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Abstract

The linguistic landscape of Canadian workplaces is becoming more diverse as organizations
employ individuals who come from various countries and speak different native languages. As
language is an important marker of identity and group membership, language-based identities are
powerful in shaping workplace experiences. Guided by both the ethnolinguistic identity theory
(ELIT: Giles et al., 1977; Giles & Johnson, 1987) and communication accommodation theory
(CAT: e.g., Dragojevic et al., 2016; Gallois et al., 2005; Giles & Ogay, 2006), this study explores
the experiences of Spanish-speaking Latin Americans working in the Canadian National Capital
Region in relation to their linguistic identities, coping strategies, and intergroup interactions. A
thematic analysis of 24 semi-structured interviews shows that participants experience a dynamic
shift in their identity in which they move between feelings of self-doubt and a sense of
confidence and comfort in their workplaces. This shift occurs as they navigate the cognitive and
emotional experiences of working in a nonnative language. Factors that influence this identity
shift include social comparisons, positive implications associated with their native linguistic
identity, negative evaluations, and empathy in the workplace. This study also provides a detailed
description of the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and interactional coping strategies that
participants enact to navigate their workplaces. In terms of intergroup interactions, the
participant’s experiences, their evaluations, and reactions to accommodative or
nonaccommodative behaviours from native speaking peers in their workplaces are explored. The
final pages of this study include some recommendations for human resource practitioners.

Keywords: Language diversity in the workplace, linguistic identity, phenomenological
study, ethnolinguistic identity theory, communication accommodation theory, Spanish-speaking

Latin Americans in Canadian workplaces.
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Chapter One: Introduction
I have been a teacher all my life. I started teaching at the age of 16 and taught in schools
and universities before I came [to Canada]. Thus, you know how to handle a difficult
situation. But when it is in another language (...) you want to say many things, but the
words do not come out, because it is not something natural for you (...) Because of my
profession I had to plunge myself into this new language, and I found many difficulties
and barriers, but I am always looking for ways to keep going.
-Nelly Sanchez, Colombia, Math and Sciences Teacher.
Background and Problem Statement

Nelly Sanchez currently lives and works in Canada, a country that has one of the largest
immigrant populations in the world (Cheng et al., 2020). She is one out of the 7,540,830
immigrants who arrived in Canada before May 10, 2016, according to Statistics Canada (2017).
Foreign born individuals represent 21.9 percent of the Canadian population, which means that
one in five Canadians are originally from another country (Statistics Canada, 2017). Statistics
Canada projects that by 2036, the proportion of Canada’s foreign-born population will be
between 24.5 and 30 percent of the total population (Yssaad & Fields, 2018).

The influx of immigrants from various countries translates into a diverse linguistic
landscape in Canada (Chavez, 2019). In fact, Statistics Canada reports that roughly four in five
recent immigrants® in 2016 had a mother tongue other than the English or French language
(Chavez, 2019). The increase in human migration results in a rise in language and culture
diversification in the workplace (Angouri & Miglbauer, 2014; Lonsmann & Kraft, 2018; Teboul
& Yoon, 2019; van der Worp et al., 2018). This linguistic diversity, defined as the presence of

“speakers of different national languages in the same work group” (Lauring & Selmer, 2010, p.

1 According to Statistics Canada, a recent immigrant is an individual who obtained his or her landed immigrant or
permanent resident status between January 1, 2011, and May 10, 2016 (five years before the 2016 Census).
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269), is common in current organizations (Lensmann, 2014). In the Canadian workforce, one in
four individuals were immigrants in 2017 (Yssaad & Fields, 2018).

Group diversity brings in multiple perspectives and different knowledge sources that can
potentially enhance creativity and performance in organizations (e.g., Cronin & Weingart, 2007;
Lauring & Selmer, 2011; Milliken & Martins, 1996; Phillips et al., 2004). Specifically,
individuals from different linguistic backgrounds allow organizational interactions across
national and linguistic boundaries, as well as providing appropriate and tailored solutions to a
diverse clientele (e.g., Kulkarni, 2015; Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999; Neeley & Kaplan, 2014).

Language diversity in the workplace also can result in communication breakdowns due to
differences in language skills, and differences in the interpretations of communicative practices
among language groups (Henderson, 2005). However, language diversity in the workplace is not
only associated with these communication challenges (Lauring, 2007). Language has powerful
implications for identity and group membership in organizations (Woo & Giles, 2017). In
multilingual contexts, language and its markers (e.g., accent, word choice, pronunciation,
grammar) are frequently considered the most relevant dimensions of personal and group
identities facilitating social categorization (Dovidio & Gluszek, 2012; Dragojevic et al., 2013;
Giles, 1977; Sachdev & Bourhis, 2001).

Language-based identities shape workplace experiences as they can be used to evaluate
the “fit” of individuals for organizations (Aguirre, 2003; Sliwa & Johansson, 2014; Woo &
Giles, 2017), create barriers to social interaction between employees as individuals cluster into
language groups (Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999a; Tange & Lauring, 2009), and reduce feelings
of power and status in an organization (Lensmann & Kraft, 2018; Neeley, 2013; Sliwa &
Johansson, 2014). These dynamics can result in discrimination, exclusion, knowledge exchange
difficulties, problems in assimilating, lack of organizational cohesion, and performance losses in

organizations (Lauring & Selmer, 2010; Woo & Giles, 2017).
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The workplace experience can be stressful for individuals whose identities are attached to
groups that are negatively stereotyped or unfavorably compared to other groups (Roberson &
Kulik, 2007). Speakers of nonstandard language varieties (e.g., those who deviate from the
“correct” way in speaking or writing a language in terms of pronunciation, grammar and
vocabulary such as speakers with a foreign accent) are often evaluated as less competent than
speakers of standard varieties (e.g., those who are considered to speak or write a language
“correctly” such as speakers of Standard American English in the United States) (Dovidio &
Gluszek, 2012; Dragojevic et al., 2013; Dragojevic & Giles, 2016; Giles & Edwards, 2009).
However, Lippi-Green (2012) notes that not all foreign language varieties generate negative
reactions, “only accent[s] linked to skin that isn’t white, or which signals a third-world
homeland” (p. 253). For example, Hispanic-American immigrants who speak English with an
accent are perceived as less competent than individuals with an American English accent
(Hosoda et al., 2012), as well as evaluated as less correct in their use of English than Caucasian
individuals from France and Germany (Lindemann, 2005).

The native language of Nelly, in the example above, is Spanish, and she is not alone in
Canada. A total of 495,090 individuals reported Spanish as their mother tongue in the 2016
Canadian Population Census (Lepage, 2017). Spanish constitutes the fifth most spoken non-
official mother tongue in Canada as this country has been steadily receiving increasing numbers
of immigrants from Latin American countries and Spain since the late 1990s (Guardado, 2018).
Colombia, Mexico, El Salvador, Peru and Chile are the most popular Latin American countries
of origin for Spanish speakers in Canada (Armony, 2014). Eberhardt (2011) further indicates that
the “Hispanic diaspora in Canada is said to make up one of the largest non-European ethnic
groups in Canada” (p. 2).

For the purposes of this study, the terms “Spanish speakers” or “Latin Americans” will be

used interchangeably to refer to Spanish-speaking immigrants from Latin American countries.
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Latin American immigrants in Canada are an internally complex and diverse group due to their
history of immigration, various countries of origin, class, ethnicity/race, and other factors
(Veronis, 2007, 2010). However, the Spanish language is an element that results in a shared
connection among members of this group (e.g., Basok et al., 2014; Bergman et al., 2008; Davis
& Moore, 2014; Offermann et al., 2014). This is because “language becomes a source of
collective identity that unifies and cross-cuts ethnic differentiations” (Davis & Moore, 2014, p.
693). Furthermore, in-group speech promotes feelings of solidarity amongst members and
reminds them of their common ethnic background (Giles et al., 1977). Latin Americans living
abroad highlight the social meaning of their Spanish language as an aspect that represents their
identity and allows them to align with other Spanish speakers regardless of their national origin
(e.g., Guardado, 2008; Showstack, 2018). Beyond allowing a construction of a broader identity,
the Spanish language is also associated with a sense of self, pride in their culture, and a form of
personal expression (Bergman et al., 2008; Davis & Moore, 2014; Evans, 1996).

Because Latin American immigrants are a ‘rapidly growing population” in Canada
(Armony, 2014, p. 7), the need to study this population and how they are adaptating to Canada
and the Canadian workplace is relevant (e.g., Basok et al., 2014; Turchick Hakak et al., 2010;
Wilson-Forsberg, 2015). Current research has highlighted how language related issues can lead
to Latin American individuals being underemployed (Lopez-Damian, 2008; Serrano, 2015;
Turchick Hakak et al., 2010; Wilson-Forsberg, 2015), can result in differential treatment in their
jobs (Lopez-Damian, 2008; Turchick Hakak et al., 2010) or lead to communication breakdowns
(Viveros-Guzman & Gertler, 2015). Even though language has emerged as a critical issue for
Latin Americans in the workplace, none of these studies has primarily focused on language in
their research (except for Viveros-Guzmén & Gertler, 2015 who specifically examined language

barriers among Latino Farmworkers).
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As migration and globalization are the prevailing realities, language diversity is persistent
in organizations (Kim et al., 2019) and thus studying language issues in a multilingual workforce
requires our attention (e.g., Hiss & Loppacher, 2021, Lauring, 2007, 2008; Lensmann, 2014;
Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999b; Offermann et al., 2014; Teboul & Yoon, 2019; Woo & Giles,
2017). Further, it is important to broaden our understanding of the workplace experiences of
nonnative speakers and their perceptions of interacting with native speakers (e.g., Derwing &
Munro, 2009b; Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010; Huang et al., 2013; Kim et al., 2019; Montgomery &
Zhang, 2018).

Advancing research in this area can inform human resource practitioners to develop more
comprehensive and efficient practices or training to create an environment where nonnative
speakers can showcase their potential, succeed, and thrive (Kim et al., 2019; Offermann et al.,
2014; Roberson & Kulik, 2007; Sanden, 2018; Sliwa & Johansson, 2014). In this way,
organizations can fully benefit from a linguistically diverse workforce (Sliwa & Johansson,
2014). Equally, having knowledge of the experiences and perceptions of working in a nonnative
language and interacting with native speakers can enhance empathy among multilingual work
teams, stimulate native speakers to help their colleagues, and promote desirable behaviours when
working together (Derwing & Munro, 2009a; Kim et al., 2019; Neeley, 2013). Having insights
into how an individual navigates the workplace in a nonnative language can also have
implications for programs and services that support these individuals such as foreign language
instruction, and training for specific skills in the workplace (Cheng et al., 2020; Douglas et al.,
2020).

In Canada, this knowledge is particularly important as successful integration of
immigrants is tightly linked with the health of the general economy (Weiner, 2008). Immigrants
arriving into the Canadian workforce possess valuable work experience and are “highly

educated” (Lochhead & Mackenzie, 2005, p. 104); however, their language and communication



EXPERIENCES OF SPANISH SPEAKERS IN CANADIAN WORKPLACES 6

skills can be critical in their successful integration and adjustment into the workplace (e.g., Lai et
al., 2017; Lochhead & Mackenzie, 2005; Weiner, 2008).
Research Questions

In this context, this qualitative study explores and documents the experiences of first-
generation Spanish-speaking Latin American immigrants in relation to their linguistic identities
and their intergroup work relations in the Canadian National Capital Region. Located between
Ontario and Quebec, this setting is unique as it features two different languages with English in
Ottawa (ON) and French in Gatineau (QC) (Veronis, 2015). The following research questions
were posed for this study:

RQI-How do Spanish-speaking Latin American immigrants negotiate their linguistic
identities in their workplaces, and how do their social identities change as a result of their
experiences?

RQ2-What are the coping strategies native Spanish speakers use to navigate the Canadian
workplace as non-native speakers?

RQ3-What are the participants’ perceptions and emotional responses to the
communicative adjustments made by native born speakers in their interactions with them?
Theoretical Framework

Ethnolinguistic identity theory (ELIT: Giles et al., 1977; Giles & Johnson, 1987)
provides a paradigm to study the social-psychological factors that impact the relationship
between ethnic groups and their language use. ELIT is useful in examining how participants in
this study perceive and negotiate their linguistic identities in the workplace, and the strategies
they use to navigate their workplaces in a foreign language (RQ1 and RQ2). Communication
accommodation theory (CAT: e.g., Dragojevic et al., 2016; Gallois et al., 2005; Giles & Ogay,
2006) provides a framework to explain the communicative adjustments that individuals make

when interacting with others based on their perceived group memberships. CAT will help in
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understanding the participants’ perceptions and emotional responses to the communicative
adjustments that native born speakers make in their interactions with them (RQ3).
Methodology

Drawing on these theories, this study takes a phenomenological approach by
documenting the lived experiences of Spanish-speaking Latin American immigrants working in
Canada (Merleau-Ponty & Bannan, 1956; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 2016). In this approach,
in-depth semi-structured interviews allow thick descriptions of the participants’ experiences
using their own voices (Johnson, 2001; Kulkarni, 2015).

The findings presented in this study resulted from a six-phase approach to thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012) of 24 semi-structured interviews conducted with 16
women and 8 men from 11 Spanish-speaking Latin American countries. At the time of the
interviews, these participants had been working in either English or French between 1 and 26
years in the National Capital Region of Canada.

Thesis Structure

This thesis is composed of six chapters, including the introduction. The literature review
sets up the theoretical elements to answer the research questions by exploring concepts from
social identity, communication accommodation and linguistic identity theories. This second
chapter will summarize relevant studies on navigating workplaces in a nonnative language, and
then focus on research of nonnative speakers working in Canada, with a particular emphasis on
the experiences of Spanish-speaking Latin American immigrants in this country. Chapter three
explains the research methodology that answers the questions of this study. This chapter will
outline the rationale for the choice of the phenomenological approach, provide an account of the
researcher’s role, and describe the data collection and analysis procedures. Trustworthiness and
ethical considerations will also be included in this section. The fourth chapter presents the results

from the interviews into five major themes using a thematic analysis approach. This chapter will
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define each theme and its respective sub-themes and their indicators, and provide direct
quotations from the participants that reflect their workplace related experiences to illustrate the
findings. Chapter five answers the research questions by discussing the study’s findings through
the lens of the theoretical framework, and in the context of the existing literature. This thesis will
conclude with a summary of the study’s findings and potential implications for workplace

practices, as well as provide limitations and future directions for research.
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Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

This chapter introduces the theoretical framework that will assist in analyzing the
experiences of Spanish native speakers from Latin American countries in Canadian workplaces.
It will also review existing research on the experiences of nonnative speakers in workplaces, and
then focus on studies that took place in Canada with an emphasis on Spanish-speaking Latin
American immigrants working in this country.

Intergroup Communication

Our social identities are central in intergroup communication. Gangi & Soliz (2016)
explain that intergroup communication “is based on group-based perceptions (e.g., stereotypes,
schemas) stemming from the salience of different social group identities of the individuals in the
interaction” (p. 35). This form of communication takes place when participants define
themselves or others in terms of social identity (e.g., membership to a social group) rather than
with personal features (e.g., personality). Dragojevic & Giles (2014) claim that “most
interactions traditionally considered interpersonal are actually intergroup in nature” (p. 29).

In intergroup communication, social identities are enacted and displayed in
communication practices which are influenced by social identities in a dialogical relationship
(Giles, 2011; Giles & Maass, 2016). In other words, social identities “shape and are shaped by
communication” (Harwood et al., 2005, p. 2). For example, as social identities are enacted during
communication practices, language is a salient means of social categorization in interactions
between native and nonnative speakers (Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010). Furthermore, as
communication practices are influenced by social identities, sharing a social identity (e.g., being
native speakers) influences the effort that individuals make in communicating with others
(Greenaway et al., 2016). This is illustrated by native speakers putting less effort into

understanding nonnative speakers (Dragojevic & Giles, 2016; Lindemann, 2002; Lippi-Green,
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2012), which in turn decreases their perception of understanding nonnative speakers (Munro &
Derwing, 1995).
Social Identity Theory

Intergroup communication is rooted in a socio-psychological tradition, particularly in the
development of social identity theory (SIT) from the early 1970s (Giles, 2011; Giles & Maass,
2016). SIT explains that social categorizations are cognitive tools that allow individuals to
organize the world, use these classifications to influence their behavior, and identify their own
place in society (Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Social identity of an individual refers to
“those aspects of an individual’s self-image that derive from the social categories to which he
perceives himself as belonging” (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, p. 40). Thus, social identity theory
suggests that an individual’s sense of self comes largely from their perceived membership in
social groups and categories.

Social identities are emotionally significant for individuals as they are inclined to view
their own social groups in a positive way (Giles & Maass, 2016; Tajfel, 1974). SIT also suggests
that members favour members of the same social group (in-group) and display negative attitudes
towards members of other social groups (out-group) (Tajfel, 1982).

According to SIT, individuals maintain or achieve a positive sense of their own social
identity, which enhances their self-esteem by distinguishing themselves in a positive manner
compared to members of other groups (Tajfel, 1974, 1982). Giles et al. (1977) explain that,
according to this theory, members of groups that perceive their social identity as negative in
comparison with other groups seek cognitive alternatives to achieve a positive social identity. In
some cases, Tajfel & Turner (1979) propose that members of a group opt for social mobility by
disidentifying with their own in-group and joining a high-status outgroup. “This might be
achieved by modifying one’s own cultural values, dress and speech styles so as to be more like

that of the dominant group’s” (Giles et al., 1977, p. 320). Tajfel & Turner (1979) also explain
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that when group members have a strong sense of identification with their own group or find that
it is impossible to shift to another group, they can seek positive identification with their own
group by engaging in social competition with the out-group. They can also use social creativity
by re-framing negative characteristics in a positive direction, using different attributes to
positively compare themselves to the dominant out-group, or changing the reference group for
comparison to another outgroup.

Communication Accommodation Theory

Communication accommodation theory (CAT), which builds on SIT, emerged in the
1970s to explain the role of social identities in communication processes (Gallois et al., 2005;
Greenaway et al., 2016). Giles & Maass (2016) explain that this theory acknowledges the
influence that group memberships have on how individuals communicate with others. CAT
suggests that speakers “create, maintain, or decrease social distance in interactions” (Soliz &
Giles, 2014, p. 107) by diverging, maintaining, or converging their communicative behaviors
(Dragojevic et al., 2016; Palomares et al., 2016).

Divergence occurs when verbal and nonverbal differences are accentuated between
interactants and one or both disengages from the communicative needs of the interaction (Gallois
et al., 2005; Giles & Ogay, 2006; Palomares et al., 2016). Maintenance refers to the lack of any
adjustment by speakers who keep their regular communication style in an interaction (Dragojevic
et al., 2016; Giles & Ogay, 2006). Finally, convergence occurs when individuals adapt their
communicative behaviours to the needs of others in order to reduce social differences and
facilitate the interaction (Dragojevic et al., 2016; Gallois et al., 2005; Giles & Ogay, 2006).

Communicative adjustments are an omnipresent part of social interactions and can occur
automatically (and often without one realizing or being aware of it), but also can be intentional
and conscious (Dragojevic et al., 2016). CAT suggests that individuals can have affective

motives which are related to social relationships and identity concerns (e.g., need to assimilate or
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differentiate from others), and/or cognitive motives associated with communication efficiency
(e.g., facilitating comprehension) (Dragojevic et al., 2016). Gallois et al. (2005) explain that in
interactions, communicative behaviors lead individuals to have perceptions about the interlocutor
and their motives. These perceptions inform the individual’s desires to engage or disengage in
future interactions with the interlocutor.

Listener-Focused Constructs of CAT

CAT not only offers a framework to understand communicative behaviours that
individuals use during interactions, but also helps to elucidate how interlocutors perceive and
respond to these behaviours (Gasiorek, 2015). Gallois et al. (2016) highlight the comprehensive
scope of this theory as it navigates both descriptions of behavioural changes in an objective
manner and documents the subjective perceptions of participants in an interaction. Gasiorek
(2013) states that “with CAT’s shift to defining key constructs in subjective terms comes a need
to better understand how individuals come to experience and evaluate interactions and speakers
as they do” (p. 136). This present study attempts to address this need as one of the research
questions focuses on the participants’ perceptions (first generation Spanish-speaking Latin
American immigrants) of the communicative adjustments that native speakers make when
interacting with them in Canadian workplaces.

CAT focuses on the dichotomy between accommodation and nonaccommodation. These
constructs will be explored in this study to document the participants’ perceptions of the
behaviours of their native speaking peers during interactions. Accommodation “is generally
defined by the perceived appropriateness of the communicative adjustments made by a speaker”
(Gasiorek, 2015, p. 578). The appropriateness of an adjustment depends on each individual’s
standards of what they consider helpful to facilitate the conversation. Dragojevic et al. (2016)
explain that individuals evaluate communicative adjustments from speakers based on what they

believe are their motives and intentions. Perceptions of accommodation are influenced “by the
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degree to which participants inferred for speakers had positive motives: the more positive the
inferred motives, the more appropriately adjusted (the same) communication was perceived to
be” (Gasiorek, 2015, p. 579).

On the other hand, nonaccommodation is enacted by “some element of disaffiliation,
dissimilarity and/or disconfirmation” (Gasiorek, 2016, p. 85). Nonaccommodation can take two
primary forms: under- or over-accommodation. Underaccommodation occurs more frequently
(Gasiorek, 2013), and is defined as a “communication behavior perceived to undershoot the level
of implementation desired for successful interaction” (Coupland et al. (1988) as cited in
Gasiorek, 2016, p. 88). Underaccommodation can also be the complete omission of any
adjustment. Examples includes speakers talking too fast or using jargon with a partner that is
unable to understand the terms (Gasiorek, 2016). Conversely, overaccommodation is defined “as
communication behavior perceived to overshoot or exceed the level of implementation necessary
for a successful interaction” (Gasiorek, 2016, p. 88). Examples of this behaviour include the use
of high volume, simple vocabulary and syntax, and slow speech rate (Gasiorek, 2016). Gallois et
al. (2005) state that foreign talk (FT), a form of overaccommodation, occurs when native
speakers address nonnative speakers with simplified words, a louder volume and exaggerated
speech.

Reactions to nonaccommodation can take multiple different forms depending on the
context. Gasiorek (2016) has pointed out that individuals can respond to instances of
underaccommodation by direct (e.g., confronting the speaker, asking questions), indirect (e.g.,
changing the subject, an unwillingness to participate further in the conversation) and passive
(e.g., ignoring) responses. In cases of overaccommodation such as patronizing talk, individuals
can enact passive (e.g., ignoring the situation), assertive and appreciative (e.g., stating their
competency in a positive way), aggressive, and humorous (e.g., making jokes) responses. When

FT occurs, Zuengler (1991) explains that nonnative speakers may respond by avoiding
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interactions with native speakers, having negative attitudes towards native speakers, and losing
motivation in learning their nonnative language. This study will document the native Spanish
speakers’ responses to the perceived nonaccommodation from their native speaking peers.
Ethnolinguistic Identity Theory

Ethnolinguistic identity theory (ELIT) examines the factors that impact the relationship
between ethnic groups and the way they use their language (Giles & Johnson, 1987). Cargile et
al. (1995) explain that ELIT integrates concepts from SIT and CAT to understand how language
articulates conflict, marks group boundaries, and negotiates group identities during interactions.
In this present research study, these two latter elements are central in looking at how Spanish-
speaking Latin American immigrants negotiate their linguistic identity while working in Canada.
Marking group boundaries

ELIT highlights the importance of language for the categorization of ourselves and others
(Giles & Johnson, 1987). Cargile et al. (1995) explain that in social categorization, “language is
central here because it has the flexibility and overt physical presence to reference a range of
social categories” (p. 192). For instance, in a study examining the relevance of language for
social categorization, Raki¢ et al. (2011) found that participants relied on language markers
rather than portraits of individuals to distinguish between Germans versus Italians.

Language is also a core component of an individual’s identity (Giles et al., 1977; Woo &
Giles, 2017), and is a way in which people can define themselves. Therefore, linguistic identity
is an integral part of an individual’s social identity (Giles, 1977). This dimension of self-concept
results in an individual’s membership of a linguistic group (e.g., | am a Hispanic because I am a
native Spanish speaker) (Bordia & Bordia, 2015).

In-group speech promotes feelings of solidarity amongst members and reminds them of
their common ethnic background (Giles et al., 1977). For example, Spanish speaking individuals

living in a foreign country recognize their native language as a source of pride and a common
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bond which unites them into a cohesive group regardless of different nationalities (Bergman et
al., 2008). Woo & Giles (2017) argue that individuals tend to prefer those who speak the same
language as they do and possess a similar accent (in-group) over others (out-group). Supporting
this notion, in a study on the effects of language, accent and race in guiding social preferences,
Kinzler et al. (2009) found that five-year-old children chose speakers of their native language as
friends rather than speakers of a foreign language or those with a foreign accent. Furthermore, in
experiments on language and social preferences, Kinzler et al. (2007) documented how five-to-
six-month-old infants preferred speakers who spoke the same native language, and ten-month old
infants selected toys offered by a native speaker rather than one offered by a foreign language
speaker.

Language varieties and speech styles are salient during intergroup communications, and
are powerful social forces that convey meanings related to a speaker’s group membership as well
as to their social and personal characteristics (Cargile & Giles, 1997; Dragojevic & Giles, 2016;
Giles et al., 1977; Riches & Foddy, 1989). From an early age, people are able to differentiate
between native and foreign languages due to their unique sounds (Kinzler et al., 2007; Nazzi et
al., 2000). These categorizations activate stereotypic associations (Dovidio & Gluszek, 2012)
that shape the listener’s responses to and evaluations of a speaker (Cargile & Giles, 1997;
Fuertes et al., 2012; Riches & Foddy, 1989). For example, non-standard language varieties (e.g.,
regional, ethnic, nonnative) have been found to be often associated with evaluations of poor
intelligence, status and competence (Dovidio & Gluszek, 2012); a lack of fluency despite the
speaker being actually competent (Lindemann, 2002); as well as with difficulties in
understanding them (Dragojevic & Giles, 2016). Gluszek & Dovidio (2010) explained that this
latter association (whether it is based on an individual’s perceptions or the actual situation),
“may influence how nonnatively accented speakers approach interactions with natively accented

individuals and (a) shape their behavior during the interaction, (b) influence their interpretation
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of the listener’s behavior, and (c) determine the outcomes of the interaction” (p. 221).
Stereotypic associations can lead to discriminatory treatment against nonnative speakers
(Dragojevic et al., 2013; Munro, 2003; Ng, 2007).

When an individual has a negative sense of identity due to social comparisons with other
groups, they will try to achieve a positive social identity which in turn improves their own self-
esteem (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

Negotiating group identities

Cargile et al. (1995) explain that to achieve a positive social identity, group members can
either assimilate into the dominant group or distinguish themselves from others. When
assimilating, individuals will converge their linguistic characteristics with the dominant group.
Giles (2011) states that groups will “gravitate to or accommodate dominant groups’
communicative habits” as “the communicative markers of dominant groups command social and
political capital” (p. 5). For example, Banks (1987) documented that ethnolinguistic minorities
such as Spanish speakers in English speaking workplaces reported the need to move towards
non-marked speech in order to gain access to middle or upper level management positions.

CAT points out that although individuals can be motivated to adjust their communicative
behaviours, their actual ability to do so can be limited due to their lack of a communicative
repertoire (e.g., words, gestures), physiological limitations (e.g., difficulties producing sounds
from their nonnative language) and the medium in which communication occurs (e.g., face-to-
face vs. telephone) (Beebe & Giles, 1984).

In contrast, group members can positively differentiate themselves from out-group
members through either social creativity or competition responses. Cargile et al. (1995) explain
that in social creativity, in-groups use new characteristics to compare themselves with out-
groups, or the previously negative characteristic can acquire a positive direction. For example,

having an accent when speaking in a nonnative language can acquire a positive characteristic
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when it is perceived to distinguish one from the general population, or provide a competitive
advantage by being able to communicate with multiple groups (Bergman et al., 2008; Brewer,
1991; Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010; Moyer, 2007). In competition responses, members of an in-
group will “become more politically conscious and collectively mobilized into addressing the
power imbalance and their social discontent” (Cargile et al., 1995, p. 197). Within both social
creativity and competition responses, individuals accentuate their own in-group language
markers (e.g., vocabulary, accent) and diverge from out-group members (Bourhis et al., 1979).

This current study shares the importance of language for social characterization and
identity construction with ELIT. Initially, this study documents the ways in which participants
identify with their native language, their experience working in a nonnative language and the
strategies they employ to achieve a positive sense of social identity.

This section identified the theories that will assist in answering the research questions in
this study. The following section will focus on reviewing existing research on the experiences of
nonnative speakers in workplaces.

Experiences of Nonnative Speakers in the Workplace

Teboul & Yoon (2019) emphasize that negative responses towards other languages and
accents are the root of many experiences that nonnative speakers face in the workplace.
Nonnative speakers are aware of the negative stereotypes associated with them (e.g., Birney et
al., 2020; Derwing, 2003; Kim et al., 2019; Paladino et al., 2009; Russo et al., 2017) so when
they interact with others, they often experience pressure to not conform to these stereotypes.

This experience is considered a stereotype threat, defined as when one is “at risk of
confirming, as self-characteristic, a negative stereotype about one’s group” (Steele & Aronson,
1995, p. 797). The authors explain that the presence of this social-psychological predicament can
affect the way in which individuals evaluate themselves, which in turn can hinder their

performance. Being aware of negative stereotypes regarding their identity group and the
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completion of a task can result in individuals confirming the stereotype that they initially wanted
to avoid (Kray et al., 2001). In the workplace, the burden of experiencing stereotype threats
results in employees having difficulties in showcasing their true capabilities, and can prevent
managers from being able to evaluate the full range of abilities of these employees (Roberson &
Kulik, 2007).
Cognitive Experiences

For nonnative speakers, Bergman et al. (2008) explain that because their own native
linguistic identity is suppressed and performing in a second language requires more cognitive
effort, communicating and working in a second language increases fatigue and stress. Kim et al.
(2019) explain that an elevation in cognitive effort is required when requests need to be
constantly repeated to make sure information is correctly understood, or planning of proper
grammar and vocabulary is necessary before communicating. Nonnative speakers also
experience fatigue when they constantly second-guess and monitor their own actions, as well as
think about how others will react to and interpret their actions. A restriction in language ability
when communicating can influence work routines. For example, in speaking with nonnative
speakers from companies located in Germany, France, Japan and the United States that used
English as their common language, Neeley et al. (2012) found that tasks that take thirty minutes
in a speaker’s native language took up to four hours when they are done in English. In sum,
nonnative speakers are required to increase their effort to demonstrate professional competency,
or to underscore other strengths (e.g., perseverance and hard work) in order to compensate for
negative evaluations (Roberson & Kulik, 2007; Russo et al., 2017; Woo & Giles, 2017).

In a high-tech French company with English as the lingua franca and workers required to
communicate with both native and non-native speakers of English, Neeley (2013) found by
conducting in-depth interviews with a total of 41 employees that all nonnative speakers

expressed a subjective feeling of diminution of their professional standing and perceived a loss in
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their status. Participants in this study indicated that when they needed to communicate in detailed
levels of conversation in their nonnative language to achieve work related goals, they
experienced feelings of diminishment, devaluation and reduction. When comparing
communicative performance and eloquence in their native language to their nonnative language,
they experienced status diminuition. In short, nonnative speakers highlighted how not being able
to convey thoughts in the organizational language has the potential to hurt their professional
identities (Kulkarni, 2015).

Similarly, by using responses to in-depth semi-structured interviews and open-ended
questions from 99 participants, Kim et al. (2019) documented how nonnative English speaking
participants, with previous work experience in the United States, constantly found themselves in
situations where they needed to repeatedly prove themselves as if they were just starting their
professional careers. Participants reported feeling inferior in regards to their language and
communication skills, and shared that they were often patronized and disrespected when native
speakers used particular communication styles (e.g. speaking louder) in their interactions with
them. Neeley (2013) demonstrated that participants who were uncomfortable and less confident
speaking in a nonnative language manifested those concerns through fear of losing their jobs or
having less opportunities for job advancement.

Emotional Experiences

Nonnative speakers frequently experience negative emotions such as fear of making
mistakes in front of co-workers and confirming negative stereotypes about their group (Neeley et
al., 2012; Russo et al., 2017). Kim et al. (2019) found that participants in their study expressed
frustration when co-workers corrected their speech, and embarrassment when they were not able
to express themselves clearly due to their lack of language skills. The authors explain that these
negative feelings led to insecurity and decreased self-esteem as participants did not retain

complete control over various situations.
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Neeley (2013) discusses the concept of language performance anxiety to refer to fears
associated with communicating in a nonnative language, and the possible negative evaluations
and mistakes made while speaking. In her study, participants self assessed their language fluency
as high, medium or low. Participants who felt comfortable using the nonnative language were
classified as high level, people who were less confident were in the medium level, and people
who were uncomfortable when speaking were in the low level. Participants with either high or
low levels of self assessment fluency experienced less language performance anxiety, as the
former accepted their language imperfections but were comfortable speaking in the nonnative
language, while the latter group greatly restricted their use of the nonnative language in their
interactions. Participants with a medium fluency reported higher levels of fear and elevated
levels of self-consciousness about how they would be evaluated or criticized based on their
language performance. Haley et al. (2015) further indicates that second language anxiety is
related to self-consciousness and fear, and leads to a decrease in perceived levels of self-efficacy
in those individuals.

Behavioral Work-Related Experiences

Feelings of anxiety, humiliation, and incompetence in nonnative languages leads to a
constant linguistic insecurity that results in nonnative speakers remaining silent or avoiding
potentially beneficial situations such as meetings with superiors or attending conferences that
could improve their professional image or status within organizations (Deneire, 2008; Sliwa &
Johansson, 2014). Kim et al. (2019) explain how participants in their study engaged in avoidance
behaviours as a coping mechanism to “escape undesirable outcomes” such as making mistakes or
appearing professionally incompetent among their coworkers. Participants in the study by Kim et
al. (2019) also mentioned withdrawing from interactions with native speakers. Neeley (2013)
identifies this avoidance behaviour as inhibition, and found that it is common among nonnative

speakers with low and medium self-perceived language fluency. Participants either remained
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silent during discussions, or avoided interactions such as meetings or conference calls when they
consider their input as non essential. On the contrary, the author found that participants who
believed they have a high fluency in their nonnative language display a learning goal orientation
and seek ways to increase their interactions with native speakers as a strategy to improve their
vocabulary and grammar when speaking (Russo et al., 2017). In a case study about language use
in two Danish companies, Lonsmann & Kraft (2018) found through 13 ethnographic interviews
and 12 days of observation that nonnative workers relied heavily on routine, non-verbal
communication, Google translate, and help from colleagues to navigate the workplace and when
interacting with others.

Tange & Lauring (2009) identify the phenomenon of thin communication to describe
how nonnative workers in an organization restrict their interactions to professional encounters
due to their belief that exposing linguistic weakness through unnecessary interactions negatively
affects their professional reputations. Lauring & Klitmeller (2015) explain that nonnative
speakers prefer not participating in casual conversations as they feel they do not have the same
language proficiency that a native speaker has in order to sustain deep conversations involving
personal and complex issues that these kinds of communications entail. Woo & Giles (2017)
state that “interpersonal similarities and cultural experiences” are important factors in promoting
informal interactions between coworkers of different language backgrounds as they will
positively impact group cohesion in workplaces.

Similarly, Lauring & Klitmeller (2015) identify various circumstances that lead to
avoidance behaviours among nonnative speakers. In their multi-site ethnography composed of
field observations and 146 semi-structured interviews with employees from three Danish
multinational corporations, the authors identified mediated communication such as the telephone
as being difficult and stressful due to the lack of non-verbal language cues, communication in

large gatherings (five or more individuals) causing discomfort compared to one-on-one or
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smaller group communications, and having interactions with managers or individuals with more
power as stressful. However, having a long-lasting relationship with another party can promote
contact as these members are able to adjust to one another’s communication styles.

Unfortunately, this avoidance of informal communication by less proficient speakers can
result in exclusion from information networks, knowledge transfer, and decision-making
processes (Tange & Lauring, 2009). On the other hand, Woo & Giles (2017) explain that
nonnative speakers try to assimilate their behaviours (e.g., improving their language skills
outside of the workplace) to those of native speakers to increase their chances of being included
in the organizational group.

In the Neeley et al. (2012) study, participants addressed concerns or sought help from
fellow nonnative speakers even though they were less knowledgeable on a particular issue than
native speakers. Similarly, Tange & Lauring (2009) found in semi-structured interviews with 82
managers and employees from 14 Danish organizations that participants sought comfort by
primarily speaking their native language even when they were competent in the organizational
one. They also primarily sought help from a member of their same linguistic group when a work-
related challenge was encountered. These language clusters, as they are called, occur when
speakers of the same language collaborate or interact with one another in informal gatherings
while excluding people who belong to other linguistic groups (Ahmad & Widén, 2015;
Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999a; Negretti & Garcia-Yeste, 2014; Tange & Lauring, 2009).
Lauring & Selmer (2010) explain that these dynamics of inclusion and exclusion from informal
connections often rest with language preferences and affinities. Woo & Giles (2017) state that
limiting informal intergroup interactions can sustain prejudices and stereotypes about other
groups, and even though it can strengthen relationships between in-group members, it also

negatively impacts organizational cohesion through exclusion of out-group members.
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The previous research documented the reactions and behaviours of individuals when
working, interacting and communicating in the workplace. The next section of the literature
review will focus specifically on studies of nonnative individuals in Canadian workplaces, with
an emphasis on research of the Spanish speaking population in Canada.

Experiences of Nonnative Speakers in Canadian Workplaces

In 2017, one in four (26%) people who worked in Canada were immigrants (Yssaad &
Fields, 2018). According to Statistics Canada (2017), 72.5% of immigrants were nonnative
speakers of English or French in the 2016 Census. Weiner (2008) explains that the main barriers
that immigrants face when integrating into the Canadian labour market are the lack of
recognition of previous professional and academic qualifications, the requirement for Canadian
work experience, instances of discrimination, and the lack of competency in the language and
communication specific to the workplace (e.g., occupational jargon). Studies indicate that
language and communication factors contribute to the high number of un- and under-employed
immigrants in Canada (e.g., Hande et al., 2020; Sakamoto et al., 2010). For example, in a study
that used qualitative secondary analysis methodology to examine the relationship between
language and occupation in a sample of 10 immigrants from London, ON, Huot et al. (2020)
found that even after learning the proper grammar and syntax of English; participants stated that
their accents, not being able to speak as fast as their native speaking counterparts, or not knowing
colloquialisms were ongoing barriers to finding employment.

Language is a critical factor in the integration and adjustment of immigrants to the
Canadian workforce. In a qualitative study of 32 immigrant professionals in Calgary and
Edmonton, Alberta, Lai et al. (2017) found that language and communication skills were the
greatest challenge in establishing workplace interactions. Participants identified using incorrect
words to express ideas, a lack of knowledge of workplace terminology, pronunciation problems,

accents, issues in understanding directions, and the inability to express appropriate responses as
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the major difficulties in establishing interpersonal interactions and integrating in their
workplaces. Wang (2006) also identified linguistic and cultural barriers as a challenge to
integrate into the workplace. In semi-structured in-depth interviews with six professional
immigrants in Winnipeg, Manitoba, he found these barriers inhibited participants’ ability to
demonstrate their actual professional capabilities.

Communication challenges that immigrants experience in their workplaces have also
been explored in Canada by researchers who study language education. In a study of the
experiences of four ESL engineering intern students who were periodically interviewed, Myles
(2009) explained that their communication challenges in the workplace were caused by
linguistic, cultural and strategic factors. Participants in this study expressed how demanding it
was to understand colloquial language, process different accents, and generate appropriate
responses, the need to rehearse and memorize presentations, their frustration at finding the
correct words, and the challenge of not having the cultural knowledge to interact with native
speakers in informal conversations.

External factors can also result in workplace communication challenges. Douglas et al.
(2020) used semi-structured interviews to examine how the perceived behaviors of interlocutors
impacted the experiences of a sample of six recent immigrants working in British Columbia.
Immigrants in this study noted that breakdowns in workplace communications occurred when
they sensed anger and annoyance in others; when interactions were not facilitated by native
speakers due to speaking too quickly or using unfamiliar vocabulary; when native speakers
expressed difficulties in understanding the accents and explanations of the immigrants; and when
interlocutors had negative perceptions about the immigrant’s identities which resulted in their
feelings of otherness. Similarly, Cheng et al. (2020) studied language use, communication
challenges and the ways in which 14 newcomers working in entry level positions in Kingston

and Scarborough, Ontario dealt with these challenges. This qualitative study demonstrates that



EXPERIENCES OF SPANISH SPEAKERS IN CANADIAN WORKPLACES 25

communication challenges arise when workers are not familiar with the specific technical
language of their jobs, and with informal conversation topics. Other challenges included poor
vocabulary, difficulties understanding nonnative accents, their own pronunciation deficiencies,
nervousness in interacting with others, and others speaking too fast. Participants in this study
coped with these situations by asking for interlocutors to repeat what they said or slowing down
their speech rate, by avoiding conversations, and by preferring face-to-face interactions over
phone conversations Additionally, Tregunno et al. (2009) found that for 30 nurses working in
Toronto, Ontario from 20 different countries, language was a predominant challenge. From semi-
structured interviews, nurses in this study reported stress when communicating with others,
fatigue as they needed to monitor their speech as well as extra attention in understanding the
discourse of others, and embarrassment from language-related incidents. The strategies they used
when facing these communication challenges were humor, asking for repetition and paraphrasing
what others said.

The studies that inform this previous section of the literature review underscore the
importance of studying the experience of immigrants due to increasing immigration and diversity
in Canadian workplaces (e.g., Lai et al., 2017). These studies indicate the significant role that
language plays in how immigrants can access (e.g., Huot et al., 2020), integrate (e.g., Wang,
2006), and navigate their workplaces (e.g., Cheng et al., 2020).

Experiences of Spanish-speaking Latin American immigrants in Canadian Workplaces

Spanish-speaking Latin American immigrants have identified their lack of language skills
as one of the major challenges in accessing and integrating into the Canadian workforce. For
example, 30 Spanish-speaking Latino immigrants living in Toronto mentioned during in-depth
interviews having to work in unskilled and low paying jobs as well as experiencing job
insecurity due to their limited skills in English, despite possessing qualifications and relevant

work-related experiences (Serrano, 2015). Similarly, five Latin American women living in
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Lethbridge, Alberta who participated in a conversational approach study about their immigration
experiences shared that their employment options were limited. They were only able to choose
between “washing dishes, washing bathrooms and cleaning buildings” due to their lack of
nonnative language fluency (Lopez-Damian, 2008, p. 103). Difficulties in entering the workforce
were not only the result of a lack of fluency in a nonnative language, but also in having non-
Canadian accents (Turchick Hakak et al., 2010).

Studies have shown that employment in a nonnative language can generate negative self-
perceptions among individuals. In a study using in-depth interviews, Wilson-Forsberg (2015)
observed that 24 Latin American immigrants in the cities of Brantford and Cambridge, Ontario
had feelings of “losing their real selves” (p. 481) which affected their professional identities
when they were unable to find a job that matched their fields. The author mentioned that
although these immigrants had arrived in Canada with university degrees and professional
experiences, their credentials were unrecognized, their lack of fluency in English was considered
unsuitable, or they did not have the “Canadian experience” (p. 475). In another qualitative study,
Turchick Hakak et al. (2010) reported that a sample of 20 Latin American professionals who
obtained an MBA from Canadian universities expressed frustration as speaking in a nonnative
language did not allow them to express their real personalities or project themselves accurately in
job interviews and workplace interactions.

Research on language barriers and its effects on the occupational health and safety of 39
Latin migrant farmworkers who worked in Saskatchewan documented their strategies to
communicate in the workplace in qualitative interviews (Viveros-Guzmén & Gertler, 2015). The
authors explained that comprehending complex instructions and appropriate health precautions
were problematic for these workers due to language barriers caused by their inability to learn a
second language given their low education and other socio-economic circumstances. However,

these workers employed strategies to overcome these barriers such as nonverbal communication,



EXPERIENCES OF SPANISH SPEAKERS IN CANADIAN WORKPLACES 27

use of mutually understood words in Spanish and English, reliance on co-workers, acquired
experiences on the job, and their use of logic.

Research has also touched upon identity construction among Latino American
populations working in Canada. For example, research into the auto parts industry in
Southwestern Ontario examined the experiences of resistance or consent from 13 El Salvadorian
workers to management directions. In this study, Manzano-Munguia (2003) expected that the
Spanish language would act as a source of group identification for the El Salvadorians. However,
the author found through open-ended semi-structured interviews and life stories that these
companies strategically separated workers from the same background by placing them on
different lines or shifts. The participants in this study developed their identities in the workplace
not on the basis of their culture or language, but by being seen as a hard worker, which helped
them maintain their jobs. In contrast, Basok et al. (2014) examined how a sample of 44 Latin
American immigrant workers in Southwestern Ontario reported health hazards or injuries in their
workplaces from in-depth interviews. The authors noted that the participants constructed their
identities around their shared language, similar cultural background and their status as
immigrants.

Canada’s National Capital Region is “unique in that it is located on the most politically
and symbolic charged interprovincial border within the country: between Ontario and Quebec”
(Veronis, 2015, p. 45). In this region, research on immigrants including Latin Americans have
shed light into their use of multicultural media in settling into Canadian society (Ahmed &
Veronis, 2017), or their experiences with culture, belonging, identity and place (Veronis, 2015).
Language and Accent Discrimination in the Canadian Context

As explained previously, nonnative speakers can experience discrimination due to
stereotypic asociations (Dragojevic et al., 2013; Ng, 2007). Several studies have documented this

in Canada (e.g., Creese, 2010; Derwing, 2003; Munro, 2003). For instance, in a study
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documenting the experiences of 100 immigrants with an intermediate level of English
proficiency in Alberta, Derwing (2003) found that the majority of participants believed that
native Canadian speakers would respect them more if they could pronounce English better. In
interviews these participants stated that Canadians were patient; but also told of instances when
they felt discriminated against. For example, some immigrants were ignored (e.g., “They don’t
pay attention to you if your English isn’t good”), were subject to negative comments on their
accent (e.g., “A clerk swore at me in a store; strangers are rude to me”), and felt that some
Canadians did not make an effort to understand them (e.g., “Sometimes people choose not to
understand”).

By analyzing human right cases involving language-related issues in Canada, Munro
(2003) identified three types of discriminatory attitudes towards foreign accented individuals.
The author found that pronunciation issues impacted hiring decisions even though language
proficiency was not a prerequisite for the position, accent stereotyping resulted in denial of
access to jobs or renting to those individuals, and accents resulted in ridiculing or harassing
treatment.

Creese (2010) states that accent discrimination constitutes “a central feature” of
immigrant life in Canada. For example, drawing on data from two focus groups with 12 African
immigrant women in Vancouver, Creese & Kambere (2003) documented how having an African
English accent affected their access to jobs or housing, as well as their sense of belonging in
Canada. The participants recalled being ignored in conversations, were constantly corrected in
their speech, and faced barriers to entering the labour market. The authors of this study explain
that accents linked to racialized individuals influence the perceptions of their language
competency, and was often a rationale to refuse them employment opportunities. Likewise, in a

qualitative study involving 14 Turkish female and male immigrant youth, Kayaalp (2016)
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highlighted how having an accent is a prevailing cause of marginalization resulting in
participants perceiving a devaluation of their identity and language in Canadian society.

Studies have also documented how Spanish-speaking Latin American immigrants
perceived differential treatment as a consequence of their nonnative fluency. For example,
Lopez-Damian (2008) highlighted a participant from Colombia educated in Canada who felt
discriminated against for her English ability compared with native speakers when competing for
a job as a teacher. Turchick Hakak et al. (2010) studied the factors for success and barriers
confronted by 20 Latin American professionals in the Canadian job market. They identified that
being a nonnative speaker and being compared to native speakers negatively affected the
perception that others had of them in the workplace. Furthermore, participants perceived that
having an accent was linked to assumptions of lower language skills and performance levels that
led to differences in treatment.

In Canada’s National Capital Region, seven immigrant South Asian women described the
surprise and disbelief of customers who observed these women possessing an excellent
command of the English language despite coming from the developing world (Jaya, 2019). The
author highlighted that, in addition to barriers such as systemic racism and sexism, immigrant
women have to overcome language barriers and discrimination based on their accents in order to
integrate into Canadian society. Furthermore, through focus group interviews with 16 Latin
Americans and 20 sub-Saharan Francophone immigrants, Veronis (2015) identified language
proficiency as a significant factor in feelings of inclusion in a study of their experiences with
culture, belonging, identity and place in the National Capital Region. In this study, Latin
Americans who lived in Gatineau preferred to work with Anglophones because they perceived
more overt discrimination while working in Quebec and more subtle forms in Ottawa.

To the best of our knowledge, language related issues among Spanish-speaking Latin

American immigrants working in Canada have not been the main focus of any research (with
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exception of Viveros-Guzman & Gertler, 2015 who specifically examined language barriers
among Latino Farmworkers), but rather these results have emerged from research that has
focused on other areas (e.g., factors that influence integration into the workplace). Woo & Giles
(2017) emphasize the importance of examining the role of language and its implications on
identity formation and group membership within organizations. Kim et al. (2019) especially
recognize the relevance of reporting actual experiences of native and nonnative speakers in the
workplace. This current research thus addresses this aim and will contribute to the study of
employment experiences of Latin American immigrants in Canada. This study specifically
focuses on their linguistic identity and workplace intergroup interactions in Canada’s National
Capital Region by drawing on ethnolinguistic identity and communication accommodation
theories. The methodological approach to achieve this objective is described in the following

chapter.
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Chapter Three: Methodology

This chapter provides justification for the research approach to accomplish the aims of
this study. As well, it provides an account of the researcher’s role, a description of the data
collection and analysis procedures, and trustworthiness and ethical considerations.

Research Design

The overarching goal of this study was to document the experiences of first-generation
immigrants from Spanish-speaking Latin American countries working in a nonnative language in
Canada. This was accomplished through qualitative research which explores the meanings that
individuals construct about their social and cultural situations, and takes into account the context
in which specific realities are experienced (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Qualitative research allows
one to learn about the reality of participants’ perspectives and to empower their voices to share
their stories (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).

This research is motivated by questions that echo the researcher’s personal interests and
experiences in the Canadian workforce, which is a primary reason why qualitative research is
often conducted (Moustakas, 1994). As mentioned previously, the researcher’s interest gravitates
towards examining the participants’ experiences in the workplace in relation to their linguistic
identity, their coping strategies as non-native speakers, and their intergroup interactions. By
focusing on the examination of the lived experience, this research aim is appropriate for a
phenomenological exploration (Merleau-Ponty & Bannan, 1956; van Manen, 2016). Lived
experiences are the perceptions of an individual, and these perceptions are the prime source of
knowledge in phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994). Phenomenological research uses these
individual narratives to describe a common experience, or provides a composite description of
the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Role of the Researcher
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All stages of a qualitative research endeavour, from the research questions to the data
collection and analysis, are permeated with the researcher’s story and personal experiences
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). These authors highlight the importance for researchers to position
themselves in relation to their research by conveying their background, what motivates their
interest about the topic, and what the researcher has to gain from the study.

Six years ago, my world was fully coloured due to the multiple possibilities that I could
express and communicate in, using the only language that I spoke during the first 27 years of my
life. Aside from being a pivotal point in the construction of my identity, the use of Spanish
provided me with comfort, confidence and sophistication to navigate through the professional
world in Hispano America. In Colombia, my language was my main asset in the workplace and,
to be honest, I greatly enjoyed the privileged position of credibility and effectiveness that
characterized my professional identity due to my facility using my native language.

This perception of myself took a turn for the worse once I become a first-generation
Spanish-speaking Latin American immigrant when I arrive to Canada five years ago after
learning English in the United States for just one year. I experienced first-hand communication
challenges working in many different nonnative language settings. This position introduced new
ways to do my tasks, questions about my role and identity, and challenges in my relationships
with others. It also made me aware of social and communication dynamics that [ was not aware
of before.

As the phenomenological researcher Max van Manen asserts “To truly question
something is to interrogate something from the heart of our existence, from the center of our
being” (2016, p. 43). Part of my story and what I experienced working in Canada have made me
question language-related experiences of other first-generation Spanish-speaking Latin American

immigrants in the Canadian workforce.
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This study is motivated by my previous experiences in the Canadian workforce and these
have the potential to become a possible drawback in this research. Creswell and Poth (2018) and
van Manen (2016) state that previous experience and personal knowledge about a phenomenon
we want to investigate can constitute a major problem in phenomenological research. The
authors expand on this by stating that pre-understandings, suppositions and assumptions
predispose us to have an understanding of a phenomenon even before we have interacted with
the study’s participants.

To mitigate this, van Manen (2016) suggests the practice of ‘bracketing’ as a mechanism
to explicitly recognize the researcher’s conceptions, prejudices, suppositions, and
understandings. The author acknowledges that fully removing a researcher’s personal experience
to focus on a participant’s experience is a difficult enterprise, so it is critical that the researcher
acknowledge how their personal understandings will be noted in the study. Moustakas (1994)
further proposes beginning a phenomenological study with a full description of the researcher’s
own experience. Based on these recommendations, I wrote a full account of my own experiences
(Appendix 1) before starting the data collection in order to listen to the stories of the participants
in this study with a fresh perspective. In sum, as a researcher I want to discover the stories of
other Spanish-speaking Latin American immigrants and to document their experiences, and in so
doing contribute to the creation of awareness, empathy and support towards nonnative speakers
who navigate the workplace with a foreign linguistic identity.

Data Collection
Sampling and Recruitment

As a phenomenological study, this research focuses not on a single individual but rather
on the commonalities of the lived experiences of a group of people in relation to the same
phenomenon (van Manen, 2016). Creswell (2014) indicates that a purposeful sampling is an

appropriate practice that will help the researcher better understand an issue being explored
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through her research questions. Hence, the eligible pool of interviewees was selected based on
the following pre-determined criteria:

Being a Spanish Native Speaker Living in Canada. In the two American continents,
there exist two primary languages: English with approximately 235 million native speakers, and
Spanish with approximately 300 million native speakers (Giles & Watson, 2013). Spanish is the
most common native language in the combined populations of North and South America.

In the 2016 Canadian Population Census 495,090 individuals reported Spanish as their
mother tongue (Lepage, 2017). Guardado (2018) explains that since the late 1990s, Canada has
been steadily receiving increasing numbers of immigrants from Latin American countries and
Spain, so that Spanish constitutes the fifth largest non-official mother tongue in Canada.
Eberhardt (2011) further indicates that the “Hispanic diaspora in Canada is said to make up one
of the largest non-European ethnic groups in Canada” (p. 2). Because Hispanic immigrants are a
rapidly growing population in Canada, the need to study how this population adapts to the
Canadian workforce is relevant.

Originally from a Spanish speaking Latin American Country rather than Spain.
Ardila (2020) states that Iberian Spanish and Latin American culture constitutes two distinct and
different Hispanic subcultures. The author explains that despite the Spanish language unifying
and characterizing both groups, the Hispano-American population differs from the Iberian
Spanish population in that the former is the result of a mixture of European, indigenous, African
and other groups (e.g., Arab) whereas the latter is composed mainly of Spaniards. One of the
most important characteristics that distinguishes these two subcultures is the process of
“conquest, colonization, resistance and accommodation” (Eakin, 2007, p. 2) that the Hispano-
American population has endured. Anderson (1977) explains that the relationship between
Iberian Spanish culture and Hispano-American culture lies in the antipathy between the latter

conquered group and the conquerors that make up the former group.
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Given that the most popular countries of origin for Spanish speaking immigrants to
Canada are Colombia, Mexico, El Salvador, Peru and Chile (Armony, 2014), and the common
history of colonization and the practice of “mestizaje” (the mixing of ethnic and cultural groups)
in these countries as described above, Spanish-speaking Latin American individuals were invited
to participate in this study.

Currently Working in their Nonnative Language in the Canadian Capital Region. In
Canada, research of this specific group is an emergent area of study (e.g., Eberhardt, 2011;
Manzano-Munguia, 2003; Turchick Hakak et al., 2010). Work related experiences from this
population have been documented in a variety of studies including exploring the perceived
barriers of Spanish speakers from Latin America with MBA degrees when entering the Canadian
job market (Turchick Hakak et al., 2010), the identity construction of Latin American workers
from El Salvador in an auto parts factory in Southwestern Ontario (Manzano-Munguia, 2003),
and language barriers of Latino farmworkers in Saskatchewan (Viveros-Guzman & Gertler,
2015).

However, to the best of our knowledge, there has not been an academic study that
documents the experiences of native Spanish-speaking Latin American immigrants related to
their linguistic background in workplaces in the National Capital Region. There exists a need for
this particular research project as Spanish was the third most common mother tongue other than
English or French in the Ottawa-Gatineau region according to the 2016 Census (Statistics
Canada, 2017).

Is a First-Generation Immigrant that Arrived in Canada as an Adult. Edmonston &
Passel (1992) explain that first generation immigrants are characterized by speaking their native
language and retaining many of the cultural values from their home country once arrived in their
new country. As a study that seeks to explore the experiences of individuals working in a foreign

language, this criterion that participants be first-generation immigrants is important as research
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demonstrates that immigrants lose their native language within two to three generations of
arriving in a host country (Veltman, 2000). The age of arrival is also a crucial factor in the
integration of immigrants to a receiving country. Arriving to a new country at a young age is
associated with less influence from their country of origin, and a greater tendency to identify
with their new country (Berry, 1997; Edmonston & Passel, 1992).

Having not Comprehensively Learned English or French as a Foreign Language
Before High School. Gluszek & Dovidio (2010) indicate that people who speak multiple
languages often retain phonology from their native tongue leading to an accent in their other
language. This inclination to generate speech with a “foreign accent” is the most thorough
indicator of a second language user (Munro, 2003). Scovel (2000) explains that after puberty the
brain loses some of its plasticity which reduces the likelihood of young adults and adult second
language learners being able to acquire native-like pronunciation. In this research study, a
foreign accent is classified as a significant social force that conveys meaning about an
individual’s group membership (Cargile & Giles, 1997).

Having Previous Professional Working Experience Prior to their Arriving in
Canada. With the purpose of seeking a depth of understanding into the questions that motivate
this research, this study required participants to compare their current working experience in
their non-native language to previous working experiences in their native language. Moustakas
(1994) explains that memories of past feelings, images and meanings are relevant to the way in
which individuals view their current phenomenon.

To recruit participants, a flyer was created (Appendix 2) mentioning the purpose of this
study, the selection criteria, the nature of the participation as well as the contact information of
the researcher. Once the Office of Research Ethics and Integrity approved the ethics application
for this study (Appendix 3), the flyer was posted in Spanish to the Facebook group “Latinos en

Gatineau y Ottawa.”
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Participants

Creswell (1998) indicates that in phenomenological research, it is recommended to
collect data from 5-25 participants who have experienced the phenomenon in question. This
study documents the experiences of 24 participants. From this total, 15 were recruited through
the Facebook post. The recruitment continued using a snowball sampling technique, whereby the
initial contacts helped the researcher connect with 9 new participants (Johnson & Weller, 2001).

The 24 participants (see Table 1 for a participant profile summary) were comprised of 16
women and 8§ men who came to Canada from 11 Spanish-speaking Latin American countries:
Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Cuba, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru, and
Venezuela.

On average, the participants have resided in Canada as immigrants for 11.024 years (min
= 1 year and 3 months; max = 32 years). Most of the participants have a college or bachelor’s
degree (n =15, 62.50%), followed by those who have a master’s degree (n =5, 20.83%), or a
postgraduate diploma (n =4, 16.67%).

The participants have been working for an average of 9.9 years (min = 1 year; max =26
years) in the National Capital Region of Canada in a variety of industries including: government
and public administration (n = 6, 25%); development and humanitarian assistance (n = 3,
12.5%); health care and social assistance; primary and secondary (K-12) education; utilities;
wholesales (each n = 2, 8.3%); beauty; college, university and adult education; construction;
non-profit; other education industry (day-care); sales; and telecommunications (each n = 1,
4.1%).

The majority primarily use English in their workplace (n = 18, 75%) while the remaining
use French (n = 6, 25%). On average, participants have been comprehensively learning these
new languages for 15.58 years (min = 1 year; max = 37 years). Most do not use the language

they use in their workplaces at home (n =17, 70.8%), while 7 participants (29.17%) always or
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sometimes use their non-native language at home. During the demographic survey, participants
manifested their feelings of confidence and comfort using their non-native language in the
workplace with respect to understanding, speaking, and writing on a 10-point Likert scale (1-not
at all, 10-completely) (see Table 2 for a participant language usage profile).

In this study, the participant pool is a heterogeneous population of individuals with
different national, gender, and professional identities; educational and work-related backgrounds;
and migration and adaptation processes. However, they all share the common experience of
navigating the workplace in a nonnative language. This diversity is highly valued as it allows this
phenomenon to be studied from different angles and experiences (Arcand et al., 2020).

Interview Procedures

Documenting the lived experiences in phenomenology occurs by interviewing individuals
who have personal experiences with this phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Johnson (2001)
considers semi-structured interviews as a qualitative data collection method that offers the
opportunity to explore and capture deep descriptions, explanations, and understandings of the
participants’ lived experiences and their contextual situations. To this end, a preliminary
interview protocol was developed with instructions for standard procedures at the start of the
interview, the primary questions, and a final statement thanking the participants for their time
and stories (Creswell, 2014).

Based on recommendations from Turner (2010), a pilot field test was conducted using
this preliminary interview protocol with 2 test participants (see Table 3 for a pilot participant
profile summary and their language use profile). By simulating the real interview situation, the
pilot field test enabled the researcher to refine the preliminary interview protocol into a new
version (Appendix 4) with clearer language, improved opening and closing procedures, and
additional questions that would contribute to the overarching goal of this study. The interview

protocol was first generated in English and thereafter translated into Spanish by the researcher.
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After approval by the Office of Research Ethics and Integrity, the interviews were
conducted between the end of September and the first week of November in 2020. Due to the
exceptional circumstances caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, participants had the option to
undergo interviews through a virtual platform or phone, or in cases when public health
guidelines allowed it, in face-to-face meetings. The latter option was available for the initial
participant, but as cases associated with COVID-19 increased in the region, participants and
researcher agreed to conduct the interviews though Google Meet or Microsoft Teams. From a
total of 23 online interviews, 20 participants used their cameras during the conversation.

The data collection materials and interviews were available in both Spanish and English,
and participants were encouraged to select their language of preference. It was important to offer
both options, as Tsang (1998) explains that establishing communication in the participant’s
native language can be important in creating an atmosphere where participants fully express their
ideas, convey genuine responses and are able to express deeper emotions. All 24 participants
opted to use Spanish for their interviews.

Before conducting the interviews and after thanking them for being a part of the study,
participants were given the necessary time to review the consent form (Appendix 5) and
formulate any questions they had about it. For the 23 participants who had their interviews
online, an electronic copy of the consent form was sent in the e-mail used to schedule the
interview. After obtaining the participant’s consent to record the conversation, the researcher
started by explaining the purpose of the study and the way in which the interview was going to
be conducted in order to keep the participants informed and to maintain a good rapport (Lindlof
& Taylor, 2011). During this part, the researcher recorded the audio of verbal consent to continue
the interview from 21 participants. Three participants signed the consent form prior to the
interview starting. The interviews started with a 5 to 7-minute demographic survey (Appendix 6)

that allowed the researcher to have an overview of the participant’s experience and allowed the
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interviewee to feel at ease once the primary interview started. At the end of this step, the
participant chose a pseudonym to protect their confidentiality.

After ensuring that the information about the study and the interview was made clear to
the participants, the interview began with the participants asked about experiences involving
their linguistic identity in Canadian organizations, the coping strategies they use to navigate the
workplace as a non-native speaker, and their perceptions and emotional reactions to the
communicative adjustments that native born speakers make in their interactions with them. At
the end of the interview, the researcher thanked the participants for their time and invited them to
add any information they believed was pertinent to the study. The shortest interview lasted 31
minutes, and the longest 1 hour and 49 minutes.

The interviews were recorded using a digital voice recorder. The audio was transcribed
verbatim by the researcher (see Table 4 for interview and transcription times per participant).
Data Analysis

After transcribing the interviews verbatim, spelling, punctuation and repeated words were
corrected by the researcher. The text was divided into paragraphs to facilitate the subsequent
reading of the material. The transcript was then checked for accuracy by relistening to the
recordings.

The files were imported into NVivo 12 software to be analyzed by the six-phase approach
to thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2012). This method of data analysis “is a way of
identifying what is common to the way a topic is talked or written about and of making sense of
those commonalities” (p. 57), which is fundamental for phenomenological explorations
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). In this study, the data was analyzed as follows:

Phase 1. Familiarization with the Data
After transcribing and revising the interviews from the recordings, the data set was read

multiples times and relevant excerpts to address each of the research questions were identified
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(Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012). These excerpts were then translated into English, relevant
insights were noted, and a list of potential items of interest was created and shared with the
supervisor.
Phase 2. Generating Initial Codes

In this step, a coding framework with definitions and examples of text was generated
from Phase 1 and used as a guide (Appendix 7) (Crabtree & Miller, 1992; Nowell et al., 2017).
Relevant extracts of the data pertinent to the research questions were coded using this guide, with
emphasis placed on conserving the context of their statements. Some extracts were classified
with more than one code as this may reveal data patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012).
Phase 3. Searching for Themes

In order to identify a pattern in the data, codes that shared common features were
combined into categories, which were then clustered into sub-themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006,
2012). The definitions from the coding framework guided the inclusion of the codes and
categories into their respective sub-themes. An audit trail was maintained to demonstrate how the
sub-themes were organized (Appendix 8) (Nowell et al., 2017).
Phase 4. Reviewing Potential Themes

The themes were reviewed to validate whether they meaningfully reflected both the codes
and the entire data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012). Coded extracts of the data were then
examined to confirm that they accurately reflected the overall theme they were placed in. Finally,
all the interviews were re-visited to ensure that data extracts were properly coded (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). The number of participants who mentioned a code that fit a theme was used to
identify if that theme had enough data to support its inclusion and thus reflect the common
experience of the group.

Phase 5. Defining and Naming Themes
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The definition and title of each theme was refined in order to reflect the essence of the
data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Also, meaningful extracts from the interviews were selected as
examples in Phase 6. Producing the report (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012).

Braun & Clarke’s (2006, 2012) method of thematic analysis allowed for flexibility in
reflecting, revisiting, and refining the data set, codes, and themes in the analysis for this study.
Trustworthiness in the Study

In contrast to the conventional criteria of validity, reliability and objectivity to measure
the quality of a qualitative study, Lincoln & Guba (1985) introduced the criteria of credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability as a measure of trustworthiness. Credibility
refers to the appropriate representation of the participants realities, transferability can occur
when the researcher provides descriptive data for other researchers to potentially apply the
findings into other sites, dependability is demonstrated by documenting the research process
clearly, and confirmability is when the results and interpretations are solely based on the data
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Tobin & Begley, 2004).

Creswell (2014) and Nowell et al. (2017) recommend having multiple strategies as a
means of establishing trustworthiness. In this study, data engagement was extensive as the entire
data set was reviewed multiple times, and the supervisor was debriefed through different phases
of the study. The coding framework started an audit trail using NVivol2 qualitative analysis
software to store and organize extracts of the data in nodes, and was continued with further
tables on the development of categories, sub-themes and themes. Trustworthiness was also
instituted by continually revisiting the raw data to ensure the associated codes were accurate, and
providing a rich description by using of quotes from the participants.

Ethical Considerations
Creswell & Poth (2018) state that ethical issues can arise at each stage of the research

process, and suggest procedures to address these issues. They recommend steps such as
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obtaining institutional approval for the study, informing participants of the general purpose of the
study, clearly stating to participants that taking part in the study is voluntary, obtaining
participants’ consent, avoiding leading questions, storing data in secure locations for up to five
years, and omitting information that can potentially lead to the identification of the participants
are a few examples (pp. 55-56).

In this study, the recruitment pieces, data collection materials and consent form were all
approved by the University of Ottawa Office of Research Ethics and Integrity before the data
collection began. These documents were reviewed by the supervisor of the study who oversaw
the entire process. For example, she confirmed that no leading questions were included in the
questionnaire.

Once participants were informed of the general purpose of the study, they received a
consent form containing information about their rights, measures to protect their confidentiality,
and contact information of the Protocol Officer for Ethics in Research at the University of
Ottawa to report possible unethical behaviors on part of the researcher or to ask any questions.
After receiving either written or verbal consent that participants were willing to take part in the
study, the interviews were conducted. Pseudonyms were used in the study to hide the identity of
the participants. However, participants were informed that their actual country of origin, current
occupation, years living and working in Canada, age, direct quotes, and other demographic
information would be used in the thesis. The names of organizations, workplaces, and other
people mentioned by the participants during the interview were not disclosed in the thesis. Data

related to the study has been stored in a secure manner and will be destroyed in 5 years.
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Chapter Four: Findings

This chapter describes the experiences of first-generation Spanish-speaking Latin
American immigrants in Canadian workplaces in relation to their linguistic identities and their
intergroup interactions. It includes five major themes and 12 subthemes identified from the 24
interviews by using the thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012). This chapter
will define each theme, provide coding indicators, and supply quotations from the participants to
summarize their experiences. To maintain confidentiality, pseudonyms were used for each
participant. While qualitative research typically uses verbal quantitative claims (e.g., many,
often, sometimes) to report prevalence, NVivo provided numerical data that allowed to quantify
these verbal claims.
Theme 1: Spanish and Identity

This theme describes the perceptions participants have towards the Spanish language,
how their native linguistic identity is enacted in Canadian workplaces, and their feelings when
their native linguistic identity is recognized in their workplaces. When participants made
reference to their native language (e.g., “in Spanish I feel freer”, “who would think that Spanish
got me my residency in this country”, “I feel proud and feel that they are privileged to have me
as a Spanish teacher”), these references were coded as “Spanish and Identity.”
Sub-Theme 1. Native Linguistic Identity and Self-Concept

This section documents the way in which participants describe the connection between
their identity and Spanish. This sub-theme contains instances where participants spoke of how
the Spanish language may or may not define them (e.g., “Spanish identifies me as a Latin
American”, “more than the language, the most important thing that defines my identity is my
cultural heritage”).

Ninety six percent of the participants reported that the Spanish language meaningfully

contributes to their identities. Participants spoke of how their native language is the vehicle to
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truly express themselves. They used words such as free”, “open”, “myself”, “sociable”,
“spontaneous” to express how they perceive themselves in their native language. For example,
Patricia Velasquez mentioned that in Spanish she can express her personality, which is difficult
for her to do in her nonnative language, and Rosa Rodriguez said that when she hears herself
speaking in French “I feel like a fake person, like I'm not me. I definitely don't feel like myself.”

Participants expressed an emotional connection to their native language, highlighting
their affection towards Spanish. Steph Braun, who has been working in Canada for the past 12
years, explained: “My mother tongue is connected to my heart, and my brain always chooses my
mother tongue as the primary form of communication.” Nana Ortiz, a high school teacher, shared
that: “When I teach Spanish, I teach it with enormous passion because I love my language, |
identify 100% with Spanish.”

Participants also linked Spanish to their membership with a Latino American identity.
Alexis Arguello said: “I don’t forget where I come from. My identity includes speaking English
with an accent. My identity is my skin color and my language. And I am proud to be Latin
American.” Similarly, participants spoke about their Spanish language as providing them with a
common bond to other Spanish-speaking Latin Americans regardless of national origin. Roberto
Bolafio, who has worked in Canada for over a year, illustrates this connection:

It is very nice to be somewhere and listen to someone speaking Spanish. It doesn't matter

if they are Colombian or Nicaraguan, you feel as if we have a powerful affinity. I know

they will understand me in not only how I express myself, but also with my spirit, my

essence, my behavior, my aspirations, my hobbies.

Others echoed Roberto’s sentiments by explaining that speaking in Spanish enables them
to create a profound connection with other Spanish native speakers. Participants in this study
commented how they meet with members of the same linguistic group to share socialization

spaces at work (e.g., lunch), how they feel a sense of camaraderie when working with fellow
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Spanish speakers, or how they feel proud when other Spanish-speaking Latin Americans have
prestigious roles in their organizations.

Although the majority of the participants identified the Spanish language as a key
element of their identity, four of them had alternative views. They expressed that Spanish either
had a secondary role in defining them or did not identify at all with Spanish as English or French
was their primary language of communication at home. Andy Prada, who has worked in Canada
for more than 24 years, pointed out:

I think that English is my first language now and Spanish is becoming my second one

because it takes more effort. The other thing I find is that my Spanish, which is Chilean,

is not the same Spanish that the rest of the people who live in Ottawa and Canada speak.
Sub-Theme 2. Situations at Work that Reinforce Native Linguistic ldentity

This section reports on the participant’s answers to the questions: “Tell me about any
situations in which Spanish has represented an asset or strength for you in your current
workplace?” and “How did it make you feel? ”. In response, all participants stated that Spanish
was an asset either professionally or informally at some point while working in Canada. Fifty
percent said that they occasionally used Spanish in their workplaces, while 33% stated that
Spanish was highly significant for their careers in Canada. Furthermore, 42% of the total
participants said that Spanish enhanced informal interactions in the workplace.

Spanish has occasionally been advantageous for some participants. This includes
instances when they helped clients or new peers who only spoke Spanish, facilitated links with
organizations where the other contact was a Spanish speaker, and assisted in projects that
required Spanish. For example, Ilya Giraldo needed to train new Spanish speaking workers, Lupe
Gonzalez’s interactions with an exclusive supplier was through a Spanish speaker, and Tomas

Cruz assisted with logistics when his employers operated in a Spanish speaking country. Rosa
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Rodriguez referred to these occasional circumstances as “life’s small gifts” in which “someone
knew that I could be useful for what I am.”

Some participants work in fields that actively engage with Latin American countries
(e.g., Development and Humanitarian Assistance, Telecommunications and Wholesales), or
teach Spanish in Canada, so Spanish is a much more integral part of their employment. For
example, Miguel Pérez, who works in the humanitarian assistance field, shared:

The Spanish language opened doors for me and continues to open doors for me. During

the pandemic, there have been cuts and I feel that because I speak Spanish, I have kept

my job. Perhaps there may be people who are technically better than me, but those who
are good and speak Spanish are difficult to find. In fact, it took months for my
organization to find someone in finance who spoke Spanish.

Some participants explained that the combination of speaking Spanish and socio-cultural
similarities with Latino America is an advantage in their workplace. Pedro Reyes, who has been
working in wholesale in Canada said:

A Latino likes to do business with Latinos. Even though a Canadian can speak Spanish,

Latinos feel more secure doing business with their own culture. And that gave me a huge

advantage. Even though there were a couple of Canadians who understood Spanish, no

one understood the niceties that go into doing business in Latin America. The Canadian is
more to the point while the Latino cares more about the relationship.

Participants were pleasantly surprised that Spanish could be a relevant asset in Canadian
workplaces. Many of them felt satisfaction in being helpful, especially when they could help
other native Spanish speakers who were customers or clients. Nazareth Recinos explained that
while working for a non-profit:

Many clients who spoke Spanish but not French came to us. Since I was the only person

who spoke Spanish, I served as a translator. I loved that because it was a way of helping
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our people. I remembered that when I first arrived, I wanted to do a thousand things, but I

could not speak French and who could understand Spanish?

They also manifested a feeling of pride and uniqueness of being “in an environment
where you are the only person who can help because you know the language.” Rosa Rodriguez
said that it is gratifying when “people appreciate that one has value, which is the brilliance of a
diamond in the rough.”

Participants also mentioned some benefits of knowing Spanish for informal interactions
in the workplace. Occasionally, peers and clients expressed their interest towards the Spanish
language and elements of Latin culture. Some of them asked to learn and practice Spanish with
them. Patricia Velasquez who works in health care explained that: “There are many people who
love Spanish, who learn it and as soon as they hear my accent or name, they want me to say
words in Spanish.” Steph Braun stated that although Spanish has not been valuable for her
professional development in Canada, “It has helped me to interact, to break down barriers, to
have topics of conversation when people travel and when they ask me for help to learn some
words in Spanish.” She further explained that these personal interactions were useful to get to
know her coworkers better, and this allowed them to overcome assumptions about her as “you
are no longer the lady with an accent who speaks different and strange, and someone who may
not understand [the native speakers]."

Theme 2: Projecting a Nonnative Linguistic Identity in the Workplace

This theme describes the participants’ experience of working in a nonnative language.
Participants outlined their perceptions about themselves, as well as the cognitive and emotional
experiences they encountered during their career paths in Canada. The references coded in this
theme are when participants spoke about the process of navigating their workplace in English or
French (e.g., “when I started to work, I felt fear”, “The hardest thing is writing the reports”, “In

English you are limited to a certain extent”).
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Sub-Theme 1. Nonnative Linguistic Identity and Self-Concept

This section reports on how participants perceive themselves when working and
communicating in English or French. This sub-theme includes statements about the participant’s
perceptions of their ability or capacity to perform in the workplace (e.g., “I can't quite express
what [ want to say”, “You are limited to a certain extent in English” or “Because I am always
comparing with how I was as a professional in my own language, it makes you doubt yourself
now.”

Sixty-three percent of the participants contrasted their abilities in Spanish with their
abilities in the nonnative language, while 33% compared themselves to their native speaking
peers. They talked about how they possess an extensive capacity to express themselves in their
native language and feeling “competent” and “solid” as their communications are persuasive and
sophisticated, but pointed out that they feel “limited” in their nonnative language. Some
participants compared themselves to the abilities of their native speaking peers, for example
Fernanda Batz expressed “I wish I would speak or write like that”.

Furthermore, 75% of the participants felt restricted in expressing their ideas, in
demonstrating their knowledge or experience, and in being able to socialize with their peers.
Patricia Velasquez recalled that during the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, her patients were
isolated and “they felt lonely and depressed. I was not able to express what I wanted to say to
make them feel better. I lacked the necessary words.” Participants widely shared Patricia’s
sentiments and explained that in their nonnative language they are not able to “express in
abundance” what they are normally accustomed to. Nelly Sanchez said that there is a “lock™ on
the words that she wants to use, and she does not have the proper key to unlock these words,
especially when she is trying to discipline a challenging group of students. Ross Vila mentioned
the problems in trying to articulate her opinions as “the spark does not light” and she is unable to

properly contribute her expertise in her job. Furthermore, participants highlighted the
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relationship between language competency and the social and cultural dimensions of
communication. They mentioned an awkwardness in participating in workplace humour,
socializing with peers, or not sharing similar cultural codes.

Fifty-four percent of the participants also experience self-doubt and a reduced sense of
confidence in daily situations when working in their nonnative language. Factors that reduce
their confidence include feeling “limited” in their ability to communicate in their nonnative
language, making comparisons to their own Spanish language abilities, as well as comparing
themselves to their native speaking peers. But participants also reported external factors. For
example, Lupe Gonzalez remembered how her confidence “has been damaged” as “people
laughed at my accent and my pronunciation, people pronounced my name in a thousand different
ways and made jokes about my first and last name.” Mia Flores mentioned having decreased
confidence when she perceived skepticism in her abilities to do her job. She went on to explain
that “in the first few years you have to demonstrate that you can do the job; however, in Peru you
don't have to demonstrate anything, you just do the job.”

Sub-Theme 2. Cognitive Experiences

Interviews revealed that participants undergo mental demands when communicating and
carrying out work-related tasks in their nonnative language. “Cognitive Experiences” include
codes that refer to intellectual or mental effort (e.g., “Since I am not in working in my native
language, I have to do a lot more work to do a good job.”), communication challenges (e.g.,
“When I interact with people in English, I don't understand them because they talk too fast.”),
and demanding tasks and situations (e.g., “With very technical work language, it costs a lot of
work.”).

Intellectual or Mental Effort. An increase of mental or intellectual effort was

mentioned by 83% of the participants. They reported taking longer to “find the words” and
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“organize the phrases in my brain”. For example, Mia Flores, who has been working in Canada
for the last 11 years, said that although she currently feels comfortable in her job:

I realize that I want to participate in meetings and sometimes I fall short because while I

am thinking about how to explain a technical situation in my second language, the others

who are native speakers have already entered into the conversation while I am still
processing the information. Whatever [ was going to say they already said.

The participants often require extra time and effort when working in their nonnative
language. They stated that in order to do a good job they work longer hours and harder than in
their native language, as well as compared to their native speaking peers. Nelly Sanchez
explained:

Generally, the teacher must prepare thirty to forty minutes for every two hours of class.

But when it's in another language you sometimes end up requiring three hours of your

time because you have to verify everything: you have to verify how it is written, how to

say words correctly, and you have to look for words that are easy to pronounce.

Participants make a cognitive effort when working in a nonnative language as they have
to increase their attention and be more aware of how to articulate things, as well as what they and
others say. Nana Ortiz said that even though she has been working in Canada as a teacher for
over 16 years:

When I am working with other people, I am thinking about how to communicate with

them so that person understands me and how I am going to say something. That is the

only thing I am thinking about at that moment.

As a result of monitoring their communicative behaviours in their nonnative language,
some participants describe feeling fatigued and displaying physical stress reactions such as

migraines and profuse sweating.
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Challenging Situations. All the participants recalled challenges when communicating
with others and navigating the workplace in their nonnative language. Communication
challenges included problems in understanding co-workers and clients, struggling to explain
ideas and concepts, and issues with co-workers and clients understanding them. They spoke
about the necessity of adapting to the diversity of accents (native and nonnative) found in
Canada, the complexity of instructions they receive, the rapid speech of native speakers, and
difficulties in communicating by phone or video calls. Nazareth Recinos recalled her first weeks
working with native speakers of French in Gatineau, Quebec: “I understood maybe 20% of what
people were talking about. I tried to imagine what they were saying by what the other answered.
It was difficult for me, but little by little I began to understand their accent.” Further supporting
these comments, participants explained that this communication challenge was greater in the first
few months of their employment, but it continues to occur to a lesser degree. For example, Clara
Cepeda, who has been working in Canada for 16 years, mentioned constant difficulties in
understanding her boss during phone conversations.

Furthermore, participants also mentioned challenging situations in the workplace related
to language issues. They identified that they lacked the technical and colloquial language during
their working experience in Canada. For example, Tomas Cruz, an architect, mentioned a “dose
of reality” when he realized he was “lost in terms of the technical language” of his profession.
He has been “relearning everything. And after 15 years, there are still things that are difficult for
me. If I see a term, I have to research it to be sure that I understand it.” Participants also
identified skepticism that some people can have regarding their professional competency and fit
for the job. For example, Alexis Arguello mentioned how a manager read his e-mails and asked
him multiple times if he wrote it without any help, while Maria Veldzquez recalled that some
clients would prefer to talk with somebody who speaks English. Phone or video calls, public

speaking and writing reports were also identified as challenging tasks.
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Sub-Theme 3. Emotional Experiences

Participants were asked to identify the emotions they have experienced while functioning
in their nonnative language in Canadian workplaces. The data show that the participants
experienced various negative emotions due to expecting and encountering communication
challenges (92%), anticipating damaging professional and social consequences for having a
nonnative competency (42%), perceiving differential treatment compared to their native
speaking counterparts (29%), and painful situations (25%). In contrast, some participants (29%)
highlighted positive emotions when working in their nonnative language when they felt included
and valued.

Emotions when Expecting and Encountering Communication Challenges.
Participants expressed fear, embarrassment, anxiety, stress and nervousness of communication
challenges that could arise in their workplaces due to their nonnative speaking fluency. For
example, Ross Vila mentioned feeling fear by simply anticipating working all day in English.
Participants mentioned having a “knot in the throat” and a “shaking voice” when thinking that
their peers and clients would have problems understanding their speech. José Fernandez said that
this problem is a predominant fear for all three years he has been working in Canada, even
though his peers assured him that he has “good English”. Some participants also reported
emotional responses when sensing annoyance and frustration by native speakers when
interacting with them. Rosa Rodriguez said that occasionally her Francophone coworkers display
exaggerated gesticulations when they do not understand her which “lowers my morale and
disarms me completely.” Additionally, participants explained feeling apprehension when
anticipating they would not be able to understand important information at work.

Emotions when Anticipating Damaging Professional and Social Consequences for
Having a Nonnative Competency. Participants referred to being afraid of making grammatical

errors in speaking or writing, having pronunciation and listening difficulties, or speaking with an
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accent and the potential social and professional repercussions that arise from any of these
actions. Maria Velazquez, who was having virtual meetings due to the Covid-19 pandemic,
recounted her nervousness when “you have all eyes on you and every mispronounced word
reverberates in everyone's ears with the microphone.” When facilitating a workshop in her
current workplace, Fernanda Batz mentioned her “voice shaking and a knot in my stomach” as
she feared potentially losing her job due to her nonnative fluency that was evident to everyone in
the workshop. Fears that language skills can be perceived as a detriment to their workplace
performance was a frequent concern among some participants. For example, Ilya Giraldo
recalled a situation when he did not clearly understand instructions and he opted to figure out the
situation on his own instead of asking his peers “I didn't want it to be evident that my lack of
proficiency in the language was going to be a problem despite my ability to do the job.”
Emotions when Perceiving Differential Treatment Compared to Native Speaking
Counterparts. Participants recalled situations where being a nonnative speaker provoked
differences in the way they were treated, causing anger, disappointment and frustration. Carolina
Palacios gave an example in her workplace where “if ten people worked on a document and there
was an error, the error was Carolina's.” She explained how her writing is closely scrutinized and
she said: “it makes you angry when they correct something you say. They would not correct a
Canadian who made the same mistake.” In another example, Miguel Pérez said he was afraid of
making mistakes: “An English speaker can make mistakes and people will not pay attention to it.
But when you are a professional, you have to have better English than Canadians themselves.”
Susana Espinoza remembered her frustration in a position after completing her Master’s degree
in a Canadian University, when documents she wrote were returned to her full of stylistic
corrections in red in what she termed a “hemorrhage”. She said: “It is sad when you make a great
effort, and that effort is not valued. You feel diminished. I was asking myself “well, what am I

doing here? Why am I imposing this level of suffering on myself?”
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Excessive Emotional Experiences. Furthermore, participants also shared distressing
emotional experiences that led to decreased confidence and self-esteem caused by their accents
or lack of fluency in their nonnative language. For example, co-workers asked Steph Braun “if
there were universities in my country and if I had studied and had a university degree because
my pronunciation was not the best.” She also recalled a time while selling clothes that the
assistant manager told her she would be laid off because of her lower sales. To increase her sales:

I remember that I decided to stand near the door but when people said ‘good morning’,
no words came out from me. That’s when I felt somebody push me around the waist and
said ‘speak’. This woman [assistant manager] pushed me. (...) That was very cruel and
harsh.

Mia Flores’s first job in Canada was in a customer service call center where “many times
I went home crying”. She explained that:

My hands would sweat whenever a call came in, or when a customer yelled at me

because they didn't like my accent. They told me: "I don't want to call Mexico, [ want a

Canadian to speak to me." I said, I don't come from Mexico and I'm in Canada.

Nelly Sénchez, the math and science teacher, said: “I have had students who have made
fun of me to my face for my accent and that affected me a lot.” She also added:

There are days when you want to throw in the towel and say, 'no more', 'what am I doing

here?’ (...) But you build up your courage and keep going. So, with terrible days, there

are also excellent days in which you leave with the satisfaction of accomplishing your
duty.

Positive Emotions. Echoing Nelly’s sentiments, some participants expressed satisfaction
at being able to do a good job in their nonnative language, feeling included in their workplaces,
and being valued. For example, Adolfo Galvis remembered the first months in his current

position when his co-workers were pleasantly surprised by his English competency, and
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Nazareth Recinos highlighted her happiness at being able to interact and work with people in her
nonnative language.
Theme 3: Shifting Linguistic Identity

This theme documents the participant’s positive change in their self-perception after
working in Canada in a nonnative language and what factors changed their perceptions.
Participants were asked to describe changes in their identity and perceptions about themselves as
a result of their workplace experiences. Answers to this question, as well as statements
throughout the interview that connotate a transition of their self-perception from the past (“years
after/over time”) to the present (“now/today/recently”), were coded within this theme.
Sub-Theme 1. Identity Shifting and Self-Concept

This sub-theme describes changes in participant’s self-perceptions after working in their
nonnative language. Examples of such statements include “I have changed in the sense that you
do not believe that you are capable of doing things, until you do them”, “This has been a very
hard experience that helps you grow as a human being” or “My emotion has always been one of
fear but recently I feel more confident.”

As participants looked back on their experiences, 96% spoke about a change in their
perception of themselves that included a sense of personal growth, a rise in confidence, and
increased feelings of comfort when working in their nonnative language.

Participants remarked that working in their nonnative language gave them a chance to
discover and challenge themselves. José Fernandez, who has worked in Canada for 3 years, said:

I faced many fears and insecurities and discovered many things about myself. The reality

is that [ am here [in Canada], there are things that I cannot change and I have to face

these things every day. And instead of hiding, lamenting, or victimizing myself, which I

did a lot in the first years here, I have to face these challenges and move forward. This

has helped me a lot to improve and I am still in the process.
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Steph Braun, who has worked in Canada for 12 years, highlighted her daily identity
struggles: “You have to find a balance between who you are and what surrounds you. It's a
terrible internal struggle. The results have been incredibly positive, but you still have to be aware
of who you are.” Participants acknowledged that these experiences have resulted in a mostly
positive personal transformation. Some of them talked about developing greater cultural
awareness as they experienced first-hand the multiculturality and diversity in Canada. For
example, Adolfo Galvis said, “speaking in a language that is not yours to another person who is
not a native speaker is a culturally enriching experience.” Other participants spoke of personal
growth as they had to overcome difficult emotional experiences in the workplace. For example,
Andy Prada reflected that “when I worked in a place that treated me badly and made me feel like
a crumb also made me grow as a person. You fall and you move on.”

Participants mentioned emerging from this experience with an increased confidence in
themselves and their ability to function in their nonnative language. They mentioned that over
time they changed their personal narratives from “I didn't know if I could do it” to “now I know I
can do it.” Mia Flores illustrated this shift by saying: “It is a difficult process, but after many
years I feel confident that I can do it, and when I don't know something, I can learn and search
and at the end I can do it.” This increased confidence in themselves translates to greater feelings
of comfort in their workplaces. As Fernanda Batz explained, “Now I feel much calmer. I no
longer sweat when we have team meetings. Before I only spoke at the end of meetings when
there was no more time and now it’s blah, blah, blah.” Some participants commented on how
their increased comfort levels no longer require them to process information in Spanish in order
to communicate in English or French.

However, participants indicated that their self-confidence gained over time could be
negatively affected when faced with the emotional and cognitive challenges in working in a

nonnative language. For example, Nana Ortiz noted that “after so many years and feeling
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confident with the language, sometimes I feel shy and anxious when there is a group work.” Mia
Flores echoed Nana’s experience by describing that:

If I am with my team, I feel very comfortable and I will speak throughout the meeting, I

no longer have any problems (...) But when we have a meeting that is at a higher level, I

always have the tendency to say, “I only help behind the scenes.” In this case, I always

avoid being the one who is going to speak or explain things.

Nana and Mia illustrate the fluid and dynamic nature of their experiences. These
experiences are explained by some participants as taking steps forwards and steps back, or riding
a roller coaster with ups and downs. In words of Pedro Reyes:

You feel sad, you are afraid, you feel angry, you have doubts, you question everything

you have been doing. And then you have a breakthrough in your work, and you feel much

better. One step back, two steps forward.
Sub-Theme 2: Factors that Shift Self-Perception

This section documents the factors that encouraged a positive shift in participant’s self-
perceptions. Examples of statements included “Now I am relaxed in the other [nonnative]
language. I no longer care that sometimes I do not pronounce the words well. What matters is
that people understand my message”, “In my work environment there is a lot of acceptance of
different accents, work styles, cultures (...) I feel comfortable where I work. There is not the
problem I had when I started where I can’t do the job because I have an accent” or “When you
see that you produce results and your boss tells you that you are doing well, then at that moment,
all the weight is lifted from you and you gain confidence.”

Forty six percent of the participants mentioned an increase in confidence and comfort
working in a nonnative language when they changed their attitudes towards aspects that
identified them as nonnative speakers. Pedro Reyes spoke about how he started gaining

confidence: “Once you accept that we will not sound like them [native speakers], that the accent
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will always be there and it does not matter, and that the only thing that matters is the message.”
He added: “Understanding and accepting that was one of the biggest steps I took to fit in because
you have to be who you are.” Participants also mentioned accepting pronunciation errors and not
being afraid of making mistakes as they prioritized their message being understood. Clara
Cepeda shared that:

Before, if we met for lunch I did not participate [in the conversations] as much because I

was a bit embarrassed of having an accent, but now I feel that it is very normal because |

work with people from many places who each have their own accent. And I was also
afraid to make mistakes in front of a group of people, but now I don't feel that way. I am
more confident that if I make a mistake it is minimal, or they will not notice it.

As Clara mentioned, participants indicated that overcoming negative self-perceptions was
connected to the presence of diverse accents and languages in their workplaces. Statements such
as “I don’t feel embarrassed by my accent because half of the department where I work are from
other places [besides Canada]” were offered by 38% of the participants. They pointed out that
the presence of nonnative speaking co-workers facilitated their adaptation to the workplace, and
positively contributed to their comfort at work. Fernanda Batz recalled:

Hearing accents and grammatical mistakes by your peers made me feel quite comfortable

communicating because it was like we were all learning, and we all make mistakes. And

for this reason, natives who spoke perfectly were much more open and did not judge.

Sixty three percent of the participants emphasized the importance of the workplace in
improving their nonnative language competency. Fernanda Batz provided an example of this
when she said: “Work made me increase my vocabulary, my ability to communicate”, and
Patricia Velasquez stated “I really appreciate my workplace because it has given me the

opportunity to improve my language skills.”
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When the participant’s workplace competency was valued regardless of their language
skills, 29% of the participants gained confidence. Carolina Palacios mentioned: “Now that the
people who work with me know what my value is, I feel more confident. Even when they are
strict in correcting my reports, I now say ‘I'm not going to cry.”” She further explained that
hearing her boss assure her that her professional contribution is more significant than her
language skills allowed her to be more relaxed, although “you will never feel comfortable
working in another language as you do in your own, even if you master it.”

Being surrounded by a supportive environment where peers display signs of empathy
such as making an effort to understand nonnative speakers, being patient, offering help, and
suggesting ways to correct mistakes were reported as essential for a positive workplace
experience by 67% of the participants. Lupe Gonzalez, who is at the peak of her career in
Canada, remembered her increasing confidence when she encountered people such as:

...that boss who didn't laugh at my accent but learned to work with me and was patient.

When I went to his office and said “I don't understand why this person laughed when I

said Tomas instead of Thomas as they sounded the same to me.” And he laughed and

said, “I don't understand the difference either.”

Furthermore, Susana Espinoza explained that having peers who told her “you do not have
to do it alone, bring it [the work] and we will help you” facilitated her adaptation to the
workplace so that after 26 years of working in Canada:

I used to work to survive, but for the last 2 or 3 years I have felt more fulfilled in what I

do. I feel like I no longer work to survive. I no longer have the anxiety that I had of "if I

don't learn how to write quickly, they will fire me and prefer someone who has English or

French as their mother tongue." I no longer have that anxiety because the experience and

choices | have made in life have helped me to learn and adapt. Now there are colleagues

who come to me and say “Susana, can you help me check this?”
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Due to the supportive environment at her workplace, Susana achieved confidence and
comfort working in her nonnative language; however, this was also achieved because she learned
specific coping strategies during her career which will be further explored in the following
theme.

Theme 4: Coping Strategies

This theme describes the mechanisms that native Spanish speakers employ to navigate in
Canadian workplaces and to manage the daily cognitive and emotional experiences that arise
from functioning in a nonnative language. Participants mentioned a range of different coping
behaviours in the workplace including those that are enacted by the participants on their own,
involve direct contributions from co-workers and during interactions with others, as well as
behaviours that take place outside the workplace.

Sub-Theme 1: Intrapersonal Strategies

This section describes coping behaviours that participants enact on their own without the
involvement of other individuals. These include instances where participants engage in
preparation tactics (e.g., “For presentations, I prepare before by writing out what I will say.”),
take advantage of technology (e.g., “Any words that I don't understand I type into Google.””) and
use sources from the workplace (e.g., “Now I'm studying French at an intermediate level, which
is paid for by my job.”).

Engaging in Preparation Tactics. The majority of participants (83%) identified
mechanisms in order to prepare for presentations, phone calls, meetings and cases of writing so
“nothing is a surprise” as Adolfo Galvis asserts. Participants spoke of knowing they “had a
weakness” and they took measures such as rehearsing, practicing pronunciation, making visual
aids, researching the topic in-depth, or creating templates to be more confident, calm themselves,

ensure understanding and, in some cases, minimize the time it takes to complete tasks.
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Participants explained that they anticipate having to present in front of their peers by
practicing beforehand. For example, Fernanda Batz recalled when she had to facilitate a
workshop for her peers. She mentioned spending two weekends rehearsing and repeating her
presentation in front of the mirror and videotaping herself to gain confidence. On the day of the
presentation, Fernanda gave herself a pep talk to gain greater poise (in a similar behaviour with
other participants). Ross Vila stated that to present her reports, she prepares “from the day before
or the week before.” She added “I begin to think in English about how I am going to say it so
that the message is understood.”

Being understood is a concern shared by many of the participants who rehearse the
pronunciation of challenging words and create notes of what they plan to say and the correct way
to say it. Lupe Gonzélez follows advice form one of her mentors who said “write what you want
to say, do not jump into the meetings without having your pre-written text”. Alexis Arguello said
“I put keywords in a note. So, when I am talking, I look at the notes and I know, at least, how to
pronounce that word, and not be ridiculed, and so people understand me”. Participants also
highlighted that notes help them keep structure when they participate in meetings. This is so they
“don’t beat around the bush or say it wrong” as mentioned by Nazareth Recinos and Susana
Espinoza. Clara Cepeda remembered placing notes next to her work phone, “with ways of
answering, speaking, introducing myself”. Visual aids such as checklists and possible answers to
common questions assist participants when speaking by phone as they provide them a sense of
control over the interaction.

Participants further explained preparing for meetings by familiarizing themselves with
the topic as Nana Ortiz expressed:

If you tell me that the meeting is going to be about this article or this new law that came

out, I'm going to read the law or the article. This is so I am not taken by surprise, and to

feel more prepared to understand what they are going to talk about.
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Some participants raised the point that the act of preparation is time consuming and can
take place outside of regular work hours. Mia Flores explained th