception of Spanish not just as a language, yet as a mobile 

entity.  Constructing Spanish as mobile was essential to establishing the language, as well 

as the people imagined to natively speak it, as inherently alien to the life in, the United 

States.  As I will establish later, this transitory idea of a language conflicts wildly with 

popular discourses of Spanish as culturally Southwestern, just as adobe-style architecture 

symbolizes Santa Fe as inherently Indian (to refer to my previous discussion on Gringo 

appropriation).  It should also be noted that students alone did not equate Spanish with 
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mobile metaphors and/or metonymy; for one, they certainly relied on texts and instructor-

guided curriculum to reinforce the idea of a language-in-motion. 

Because the mobility was so saturated in student talk, the theme is difficult to 

quantify in the data.  However, a cursory review of ¡Dímelo tu!, Mundo 21 or the 102/103 

course syllabus reveals Spanish as originating from two primary world regions: 

Peninsular Spain and the geographically nebulous ‘Latin America.’  This, coupled with 

the institutionalization of a foreign language agenda, gives students every reason to 

assume Spanish is paying temporary visit to the United States, even in regions of 

Spanish-speaking heritage (i.e. Southwestern U.S.) where dominant English is a 

historically recent trend. 

Romanticized discourses of Spanish-speakers as immigrants, in search of a better 

life in the United States, serve an interesting role in affirming pro-American nationalism 

despite a larger agenda of promoting Spanish language learning as a foreign, distanced 

endeavor.  Spanish learners in particular should be weary of using ‘America’ or 

‘American’ as a term to identify their home country while abroad, so as to fairly avoid its 

pejorative and imperialist connotations (norteamericano/a, estadounidense [“North 

American”/ “United States-ian”] are more acceptable, geographically specific adjectives, 

for instance).  Grewal (2005) underscores the sensitivity in choosing terminology.  She 

argues that it indexes the production and imagining of a very specific subject who 

consumes and is consumed by an even greater anomaly—the ‘American Dream.’  Grewal 

frames the American Dream as a selling of whiteness and neo-liberal hegemony, under 

the guise of promoting a harmonious multicultural and multilingual coexistence.  This, of 
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course, regularly embodies the silver-lined reality sold to foreign language learners to 

reinforce their studies as a means for cultural enrichment.  Post-September 11, the 

American Dream has recharged to fulfill “some of the directions taken by neoliberal 

American nationalism,” including the protection of American-ness through incarcerating 

other populations “judged by various modes of expertise as dangerous” (p. 202)  In doing 

so, definitions of ‘terrorism,’ ‘security,’ ‘safety,’ ‘risk’—and of course ‘freedom’—are 

deployed into discourse as keywords in defense of nationalist ideology34. 

One such example of the immigrant discourse and its weight in Spanish “culture 

learning” involves observations taken mid-way through the spring semester, in Zoraida’s 

201 section.  While narrating a lesson on Dominican Americans found in Mundo 21, 

Zoraida attempted to field students’ explanations for the reasons behind mass Dominican 

immigration to the U.S. in the 1980s.  As her elicitation was unsuccessful, she began to 

furnish simplified answers (this was, as she reminded students, testable material): 

“economic reasons,” “they were hungry,” and “they came for a better life.”  In any event, 

the U.S. was interpreted in discussion as a refuge and improvement from an otherwise 

depressing original lifestyle.  These “Hispanos” have since adapted to life in the U.S., the 

class gleaned, and although Dominicans are often racialized and discriminated against as 

Black Americans, they ultimately prosper in the U.S. while “mejorando sus vidas” 

[bettering their lives].  To echo earlier points, this mobility narrative is dependent on 

maintaining a distance between ‘us’ and ‘them,’ as van Dijk (2004) too has found in 

Western language textbooks.  The proverbial, positively represented ‘we’ “are being 

                                                
34 For futher discussion of foreign language study as it intersects issues of knowledge and power in a Post-
9/11 U.S., see Kramsch (2005). 
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represented as actively helping or assisting (passive) Them” (p. 6).  Language education, 

oddly enough, often became a site where the United States was reiterated a place and way 

of life (a la ‘American Dream’) that could do no harm. 

Instructors, particularly those not from the region or familiar with the realization 

of complex identities and life on the U.S.-Mexican border, had no reason not to buy into 

this idea as well.  This presented dangerous implications in ‘culture lessons’ as well.  In 

his Fall 102 course, Rafael (a new teacher, and visiting student from Spain) introduced 

Chapter Nine, entitled “¡Qué buen día para... los hispanos en los Estados Unidos!”, by 

casually asking students, 

 
  [7a] “Donde están los mexicanos en los Estados Unidos?” (“Where are the Mexicans in the  
 United States?”)  He draws a map, a blank template of the United States.  The students  
 express that Mexicans live in the Southwest, an answer he denotes by filling in this part of  
 the map.   
 
Recording this in my field notes, this example impressed me as the latest of several.  

Immediately I use Rafael’s exercise to reflect upon previous examples of students 

constructing Spanish as mobile: 

 
 [7b] Again, we return to this persistence and belief in geographical proximity.  Mexicans  
 can only exist in the SW simply because we’re located close to an inherently Spanish  
 speaking country (Mexico).  [Rafael] reaffirms this by asking students why, and then quickly  

answers his own question, “They can jump over (his index and middle finger wags together, 
imitating people jumping)… No, I’m just kidding.”  He gets a great laugh from this mostly 
Anglo audience. 

 
Rafael relied on the same logic to introduce Cuban Americans in the U.S.: 
 

[7c] “¿Dónde están los cubanos?” he asks.  “En Florida…” students respond. Why?  To 
return to this idea of geographical proximity, he reaffirms with another cheeky “they can 
swim!”  An arrow is drawn from Cuba to south Florida, and he establishes a similar between 
Puerto Rico and New York City.  He presents the presence of Spanish speakers in the United 
States as very matter-of-fact, but logically as a result of foreign migration.  It’s as if these 
groups don’t mix, interact, etc. and only live and exist in these isolated locations. (Fall obsv, 
Rafael)  



221    

 
I should mention that it is hard to paint Rafael in such a negative light.  He is an 

entertaining, energetic and popular teacher who enjoyed working with 102 students and 

sharing his native language.  However, this lighthearted attempt to introduce token 

Spanish-speaking peoples through their rough-edged “settlement” in the United States 

reflected his lack of consciousness.  His choice of a pun came off as demeaning, 

racializing, and ignorantly simplistic.  Yet, to consider Rafael’s intentions, his 

presentation of these token populations was not far off from their appearances in the 

course text.  Through an introduction to poetry, biographies and historical ‘mini-lessons,’ 

the chapter offers a sampling of localized, native Spanish speaking ‘Americans’ who are 

of homogenous national origins (i.e. exclusively of one national heritage, no mixing or 

consideration of complex identities).  I continue to wonder, how far fetched are Rafael’s 

perjorative descriptions from the lessons Dímelo tú presents?  More importantly, why 

does this simplistic interpretation of cultural pluralism remain unchecked? 

 Student narratives rarely provided this sort of counter-discourse.  An early 

interview with Carrie affirmed this erasure of the U.S. as a historically Spanish speaking 

country (particularly the Southwest, an region of which she is native).  To refresh, Carrie 

arrived at USW from the border town of San Vicente, and intends on returning to serve 

her native community after graduation. Yet, Carrie explained she had white friends who 

are “totally fluent” in Spanish, as result of having grown up in homes employing 

Spanish-speaking nannies.  Even after I questioned her, Carrie saw the virtues of living in 

a border town as completely inconsequential to these friends’ success with Spanish.  As I 

wrote to myself at the time, “a social-racial/linguistic hierarchy trumps geography, a 
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victory which seems so persistent in these narratives as justification for learning 

Spanish.”  On one level, as this case exemplifies, proximity is (co)incidental to one’s 

motivations for learning Spanish.   

 And when speaking of Spanish as a mobile, tangible presence in transit—whose 

influence can be understood by constructing the language’s proper “arrival”—Carrie, as 

many other students might, adopt the folk belief that the presence of non-English 

languages in the U.S. is a recent and new phenomenon.  Honing in on how recent this 

“arrival” may be seems a challenge.  Nonetheless, “before, people didn’t have to” speak 

Spanish, she explained.  “People” assumes a substitution for identifying the English-

speaking “us,” and before the aforementioned, indeterminate point in time.  Until “people 

coming in” spoke the language, San Vicente was, presumably, an inherently white, 

English-speaking space that only recently needed to re-organize its priorities in 

accommodating non-English speakers.  This logic also imagines Spanish speakers, of 

course, as necessarily unable to understand any language but their own.   
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5.2 Doing Spanish as language, Doing Spanish as course 
 

 One of the main theoretical precursors to this study is that of the work of 

Pomerantz (2000, 2001, 2002, 2008).  Her dissertation and later published scholarship 

established specifically how intermediate university Spanish language learners employed 

pre-existing language ideologies through their own identity construction as language 

users.  Her insistance on the study of usage is no accident; as she explains, 

“sociolinguists35 have suggested that individuals use language to position themselves in 

conversation in order to appropriate or resist certain identities” (Pomerantz, 2002, p. 79; 

see also Hirst, 2003).  Because these language learners have two languages at their 

disposal—one native and one experimental—the management of one’s budding 

bilingualism affords a versatile “attempt to establish the social identities of others through 

verbally performing certain social acts and verbally displaying certain stances” (Ochs, 

1993, p. 288, as cited in Pomerantz, 2002, p. 279; emphasis is original).   

Arguably, it is not just one’s experimentation with Spanish that dictates linguistic 

performance; the enactment of these acts and stances pinpoint how students “do” Spanish 

as a language.  This particularly plays out when language learning is specifically situated 

in the institutionalized culture of the FL classoom— a second point of discussion in this 

chapter.   Pomerantz maintains that these acts and stances double as means of 

establishing one’s (1) competency and (2) legitimacy as successful language learners (or, 

conversely, resistant ‘not-learners’; see Kohl, 1991; Valdés, 2001).   

                                                
35 Pomerantz specifically cites the following sociolinguistic research: Auer, 1998; Bailey, 2000; Blom & 
Gumperz, 1972; Bucholtz, 1995; Heller, 1988; Rampton, 1995. 



224    

 Considering the size and density of the data collected, this section will reveal just 

a couple of themes in my findings, namely those that crosscut both Spanish as it was 

“done” as a language and as course.  I have organized them as follows: (1) Mock Spanish 

and language “play;” and (2) Confidence, performance and expectation in and out of the 

classroom. 

 Mock Spanish and language “play.”  Mock Spanish (Hill, 1993, 1994, 1998, 

2001, 2008) is not found everywhere all the time.  Unlike other coded tokens, it hardly 

saturated the observational data set, as I might have expected.  I recorded a total 37 

tokens between interview and observation data (nms: mw = 5%).  Its presence is, 

nonetheless, consistent and nagging.  Mock Spanish was often embedded in tokens 

identifying recursive discourse, and as I have alluded to earlier, the mock register applied 

to classroom interaction along a wider spectrum of linguistic experimentation.  

Lexical/cognate “play” was consistently present in class, as was reflection of this play 

taking place outside of class. 

 An April interview with Ania solidified the complex role Mock Spanish plays for 

language learners, both in and out of the classroom.  This conversation followed my 

asking how she defined Spanglish (see above).  Although Ania (along with a few others) 

identifies Mock Spanish syntax as Spanglish, she explains the utility of the register in 

understanding—and misunderstanding—“actual” Spanish.  Toying with Mock Spanish 

can be useful for those like Ania, she explains, who acknowledge their lack of access to 

an authentic Spanish-speaking community. 

 
[8] Um, I think in my experience, because I…really haven’t had a good group of friends that 
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actually spoke Spanish. So there’s no real mixing Spanish and English. But I’ve heard...my 
idea of Spanglish is when people just throw an “o” onto any word, like...I don’t 
know...just...but I think that’s basically my idea of Spanglish is really just English and Spanish.  
Mostly English with an “o”. That’s what I think of. 
 
Adam: And whether it’s...this “o” suffix or...what about this construction, ‘counts’ as 
Spanglish? Why is that Spanglish? 
 
Because it’s, to me, it seems like a misconception. Like people come [here], there are a lot of 
people that speak Spanish, you don’t know Spanish so you have this misconception that you 
can make a Spanish work by just throwing an “o” on any English word. And, I mean, 
obviously, once you get into Spanish, you realize that, and there are a lot of people [here] 
know that, but I just think it has to do with misconceptions people have. 
 
Adam: Okay. So genuine misunderstanding, or...? 
 
An over-simplification.  Because there are words that are like that, very close to English, and 
those are the words that I think people who don’t know Spanish would pick up on easier, and 
then...think, oh, okay, I don’t know this work, so I’ll just an an “o” and maybe it’ll be right. And 
there’s a chance that maybe it will be, but... It’s...I mean, their language is based off English. 
(Ania, Apr int) 
 

Ania points to the mock register as a product of social misconception, and more 

specifically an overgeneralization of conventionalized, folk Spanish grammar.  One 

might frame her hypothesis to be legitimate, as Ania too oversimplifies Spanish as “based 

off” English.  Any analysis of Mock Spanish as racializing discourse would argue this 

signals something deeper, as it is. 

Student utility of Mock Spanish persisted in two forms: what I will term the (1) 

conversational and (2) declarative/exclamatory, respectively.  Both forms classify as 

spoken performances wherein GPs experimented lexically and syntactically with Spanish, 

though perhaps their main distinguishing feature invokes intended audience.  More 

specifically, conversational Mock Spanish generally involved no more than three or four 

interlocutors (although usually just two), and was exchanged during GPs’ interactive 

assignments (such as groupwork), or merely under one’s breath, in earshot of perhaps 
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only one or two fellow students.  The common use of “comprende,” for example, 

signaled to fellow students one’s ability to understand (or not) a particular 

exercise/assignment.  The examples are developed in three lines; the first indicates what 

was spoken, the next bracketed line offers a suggested alteration of the register into a 

standard Spanish, and the last offers a translation in English: 

 
[9a] “Comprende?  I don’t.”   
[“Comprendes?  Yo no (comprendo.)”] 
[“Do you understand?  I don’t (understand.)”] 
(Fall obs, Olivia) 
 
[9b] “No comprende número uno.” 
[“No comprendo (el) número uno.”] 
[“I don’t understand number one.”] 
(Fall obs, Gabriel) 
 

“Comprende,” the present indicative singular third person conjugation of the verb ‘to 

understand,’ has long established itself as a stock appropriation in the Anglo English 

lexicon.  Its history is unflattering, and the anglicized term is still associated by Mexicans 

and Mexican Americans to be backhanded affirmation of power differences as enforced 

by racist White bosses (see Barrett, 2006; Hill, 2008).  For most monolingual English 

speakers, however, its deployment in casual conversation simply indexes the idea of a 

lack of understanding, regardless of the subject it implicates.  This is evident above, as 

“comprende” is used to identify the first and second person (respectively), both singular 

subjects.   

In the context of the conversations between the above speakers and their 

classmates with whom they are communicating, I would estimate that the mere use of 

“comprende” is hardly pejorative or parodic.  While their pronunciation is often 
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anglicized (and seemingly insensitively so), these students are utilizing a popular lexicon 

in order to make meaning of Spanish they don’t understand.  Albeit, their incorrect usage 

presents an opportunity to distinguish the mock register from its standard, conjugated 

forms—and in effect, perhaps a chance to use Spanish grammar as an entry point for 

critical discussion on the evolution of such pejorative usage.   

While I found conversational Mock Spanish to be largely utilitarian in using 

familiar tools to make meaning of a foreign language, declarative/exclamatory Mock 

Spanish was often implicitly pejorative.  To reference Pomerantz (2002), Mock Spanish 

of this sort was a performed act—in these cases, the act relied as responses to prior 

elicitations, while calling the attention of the wider classroom audience.  Examples are 

organized as above: 

 
[9c] “Perdio el waleto.”   
[“Perdí mi billetera.”] 
[“I lost (my) wallet.”] 
(Fall obs, Rafael) 
 
[9d] “El porko!” 
[“¡El cerdo! (Carne de puerco, …de cerdo)”] 
[“Pig! (Pig meat/pork)”] 
(Fall obs, Olivia) 
 
[9e] “Coches expensivos” 
[“Coches (carros) caros”] 
[“Expensive cars”] 
(two occasions: Fall obs, Rafael; Olivia) 

 
These uses of Mock Spanish do not signal an intention of meaning-making.  In 

general, they indicate students’ not knowing how to say something in Spanish, and 

perform this ignorance delightfully for a public, English-speaking audience.  As such, 

these are examples of Mock Spanish as perfomative Gringo discourse (Schwartz, 2008).  
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The second example [9d] illustrates this precisely: here is a response to Olivia’s informal 

elicitation of her class’s various preferences in meat choices.  This in-class warm-up 

complemented a vocabulary unit in Dímelo tú on food and drink, from which students 

could have furnished responses from accessible, itemized listings, such as “la carne de 

res,” [“beef”] “el pavo,” [“turkey”] “las salchichas,” [“sausages”] and the like. Instead of 

taking a moment to reference this vocabulary in notes or via the textbook itself, this 

student chose to simply blurt out a mock construction.  These reflex-like outbursts were 

never accompanied with a raised hand, and were often rewarded with chuckles from 

students and instructors.  When reviewing occasions like these in my notes, I am inclined 

to think that FL classroom instruction in any other language would not afford students the 

opportunity to perform such implicit mockery.  Although my reaction might be 

misguided, there is less (if, perhaps, no) currency in mocking French, Japanese or Finnish 

to indirectly index discourses of laziness or social disorder.  In the case of the vast 

majority, these students have been encouraged to perform and “do” Spanish this way 

their entire monolingual, Anglo lives… and often as an unconscious linguistic 

performance, it has gone unchecked.  More often than not, my observations indicate that 

the university classroom never served as a cite to critique or challenge this unspoken 

privilege. 

Of course, not all students intended to use Mock Spanish in this vein when 

speaking declaratively.  Listening to a student’s pitch and tone of delivery, for example, 

was an often reliable means of gleaning his/her intention. (Fernald, 1989; Grosz & 

Sidner, 1986)  Other declarations are case-specific.  Certain lexical and syntactic 



229    

maneuvers implicate pejorative intention immediately—for example: the student’s use of 

“el waleto” above [9c] is telling; not only is the word flanked by the classic Mock 

Spanish article/suffix combination, the likely knows that ‘waleto’ cannot possibly be a 

standard translation for the English “wallet.”  Conversely, to a student carefully 

experimenting with Spanish, “expensivo” [9e] might work for “expensive.”  This student 

may be overgeneralizing the use of a grammar strategy (Omaggio Hadley, 2001), but 

sensibly so.  Unlike “waleto,” “expensivo” resembles Spanish morphologically and 

phonologically: a 102 student is likely to have encountered words containing audibly and 

visually similar components, such as “experto,” “exponer,” “agresivo,” etc.  This student, 

of course, is using the mock register as a tool.  Should he/she be corrected by an 

instructor, it is also likely the student will remember this mistake vividly.  As Lyster and 

Ranta (1997) indicate, these brave acts of “negotiating form” often go rewarded; oddly 

enough, Mock Spanish can act as a basis for students actively negotiating their own 

learning of Spanish as a second language. 

 In interviews, KPs confessed that this same negotiation of form took active place 

in joking and casual conversation with friends.  Several of the KPs admitted that this in 

itself was their contact with Spanish outside of class.  Stu tried to explain the experience 

of language play with his roommate: 

 [10a] The only time we ever have (to practice Spanish) is through either study or just kind of,  
 you know, we both just got out of Spanish class or we’re just kind of joking around... or  
 something like that, or just things like that, yeah. 
 
 Adam: Yeah. Can you give me some more specific examples of...of the joking around or...? 
 

Not really [laughs]. I’ll just like come home and, you know, I’ll say something in Spanish that 
we learned that day. And he’ll...he’ll have learned the same thing, so we don’t like have...and 
he’ll, you know, understood it. He’ll (have) understood it, so...just kind of that thing, yeah. 
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(Stu, Nov int) 
 

For Ania, performing the “lexical snacking” (Gruesz, 2007) of those less 

experienced with Spanish provided for humor, yet also solidified her and her friends’ 

legitimacy as authentic Southwesterners, privy to localized phonology and registers.  

Incidentally, her answer was in response to a question on the idea of Spanglish.  She 

references Mock Spanish (Hill, 1994, 1998, 2008) as symbolic of an ignorant and 

culturally insensitive monolingualism: 

 
 [10b] A lot of times, it’s...it’s kind of a joking thing, like, um, I don’t know, sometimes we talk  
 about people who come in to Arizona from the East and they don’t know any Spanish, and  
 they’ll say things like jalapeño (pronounced in hyperanglicized English phonology as [dzæ lə  
 ‘pɛː ɲœ], stressing a “j” as in ‘jam’) and like chimichanga [prounounced [tɪ mi ‘tʃeŋ ɡə],  
 stressing “cha” as in ‘change’)36 and weird things like that. So it’s kind of a joke, like, oh, these  
 people think that, you know...They don’t know how to say things, they think that Spanish is  
 just adding “o”. So it’s kind of... 
 
 Adam: But what you’re speaking to really sounds like mispronunciation, right? 
 
 Well, yeah. But in the case of when I’ve talked about it, or said things like that, it was usually  
 a joke that connected to people who just don’t know much about Spanish. 

 
 One of the more interesting examples of negotiating Spanish in play did not come 

from the mouth of a student, but rather, from GTA Rafael.  As his own pronunciation in 

English was the occasional source of laughs (To the delight of many, ‘hairdresser’ came 

out sounding more like “hay-dresser” in week four), Rafael seemed to enjoy ‘playing 

back’ with students in his native Spanish.  This chance at playing offered a combination 

of poking fun at his students’ common hyperanglicized speech while providing the 

opportunity for students to become more vigilant of their accentuation patterns.  

                                                
36 [dzæ lə ˈpɛː ɲœ], stressing a “j” as in ‘jam,’ would ordinarily be pronounced in Spanish as [xɑ lɑ ‘pe 
ɲo]; 
[tʃɪ mi ‘tʃeŋ ɡə], stressing “cha” as in ‘change,’ would ordinarily be pronounced as [tʃi mi ‘tʃɑŋ ɡɑ].  
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Emphasizing rounded vowels and elongated sounds not customary to Spanish, Rafael 

would offer these tokens of speech, usually in the form of greetings and exclamatory 

remarks.  My notes included a welcoming Hola! [ˈhoː lɑ] (as opposed to Spanish [ˈo 

la]), and friendly Qué tal? [kɛːj tɑɫ] (Spanish [ke tal]), among others.   

Confidence, performance and expectation, in and out of the classroom.  Ray 

wanted to speak Spanish very badly.  This fact was abundantly clear in every interview, 

observation and journal entry (Ray quite preferred the medium, and most of the total 

entries received were of his authorship) that I had the pleasure of recording.  Ray was in 

the process of earning his credential for secondary-level science teaching, and genuinely 

felt a management of the language—an access to bilingualism—would allow him to 

connect with local students in a way monolingual English could not.  For all his 

ambitions, however, Ray admittedly lacked confidence in speaking a language that, for 

now, wasn’t his own.  He admired the power of bilingual communication as encountered 

outside of his Spanish classroom, and simply wanted to be a part of it.  In November he 

confessed: 

 
[11a] But I still definitely feel a lot of that...that...it’s kind of a shyness, unwillingness to  
just up and try speaking it. And I mean, I...I mentioned the...the people in my physics class. 
There’s a guy from Chile and...and he...he’s...he just enjoys being able to speak his native 
language to people when he...when he gets the chance. And in most cases, I mean, I...I 
will...I will jump in with a phrase or two, but...but by and large I...when I have interactions with 
them, we do it in English. 
 
[11b] And...and you know, it...it’s a conscious effort. I have to try and...I have to try and force  
myself to engage with people, with...with native speakers especially that, you know, there’s 
no shortage of in this town...and...and speak at them, I mean, that’s how you learn the  
language. (Ray, Nov int) 
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Ironically, of course, Ray knew better than this.  He knew that as a white male, at 

25, even one native to the Rio Seco area—he neither needed, or was expected to speak, 

Spanish.  Throughout the semesters, Ray was highly reflective of its existence and 

presence during his childhood, adolescence and years working at a local bottling plant.  

Yet later in the same interview, it occurred to both of us that his first Spanish class at 

USW—at a highly demanding research university—not even here had such expectations 

seemed to change.  Education-minded, Ray mentioned his desire for a “transformative” 

learning experience, and he knew he wasn’t getting it.  He continues, 

 
[11c] I’d say the most important thing comes down to how confident I feel with the language, 
and that...that comes up the most in the classroom. I still don’t...I’m still not capable of 
thinking on the fly enough to have a conversation, not a real one. And that’s not to say that 
my Spanish classroom is not without its share of deficiencies in the way it is taught, I mean, 
there’s... 
 
Adam: Well, let’s talk about that. What...what do you feel is really getting in the way of 
these...these potential transformative experiences that you...that you require in order to raise 
this confidence, you know? 
 
Well, I...I don’t know how I would do it exactly better, but I think there is sort of a...ironically, a 
failure in communication. The students don’t in general know what is expected of them, 
how to...I...I get, you know, I find myself doing this as well, but there’s just this general feeling 
of, we all need to do the minimum necessary to get by. And each person has a different 
bar as to what getting by would be... 
 
Adam: Right.  
 
...but there’s...there’s...part of this might come from the fact that very few of my fellow 
students are actually there to learn the language. (Ryan, Nov int, emphasis my own) 
 

This particular conversation with Ray presented a watershed moment in 

understanding how expectations for the speaking of Spanish went unspoken, yet at the 

same time clearly articulated, both in and out of the classroom.  In the case of the 

classroom, it seemed as if Ray’s desire for what he considered “real,” authentic 
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communication was hindered by a lack of stated expectations and a mutual agreement 

that these expectations were reasonable in scope.  Of course, the syllabus is of no 

shortage of expectations.  Assignments fulfilling the “oral” and “written” communicative 

components are in print, black and white, underlined, bolded and boxed.  The syllabus is 

put forth as an explicit contract with which students must agree.  But this is just the point: 

students have no choice but to agree.  At a massive university like USW, students are in 

no position of power to negotiate expectations, objectives or inspire planning of the 

course given their own desires/ambitions for choosing Spanish in the first place.  

Particularly for non-majors, courses must be completed and requirements fulfilled; there 

is no time or space for student empowerment.  By the same logic, of course, there is no 

room for empowering Spanish-speaking and bilingual communities off the USW campus 

as an authoritative source of linguistic and cultural interaction.  A standardized 

pedagogical package, the instructor-textbook-curriculum trio, keeps the class’s vitality 

afloat.  Ostensibly, that is.  Of course, the instructor is not afforded the luxury of time to 

assert his/her agency as a culturally unique, bilingual and/or native speaker of Spanish—

institutionally, this individual is determined to be qualified to teach, solely by virtue of 

his graduate status and linguistic history.  These histories are reduced to being 

economical commodities, rather than authentic, educational resources. 

Unlike Ray, I do not firmly ascertain that “very few” of his fellow students were 

“actually there to learn the language.”  I think that at some point, these students had high 

hopes in learning Spanish, and believed they could gain a new perspective and type of 

access to their local communities as bilinguals.  Yet, after a series of attempts at Spanish, 
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many began to give up.  An unconscious realization settled in, one that reproduces 

English as the dominant language and cultural ideology.  Spanish became a footnote, a 

requirement to fulfill, and in general, a “course” comprising of tedious tasks.  Our 

conversation concludes as I asked, 

 
[11d] Adam: Well, what about the...your least favorite part about learning Spanish in this 
class? 
 
There’s still a lot of dread. It does seem...there...there’s a lot of activities that don’t feel like 
they go anywhere.I don’t know. There’s...there’s certainly value to a lot of rote repetition. I 
mean, when you’re...when you’re learning a language, you’re...a lot of that is just plain 
sticking the facts...sticking the vocabulary into your head, but we’ve done so many...when 
you do one of those long just conjugate this verb, now conjugate this verb, and they’re all 
conjugated kind of the same way, and it’s pretty similar, do you...you tend to stop actually 
paying attention to the meaning and it becomes just a formula that you’re crunching. (Ryan, 
Nov int) 
 

 A semester later, with Ray’s November interview freshly transcribed, I found my 

curiosity piqued with Julie’s 201 section.  In her fourth year of graduate study, Julie was 

a passionate and experienced GTA.  This particular class was filled to capacity with a 

rowdy bunch of students, but at a punchy post-lunch hour, negative energy and resistance 

seemed to consistently fill the room.   Julie had trouble “connecting” with these students, 

and a few times openly expressed her dismay.  In one particular February class, Julie 

announced she had recently graded the first set of unit exams; “they don’t look good,” 

she remarked.  Impromptu culture presentations on Spain were on the day’s horario 

(agenda), which involved students reporting back from the previous evening’s homework 

assignments.  Internet searches were the sources of biographical tidbits on filmmaker 

Pedro Almodóvar, actor Penelope Cruz and historical legend King Juan Carlos I.  

Students read their trivia-like findings in monotone.  Printouts from Google image 

searches served as the required “visual aids.”  Ray’s descriptions of doing Spanish as a 
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course, it seemed, continued to hit the nail on the head.  “Transformative experiences” 

seemed a faint reality.  Students seemed to pay little mind, and my fieldnotes from the 

day attempted to capture the chaos in the crowd seated around me: 

 
[12] Some of this pronunciation is atrocious and is in no way addressed or corrected—it’s ear 
bleeding!  Meanwhile, a student right next to me is chugging away at her unfinished 
homework.  Another student texts nearby.  For as ‘interactive’ as this class is supposed to be, 
it’s very easy to check out in a room of this size.   
 
Students will simply not speak Spanish on their own.  Spanish is only a performance for the 
teacher and grade requirements.  This seems to be pretty standard across classes, I realize. 
 
The very act of publication of books, art, etc in these texts seem to be the only thing that 
makes them “famous” and worthy of mention.  These texts surely do shape the reality of 
imagined Spanish speaking world… (Julie, Spring obsv) 
 

Considering what felt to be the worst-case scenario of classroom-based Spanish, I 

was especially interested in understanding what students felt “counted” as spoken 

language appropriate for their interests in successfully “doing” Spanish as a class.   As 

previous findings indicated, this clearly differed from students’ frequent management and 

vigilance of good, bad, and “proper” Spanish, a sign of disorder that rarely kept 

classrooms silent. 

In this respect, Spanish was a performative matter (Austin, 1962; Butler, 1990; 

Butler, 1997; Hall, 1999).  Students not only used Spanish to negotiate their identity as 

budding bilinguals or, perhaps, more resistant learners.  Spanish had to be enacted 

tactfully to earn participation points—high marks on OPCs, to feign interest and, in some 

circumstances, to quell insecurities.  Salvador, for example, shared his strategy in 

performing “oral proficiency:” at the beginning of each 102 class, he would provide a 

given answer to a homework exercise, or pose a question of a topic with which he was 
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well familiar.  He wanted to avoid being ill-prepared when called on by GTA Olivia.   In 

a November interview, he explained the technique he applied the same morning: 

 
[12] So I was like, “This is my way so I don’t have to speak for the rest of class.” [laughs]  
 
Adam: And you...and you...you piped up immediately. 
 
Yeah.  
 
Adam: And that was your...you...you sort of put your stake in the ground and said, “Okay, 
there’s my participation.”  
 
Yeah [laughs]. 
 
I: Yeah, yeah. So it’s been a question of, it sounds like, continuing to play the game very 
strategically.  
 
Yeah, just always trying to be ahead of the class, so... (Salvador, Nov int) 

 
 I had not realized it, but my use of the word “game” in our exchange was very 

fitting in this context.  In this discussion of what “counts” as spoken Spanish, particularly 

in the classroom, the metaphor of sport is fitting.  “Doing” school or “Doing” Spanish 

involves a competitive spirit, a need to stay on top—“be ahead of the class” to do well, as 

Salvador explains.  At times, language learning for learning’s sake is, simply, incidental.  

What’s more, there are many times when language instruction doubles as a means for 

coaching students to play the ‘Spanish-as-course’ game.   

 A fine example of this reverts to Julie’s class, during another day when a literal 

game was being played to prepare students for an upcoming exam.  The front white board 

turned into a series of screens from the popular game show Jeopardy!, each revealing a 

challenge involving vocabulary recall, or grammar drills.  Julie was managing the board, 

and split students into teams.  The first “screen” chosen required a translation for “LA 

BERENJENA” (Spanish equivalent for eggplant).  Students quickly panic; the word 



237    

seems universally unrecognizable.  And although mentioned in the current chapter, the 

word is an obscure one—in any language.  One student shouts out in English, “We never 

went over that!”  And another, “When are we ever going to use that word, anyway?”  

Ultimately, Julie attempts to comfort the group: “Solo tienes que reconocer las palabras, 

no tienes que deletrear todo perfectamente.” (You just have to recognize the words, you 

don’t have to spell everything perfectly.)  Good enough, as it turns out, was okay for now.  

In essence, Julie was revealing the format for the “vocabulary” portion of the test; as 

common, the exam would require students to match affiliated words, or words with 

images—and not necessarily demand students to recall specific vocabulary in sentence 

writing, for instance.   

 Another example of curricular checks and balances setting standards involved 

instances when students could potentially lose credit for making efforts to experiment 

with advanced Spanish grammar and conversation.  Ironically, during those occasions 

when impromptu speech was encouraged, it was during group skits and oral presentations 

when standards were enforced to keep Spanish simple.  In preparation for an upcoming 

assignment, one teacher announced to his 102 class, “Make sure the language you use in 

these (skits) is easy to understand… this is supposed to be easy and fun.”  GTA Gabriel’s 

intentions for the announcement were, indeed, kind; he explained that these skits (the first 

oral assignment in 102) tended to heighten senses, and were often the source of missed 

classes and general nervousness.  His encouragement of “easy” Spanish—an insistence 

that students only utilize recently learned grammar and vocabulary in planning for their 

performances—by default seemed to discourage risk taking and the opportunity for 
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students to really showcase communicate potential.  In the interests of following a 

standardized curriculum (as I mentioned previously, reading from notes or a script called 

for a loss of half of total points) and achieving objectives for the given lesson, students 

were expected but to “play” with Spanish safely. 

This idea of language coaching, for the sake of basic Spanish courses like those at 

USW, is an encouraging maneuver to keep students “on the ball” with the pace and 

culture of classroom-based instruction.  The Spanish Department openly encouraged 

tutoring (although noted “too much help” as a potential site for plagiarism) for exams and 

compositions, and often in the same spirit as a pre-law or pre-medical student would 

invest time and money in a preparation course for the LSAT or MCAT, respectively.  

Ultimately, learning the “content” of a given chapter, unit or subject is peripheral to how 

this content is successfully applied within the context of a standardized exam.  There was, 

as Ray put it, “a formula” to managing the course, its texts, and its systems of evaluation; 

those best at mastering the formula—“doing” school in this way, as it were—were 

primed for a high mark in what was called “Spanish class.” 

This in mind, I was oddly enamored with a hand-typed, posted bill found on a 

bulletin board in Zoraida’s classroom.  The flyer remained in its spot for several weeks, 

but its presence was never acknowledged, at least during my visit.  Appropriately, the 

author of the announcement clearly knew his audience, perhaps made a reasonable 

assumption of the reader’s intentions for enrolling in the class in which he/she found 

him/herself.  A sure article of Gringo discourse, the flyer read: 
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SPANISH or PORTUGUESE 
too 

TOUGH FOR YOU? 
 

Learn from a non-native speaker who 
knows what it’s like and can help you 

learn the language. 
 

GRINGOTUTOR@gmail.com 
 

Group discounts! 
 

3 Years of Tutoring Experience 
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5.3 Done with Spanish: accepting failure and “fate” 
 
 In the chapter that follows, I discuss ‘disengagement’ as a result of institutional 

obligations overpowering a student’s personal desires for language learning.  This is a 

finding worth a great deal of exploration and analysis, beyond the scope of what can be 

presented here.  At least three37 of the eleven KPs I initially followed (Aaliyah, Danny 

and Sara)—who originally committed to the study with plans to complete the two-

semester sequence of Spanish 102 and 103—could not continue due to institutional 

pressures.  On a more personal level, students indicated they were “done” with Spanish.  

After years and semesters of attempting to navigate institutionalized Spanish language 

education, students accepted failure.  In one interview, Sara saw her failed efforts with 

Spanish as “fate” (I share this in Chapter 4.7).  After six years and a semester of Spanish 

class behind her, she never stopped feeling failed by a system that simultaneously 

rewarded her for ‘A’-level test performances, despite her inability to speak Spanish 

confidently outside of the classroom.  Because she had decided to commit to a science 

degree that required a decreased load of language instruction, Sara abandoned Spanish 

and the frustrations that came with it.  Aaliyah did the same, and for Danny, Spanish was 

simply on an indefinite hold. 

 The title of the present chapter, “Do as they say,” makes clear reference to the 

ways in which students were found to have “done” Spanish (both as a language and a 

                                                
37 While Salvador enrolled in and attended Spanish 103 classes, I never confirmed if Stu was able to do the 
same.  Before Stu chose to stop responding to email correspondence in early January, he indicated he was 
having difficulty in securing an open section of the class. 
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course, for instance).  However, “Doing” as “they say” indexes the larger structures in 

place that dictate how Spanish is to be done.  These include both imagined and 

romanticized constructs of native, Spanish speaking populations kept distant from 

classroom communities, as well as institutional expectations for Spanish as an 

educational endeavor.  Doing as they say, therefore, belies an idea that carries a double 

connotation.  And in review of this chapter’s contents, this idea can be logically retraced.  

In short: You will be rewarded if you speak the right way (according to the imagined 

“proper” variety, free of English mixing, etc.), and learn the right way (navigating the 

science of written examinations and “oral participation).  This credo, of course, is one 

with which students are quite familiar.  And for some, like Sara and Aaliyah, it proves to 

be terrible means to engage with the Spanish language.  
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CHAPTER 6: THE POWER OF SPEECH 
Conclusions and implications 

 
“Mit jeder Sprache, die du kannst, bist du ein Mensch mehr.” 
‘For every language that you know, you are one more person.’ 
(Hungarian proverb; cited in Belz, 2003, p. 209) 

 
...I’m not against having Spanish, but English is our culture. I mean, they...they  
explain how we assimilate the Mexican people into our society and make them 
learn English and everything, but what are we doing by learning Spanish? 
(Brian, November interview) 

I mean, the purpose of the grade is to get you to engage. It’s… I’m actually 
frequently surprised how well that works.  Just because in just about anything, 
you’ve… you can assign meaningless points to it, and suddenly people are willing 
to work for the meaningless points. 
(Ray, February interview) 

At its core, findings from this study implicate highly complex power relations that 

trickle down to how Spanish is so often “done” for language learners in the United States, 

just like those whose stories are highlighted here.  The case of navigating Spanish at the 

university level, particularly in basic language courses, is one loaded with competing 

discourses and paradoxes, with respect to space, geography, community, and other social 

organizers that can just as easily divide languages and cultures as they can unite.  

Identities and ideologies are predicated on these divisions.  As a researcher knee-deep in 

USW’s Spanish program, and an insider who relied on his own instructional experiences 

in the Department, I was nonetheless struck daily at the irony of how a familiar, native 

language was delivered under such foreign, distant pretenses.   

My data sets remain so rich with findings—individually and collectively—that 

three dissertations of this size could not contain the space and focus needed to foreground 

student voices with complete justice.  I could not have anticipated the complexity of the 
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analysis and implications that would follow my collection of interviews, observations and 

student writings, though I intend on establishing a few key avenues for discussion here.     

I return to my research questions through the use of the three perspectives listed at 

the start of this chapter.  Each quote represents a distinctive orientation to the study of 

language, as conceptualized through three distinct perspectives.  The first engages with 

language as a broad, yet personal philosophical and psychological enterprise; the second 

as an inherently political and cultural act; and the third as a product of social 

conditioning.  I found these three perspectives captured the gamut of engagement with 

Spanish, ranging from a narrow conceptualization of the language as an institutionally-

organized course through its importance as a community-based resource.  Perhaps we 

could conceptualize this engagement more visually, utilizing the classic Venn diagram as 

a starting point: 

Figure 6.1 Individualized Spanish language learning re-conceptualized  
as overlapping space between personal desires and institutional obligations, constantly 
in flux 
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As both my data set and my own analyses emerged over the length of this study, I 

began to understand Spanish language learning less as a series of results bound to a nine 

month timeline—and more as a negotiation among personal desires and institutional 

desires, continuously in flux.  A quantification of codes, as sampled in Figure 6.2 (all 

charts available in appendix F), seemed to focus mostly on the frequency of KP 

engagement with Spanish on multiple levels at a given period in time, but did little to 

offer a grand-scale assessment of learning as a longitudinal process.   

Figure 6.2 Total code frequency in interviews over time, per KP: A sampling 

 

One might imagine the overlapping egg-like figures in Figure 6.1 to represent a 

cluster of ways in which a given student (1) participates/engages with and (2) performs 
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Spanish.  Considering that a given student intends to learn and speak Spanish for various 

reasons, and as inspired by varying experiences (linguistic histories, for instance), each 

set of overlapping clusters is bound to differ, and change over time.  The cluster at left 

embodies those practices (or perhaps, enacted discourses, to reference Lave & Wenger, 

1991) that oblige personal desires for learning and speaking Spanish.  For example, 

Carrie’s desire to learn Spanish so that she could return to San Vicente and serve the 

border town’s bilingual economy—this discourse of social responsibility could be found 

at left.  The cluster at right embodies those practices/discourses enacted to appease 

institutional obligations.  For instance, Salvador’s strategy in earning high marks on his 

Oral Proficiency Card helped him easily navigate expectations for course participation.  

This discourse, perhaps conceived as a type of academic literacy (Chiseri-Strater, 1991), 

would be located at right. 

There is a space, of course, where both discourses—those ranging from the purely 

bureaucratic to the organic and personal, can be successfully enacted in the same space, 

at a delicate, critical balance.  This space is always in flux, as personal desires and 

organizational obligations are continuously vying for the attention in a learner’s 

consciousness.  At various points in a student’s learning experience, both institutional and 

personal discourses may complement each other, or collapse as one.  For instance, a 

learner’s desire to someday conduct ecological research in Guatemala may be 

complemented by an upcoming research project that calls for a “cultural” presentation on 

the same country.  Here is where true language learning, in its cognitive, social and 

critical forms, comes alive.  Institutional requirements favor the literacy practices with 
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which a student wishes to engage, not to mention the skills and ambitions this learner 

“brings to the table.”   

At times, this overlap seems hard to locate.  Personal desires, for some, seem 

rarely complemented and acknowledged by the institution.  The more frequent this 

mismatch, the more likely students feel the need to disengage with Spanish, and for 

students like Sara, Aaliyah and Danny, the mismatch leads to precisely that result.  

Aaliyah, who decided not to continue past her completion of Spanish 102, offers a prime 

example of such disengagement.  As a “not-so-native” speaker of Spanish whose 

linguistic needs were determined to be best accommodated in a SFL classroom, Aaliyah’s 

investment in Spanish education at USW began as purely personal.  She had fulfilled her 

language requirement with courses in American Sign Language, in which she was 

proficient.  Over time, her personal desires to speak Spanish for the sake of connecting 

more closely with her Mexican grandmother were quickly eclipsed by more pressing 

institutional obligations.  Even though her instructor was a bilingual Chicano, also native 

to Rio Seco, the standardized exams, homework drills, and the foreign variety of Spanish 

utilized in texts served more as hurdles than as vehicles for advancing her goal of  

organic communication with her grandmother.  In a case like Aaliyah’s, the cluster of 

institutional obligations becomes so large and imposing that by semester’s end, Spanish 

language learning seems but a distant possibility.  To reconceptualize the “egg” model: 
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Figure 6.3 Individualized Spanish language learning, upon disengagement 

 

In short, the more that that both institutional and personal discourses are honored 

and enacted, (in Figure 6.1, this can be conceived as ‘overlap’ between clusters) the more 

successful and meaningful Spanish language learning will take place.  This idea is hardly 

original, although perhaps unfamiliar to practitioners and scholars in foreign language 

study. Scholarship in education research refers to a similar notion as “congruency,” or the 

successful ability of home- and school-based literacies to complement each other.  

Incongruency between these two literacy ‘spheres’ takes place when the typically white, 

middle class discourses of what constitutes ‘learning’ at an educational institution does 

not value the skills and cultural capital of students traditionally classified as 

(linguistically, culturally, economically) “deficient.” (Freire & Macedo, 1995; Seller & 

Weis, 1997)  Likewise, it is imperative to understand Spanish learners as arriving at 

classrooms confronting similar incongruencies, particularly determined by their linguistic 
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histories and out-of-class experiences with a language that may be more familiar than 

“foreign.”   

We might also consider these models to accommodate a third, overlapping “egg” 

where authentic or real (to respond to Train, 2007) “Spanish language learning” may take 

place.   Figures 6.1 and 6.3 do not consider real Spanish speaking communities (either 

local or foreign in distinction) as intersecting or influencing personal desires, as well as 

institutional obligations.  In any case, congruency or overlap between multiple spheres 

inherently references ideas of inclusion and exclusion, enforced accordingly by borders 

and boundaries.  The explicit compartmentalization of Spanish (Nocon, 1995; Urcuioli, 

1995) and packaging of university learning through pre-established coursework and the 

bounded non-spaces known as ‘classrooms’ speaks to larger, hegemonic orientations of 

language in general.  When language fails to fit in to the compartmentalized spaces with 

which the wider, monolingual ‘American’ populace is comfortable (for instance, as a 

source of cultural enrichment, rather than localized necessity), “we are quick to see how 

and where not” (Zentella, 2007, personal communication).  Brian’s quote, the second at 

the start of this chapter, embodies this orientation: when English monolingualism is an 

unquestioned cornerstone to ‘American’ identity, how well are we expected to “learn” 

Spanish anyway?  Likewise, when students encounter Spanish and Spanish-speakers that 

do not resemble the variety which the academy frames as acceptable, “good,” or 

“proper,” how do we talk about it?  Do teachers and students combat this by continuing 

to police Spanglish?  Does research contest the “improper” paradigm by systematically 

undoing foreignness from Spanish language education?  How? 
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Applying this research as praxis, I propose an increased focus on the various 

means by which students navigate Spanish within social institutions such as the four-year 

university.  I return to my original codes as a guide: Mock Spanish; Casual and/or 

subordinating recursive discourse; Good, bad and/or “Proper” Spanish; Expectations for 

the use and speaking of Spanish; and using English to learn Spanish/English in contact 

with Spanish.  Each participant engaged with these discourses uniquely, and in varying 

frequencies.  But if these students’ narratives and engagement with Spanish is any 

indication, each fits into a five-point framework that might inform how we re-think 

Spanish language education as a complex engagement of the institutional and personal 

discourses mentioned above.  This framework is definitely in its infancy, but is a first 

attempt in rethinking standardized guidelines of success such as those put forth by 

ACTFL, MLA and other professional consortia.  In efforts to make language learning a 

more critical and congruent endeavor for students in the U.S., these frames (none of 

which are mutually exclusive) acknowledge student-centered Spanish language learning 

as fivefold: 

- Communicative.  Perhaps the most common, if not logical, reason for engaging 

with any language is to achieve the ability to speak and communicate 

authentically with others who use the L2 under study.  Traditionally, a native-

speaker ideal (Kramsch, 1997; Train, 2007) is imagined as the source of such 

communication, and is a benchmark of authenticity and “proper” communicative 

discourse.  In this study, students engaged with Spanish communicatively by 

identifying and replicating this discourse, and ‘calling out’ language in its 
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misusage.  Students also attempted to replicate “good” Spanish with their teacher 

peers in class—and in written assignments, but few opportunities to do so outside 

of class were realized.  However, the use of English, Mock Spanish, and reliance 

on recursive discourses allowed learners to communicate among themselves. 

- Comprehensive.  A frame complementary to communication, comprehension 

relies heavily on cognitive bases of second language learning (seminal works 

include, among others, Biolystok & Hakuta, 1994; Crawford, 2004; Cummins, 

1984, 2000; Krashen, 1985).  Students do Spanish by decoding and making 

meaning out of texts both in and out of the classroom, “snacking” on lexical items 

and exploring Spanish through careful listening.  Comprehension skills in English 

often transfer to Spanish, and students use their native language to decode and 

“make sense.”  Students also proved to rely heavily on their social, racial and 

linguistic privileges to establish distance and difference between themselves and 

an authentic (and imagined) native speakership (“target culture”).  I would argue 

that these privileges comprise a “gringo toolbox,” employed to extract meaning 

out of the presentation and performance of a “foreign” language.  I constantly 

found students relying on this toolbox to help them in understanding Spanish 

(linguistically and culturally), but also to maintain a sense of security and comfort 

in not understanding (this epitomizes Gringo identity, as per Schwartz, 2008).  

Just like white privilege, however, most students are unaware that these “tools” 

exist. 
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- “Cultural.”  A necessary and yet undefined component to foreign language 

learning that does not traditionally exist in Second Language education.  As 

Pomerantz (2002) has researched, cultural content is often perceived to be 

tangibly available for consumption, along with the “picking up” of the language 

in which it is entangled.  Culture is also inherently related to the previous frames.  

Those who are imagined to natively speak a language are, compared to the 

audience of “normal,” White language learners, markedly cultural beings whose 

ways of speaking and living are inherently foreign, distant and different (Gal & 

Irvine, 2000; Nocon, 1995).  I found that students were less interested in 

conceptualizing “cultural” Spanish as a survey of geography, canonized literature, 

place-based history, etc.—and instead, were consistently aspiring to connect their 

budding communicative and comprehensive skills with larger metacognitive 

questions that challenged and expanded their pre-existing organic, personal 

desires for Spanish learning (“Why am I learning this, if I’m not expected to 

speak it?”...  “Shouldn’t I speak Spanish if I live in the Southwest?”…).  Cultural 

“connections,” to borrow the term from Standards, could be reconceptualized as a 

continuous engagement in a interdisciplinary, integrative social and 

anthropolitical process (Zentella, 1993), rather than as the consumption of cultural 

“information” as a series of testable, disconnected, non-debatable products. 

- Academic.  This is the frame within which we may principally understand how 

students “do” Spanish both as a course and language.  Spanish is conceptualized 

as an academic topic, where reality and imagination of the “real world” are 
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continuously negotiated.  In essence, this frame embodies the space in which the 

two clusters—personal and institutional—overlap.  Spanish as an academic 

enterprise may be a success for some, and yet dreadful for others.  Students may 

resist and choose to actively not-learn (Valdés, 2001), or they might capitalize on 

the skills honed from previous academic successes (“academic literacies,” as per 

Chiseri-Strater, 1991) to navigate Spanish as a demanding course. 

- Institutional.  As explained above, this is the frame most likely to be at odds with 

one’s organic and personal investments in learning Spanish.  The university as an 

institution is a bureaucratic body which the student must learn to navigate.  

Spanish—as a humanistic discipline, department, major, and series of basic 

course offerings—exists on the university campus within a greater institutional 

agenda.  Grades must be given, units assigned, and accountability maintained.  In 

the institution, Spanish language learning is simply one of multiple pursuits, 

compartmentalized physically and ideologically within the campus community.  

As long as basic Spanish language is offered at any university, it cannot be 

divorced from institutional discourses. 

By listening to our students, it remains clear that Spanish language education as a 

bimodal nexus of ‘grammar’ and ‘culture’ learning is simply not enough.  These two 

parts to a classical model of teaching and learning do not comprise a whole.  But rather, 

they leave a critical void, within which dwell too many students who feel personally 

unfulfilled and largely disenchanted by their position in a larger institutional order. 
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6.1 Returning to the local and critical: Spanish students and intersubjective identities 
in the Southwest and beyond38 
 

While the frameworks above speak more generally to the means by which the 

participants in this study “did” Spanish language education, I close this discussion by 

returning to intersubjective identities in the bilingual, Southwest U.S.—or rather, by 

proposing how to theorize, and perhaps “do” Spanish locally in a country whose heritage, 

history and future is inevitably Spanish-speaking.  Train (2007) attempts to address this 

topic by raising a ‘stock question:’ How do we make Spanish as a content area real for 

our students?  He specifies, 

 Asking this in isolation from larger socio-cultural, political and historical 
contexts risks individualizing what teachers do and distancing our pedagogic 
action from critical dialogue as to the constructed realities of schooling and 
society that shape our practices. (p. 224, emphasis my own) 
 
Ultimately, we must return to questions of power that keep competing discourses, 

such as those mentioned above, in check.  Furthermore, this must be done by 

conceptualizing the teaching of Spanish as a way of transgressing and transforming 

boundaries and boundedness.  These divisions are at the crux of keeping Spanish 

language compartmentalized for the consumption of monolingual audiences.  Discussions 

of what “counts” as Spanish, how we define “us” vs. “them,” how foreignness is defined 

in relation to locality—these need to be conceptualized as the cultural process, placed 

front and center in the basic language learning curriculum.   

 Marilyn Bierling is a critical language educator whose interests are focused “on 

                                                
38 This discussion of implications is inspired by a conversation I had with Ana Celia Zentella, 12 March, 
2008.  Zentella’s current research investigates identities and language learning among Spanish-speaking 
transfronterizo students in the Tijuana-San Diego border region.   
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immigration from Latin America and student engagement with the surrounding 

community” (Smith & Osborn, 2007, p. 173).  As a professor and instructor of Spanish 

language courses in Michigan—far from the highly politicized Border which we often 

conceptualize as the end of Americanness, monolingual English, and cultural normalcy—

she argues that the concepts of “citizenship and group identity raise a range of 

challenging questions that are deeply relevant to teaching language and culture” 

(Bierling, 2007, p. 93).  The cultural component of language education moves from 

product-based consumption to requiring process-based engagement: 

 “Who is our neighbor?” or “Who is a member of our group?” are profound  
 questions.  Does being born one mile to the north of a national border bind that  
 person to us in a different way than a person born a mile south of that same border?   
 What does it mean to be a global “citizen,” showing the same respect for human  

beings who live in other parts of the world as for persons in our own nation-state? 
(Bierling, 2007, p. 93) 
 

Because “critical and ethical thinking is difficult to do in a vacuum,” (Bierling, 2007, p. 

101) she boldly proposes that learners continuously develop a personal knowledge of 

immigration issues through localized, personal relationships.  Bierling explains that these 

can be fostered through service learning, wherein students can gain genuine access to 

Spanish speaking communities off-campus: “Learners may work as volunteers in schools 

as well as in social service organizations and medical clinics.  Religious services often 

take place in Spanish, and church youth groups are common…” (p. 101)   

 A service-based project, whether working directly with immigrant populations or 

not, is also a fine way to apply Spanish across content areas.  When the university may 

not have the economic or linguistic resources to do so, the inherently bilingual 

community becomes a resource for off-campus learning.  Particularly for non-majors who 
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have chosen to use Spanish as a vehicle to satisfy larger personal and institutional 

agendas, areas of specialization become alive and real with the cooperation of community 

resources.  To refer to Bierling’s examples, schools are ideal for students studying 

education, human development, sociology or anthropology.  Medical clinics are natural 

points of curiosity for the student of the biological sciences.  Spanish news media thrive 

in nearly every major city; an internship at a local newspaper could inspire any 

communications or journalism major.  Within such spaces of practice, language becomes 

a site for the renegotiation of intersubjective identities—the “Us” and “Them” is 

reconsidered, and cultural imaginings are suspended.  Spanish moves beyond a mobile 

entity in transit, and instead defines a local, permanent community.  Connections between 

traditionally exclusive spaces, mapped by linguistic, geographical and political 

boundaries, are compromised.  Language is de-compartmentalized and becomes a 

unifying force in one’s college education. 

 To revisit the campus classroom itself, integral to the language learning equation, 

I propose that we move away from treating these sites as transient non-spaces, and 

instead, embrace them as spaces where students can sharpen the communicative tools 

needed for success in their respective off-campus classrooms.  These spaces should also 

be acknowledged as bilingual locales where linguistic experimentation is encouraged and 

critical consciousness co-constructed and unpacked.  

 Just prior to my data collection period, I had the chance to experiment with this 

model as a Spanish teacher for a new charter middle school, also in Rio Seco.  The school 

was a small community, with 75 students and four full-time teachers in its second year, 
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and had no previously established language education program.  The school’s founders, 

inspired by community-based education, eagerly gave me full control of curriculum 

design to which I happily obliged.  Over time, I designed an system of evaluation that 

embodied the philosophical frameworks for Spanish as it existed as a language and 

course for my young learners.  An amplification of Standards, I found that my model for 

critical language education could, with adjustments in proficiency-based objectives, be 

applied across K-16 classrooms.  I introduce this model here as the “Three Cs,” 

postulated respectively on the foundations of Competence, Confidence and 

Consciousness.  Original evaluation templates can be found in Appendix G. 

- Competence embodies traditional curricular initiatives for content mastery, 

as per a given skill level, relative to various scales of proficiency 

(Standards, ACTFL, etc.).  With respect to the Standards-based 5 Cs, 

competence involves successful communication in a language other than 

English (#1), and investigates a “knowledge and understanding of other 

cultures” (#2). 

- Confidence is an objective often overlooked by curriculum design, and as my 

findings indicate, this is an area in which students demand the greatest 

attention.  Confidence is a vehicle by which to overcome linguistic 

boundedness, and increased research on confidence in FL classrooms 

(with implications for critical language education) is absolutely 

necessary.  Confidence must not be measured by high oral 

proficiency/performance alone.  Instead, this objective rewards visible 
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effort in in-class exercises and one’s growth in experimenting with a new 

language within the comforts of the classroom.  Risk taking in speaking 

and writing are also encouraged.  The use of Spanish is always rewarded, 

and mistakes are not discouraged. 

- Consciousness capitalizes upon and amplifies the latter three Standards 

objectives.  In short, it is realized both within and outside of the 

classroom, and ultimately aims for students to respect Spanish as a local 

language, and their own citizenship in a multilingual, multicultural 

community.  Ideological consciousness is crucial here (Ruíz, personal 

communication), as students must be challenged to understand the nature 

of social status and power relations as mapped onto language (through 

discussions/investigation of registers, dialects, etc.).  Language learning 

is also a means for understanding how ways of speaking can reinforce or 

challenge relationships with others.  In particular, endeavors with the 

learning of minoritized languages in the U.S. necessarily employ 

discussions of how being a native English speaker wields power and 

privilege.  In short, evaluating consciousness measures one’s critical 

interaction with Spanish as a social study.   

 
These ‘C’s, as curricular objectives, are intended to be weighed equally in 

evaluation across the curriculum.  Just as “grammar” and “culture” learning never take 

place independently of each other (and are conceptualized and re-distributed across the 

three objectives here), a student’s “performance” in one objective is expectedly related to 
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his/her “performance” in another.  

 A monolingual ‘American’ identity tends to afford many of us security in identity 

and social privilege as we embark on learning languages other than English in the United 

States.  We cannot, and should not, expect to learn Spanish (or any language for that 

matter) feeling empowered and in control of our communicative abilities and ideological 

consciousness one hundred percent of the time.  This, as both students and teachers 

should be reminded, is okay.  Learning a second language successfully requires a 

relinquishing of control in order to become the “other person” immortalized in proverb.  

Educational institutions, at any level, must encourage process-based language and culture 

learning.  Students need time to re-consider themselves as divorced from privileges.  

Collectively and individually, students need to confront positions of power outside of 

Gringo spaces where English is not the lingua franca or cultural expectation. 

 Ironically, my experiences indicate that students really want this.  They want to be 

challenged, taken to the limit, questioned—to really “learn” the language, as both my 

students and research informants have so simply articulated.  As learners or teachers, this 

is the essence of transformative learning of which we all romanticize and hoped when we 

first engaged with Spanish, or any other second language.  With my heart sewn into my 

research, inspired by and dedicate to the wisdom of the language learners here, I’m 

committed to make this happen. 
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APPENDIX A: Consent forms 
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APPENDIX B: Site authorization letter 
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APPENDIX C: Recruitment survey 
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APPENDIX D: Sample interview prompts, as submitted to Human Subjects 
Personnel 

 
 

SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

Experiences with Spanish at a four-year university 
 

Adam Schwartz, principal investigator (adamfs@email.arizona.edu) 
 

 
Sample of questions for first interview (interview 1 of 4, approx. September 2007) during 
102 class: 
 

1. Review survey with student.  Expand on particular points.  
2. Prior to beginning your studies here at UA, what sort of exposure did you have to 

the Spanish language? In class, out of class, near and far.   
3. Is Spanish spoken/seen/available where you’re from, in what contexts?  Did you 

speak it? …How have those experiences compared with your time thus far in 
Spanish 102? 

4. What are your initial impressions of your 102 course? 
5. How long have you lived here in Tucson?  How and where do you speak Spanish, 

in what contexts/capacities? 
6. What are your impressions, ideas of Spanish as it exists here in Tucson?  What 

have you encountered?  What do you imagine you will encounter? 
7. Are you enjoying learning Spanish here at the university?  Why or why not? 
8. Why did you enroll Spanish here at the UA?  What are you hoping to get out of, 

or gain, from this experience? How do you hope to use your Spanish? 
9. Are you thus far happy with your decision to enroll in Spanish?  Why or why not? 

 
Sample of questions for second interview (interview 2/4, approx. November 2007) during 
102 class: 
 

1. Last time we spoke, you mentioned ____________.  Are your feelings and 
thoughts about this course still true?  If not, how have they changed? 

2. Have your feelings and thoughts about the Spanish language been challenged in 
this course?  If so, how?   

3. Have you used your Spanish outside of class?  In what capacities? 
4. What has been your favorite part about learning Spanish in this class?  Why?  

What has been your least favorite?  How come? 
5. How are you doing in Spanish so far, and what grade are you receiving currently, 

if I may ask? 
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6. What are your thoughts and/or anxieties about Spanish as the semester winds 
down and you continue with 201 next semester?   

7. Are you looking forward to continuing Spanish?  What do you expect to change, 
stay the same?  Inside and outside of class? 

 
Sample of questions for first interview (interview 3/4, approx. February 2008) during 201 
class: 
 

1. How do you self-identify with respect to ethnicity and social class? 
2. You’ve been in your new Spanish class for about a month now.  What has 

changed from your time in 102?  
3. Last time you expressed concern and had questions about the following… 

__________________ 
As you embark on this new chapter in your Spanish education, how do you feel about 
those concerns? 
4. What has been beneficial about this new class?  Disappointing? 
5. Do you find yourself using your Spanish out of class?  In what capacities? 

 
Sample of questions for second interview (interview 4 /4, approx. April 2008) during 201 
class: 
 

1. Last time we spoke, you mentioned ____________. Are your feelings and 
thoughts about this course still true?  If not, how have they changed? 

2. Have your feelings and thoughts about the Spanish language been challenged in 
this course?  If so, how? 

3. As the course comes to a close, do you have plans to continue your in-class 
education with Spanish?  Why or why not?   

4. Looking back on your experiences in Spanish here at the UA, what would you 
change?  What advice would you give to future students?  Future teachers?  The 
Spanish department?   
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APPENDIX E: Final interview prompts, modified 
 
 

 
 
Questions for Interview 4 
 

1. Update on latest events in class, goings-on   
2. Have your feelings and thoughts and thoughts about the Spanish language been 

challenged in this course?  If so, how? 
3. In hindsight, how has this course treated you?  Have you enjoyed Spanish 201?  

Explain your opinions of your current experience with Spanish. 
4. What about your Spanish outside of the classroom, what has that been looking 

like? 
5. Do you ever watch TV or multimedia in Spanish? 
6. As the course comes to a close, do you have plans to continue your in-class 

education with Spanish?  Why or why not?  What does the future hold? 
7. Looking back on your experiences in Spanish here at XXX, what would you 

change?  What advice would you give to future students?  Future teachers?  The 
Spanish department? 

8. Lastly, how do you define Spanglish?  Can you give an example? 
- what about this distinguishes as Spanglish? 
- Where have you heard this? 
- Who talks this way? 
- Have you heard this in Spanish class? 

9. Closing remarks, journaling check 
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APPENDIX F: Total code frequency in interviews over time, per KP 
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APPENDIX G: Examples of student evaluations, Middle school curriculum 
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