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Abstract

The present study explores the language, cultural and social perceptions and experiences of
eight Mexican instructors pursuing graduate degrees in the southwestern U.S. Identity and
power relations in academia are also explored. The main research questions are: (1) How do
Mexican, Spanish-speaking university instructors pursuing graduate degrees in English in the
U. S. perceive their language, academic, social and cultural experiences? (2) How do they
cope with the linguistic, social, and cultural demands of their new environment? (3) How do
they perceive their identity (ies)? (4) In what ways does their relationship with their advisor,
professors, peers, impact their life in academia and in the U.S.? The findings of this basic
interpretive qualitative study revealed that the participants’ identities as multiple, dynamic,
diverse, and changing guided them in their adaptation to their new environment. Finally, the
author highlights the need for the development of English for Academic Purposes
curriculum.
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Chapter One: Introduction

1.1 From My Story to the Stories of Others'

The topic of this thesis originated from my personal experience as a teacher of English
as a Foreign Language (EFL) in Mexico and as an international graduate student in Canada. I
have worked at a public university in Mexico since 1995, teaching English to both the
university community (students and instructors), and my hometown community (adult
learners). In teaching EFL, I have encountered the misguided belief that if learners attain a
certain degree of fluency and accuracy in English, they will then be able to succeed
academically in an English-speaking country and at the same time be prepared for the social
and cultural experiences they will encounter.

In September, 2002, I arrived in Canada to start a graduate program in education.
Many years before, I had studied English as a Second Language (ESL) in the United States for
a period of four years. Due to my EFL teaching background and my immersion in an English-
speaking community, [ naively believed that pursuing a graduate degree was going to be an
easy task to accomplish. However, during my Masters program I have struggled academically,
culturally, and socially and although I have had the help of many people, I began to wonder:
How do other university instructors -who are not English teachers and who have never had an
immersion experience- perceive their language, cultural, and social experiences while
completing a graduate degree in an English-speaking country? What is the role of their
identity (ies) in these experiences? How do these instructors perceive and experience issues of
power circumscribed in the relationships established with professors, peers, and their advisor
in the particular context of the U.S.? This research will examine how they cope with the

demands of their new environment.

! The title of this heading was taken from Kanno (1996, p.18).
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In the last twenty years, several granting agencies (see Appendix A for a brief
description of three scholarships) in Mexico, along with the National Ministry of Education
(Secretaria de Educacion Publica- SEP), have provided Mexican instructors with the
opportunity to achieve academic growth and development by pursuing a graduate degree
abroad. The goal of the Ministry of Education, as well as the other granting agencies, is that
one day, the recipients of these scholarships will be able to: carry out research projects in their
particular fields, publish articles in recognized scholarly journals, present at conferences, and
accomplish other tasks academic faculty around the world are required and expected to
perform. However, as recipients of such scholarships, these non-English speaking
international students face many challenges in their path towards obtaining a graduate degree
as well as in trying to accomplish these tasks.
1.2 The Problem

Previous research has shown that the language difficulties experienced by non-English
speaking international students, pursuing graduate degrees in English-speaking countries, may
partially stem from the traditional English curriculum which does not provide these students
with the necessary tools required for graduate study abroad (Braine, 2002; Cotterall, 2000;
McClure, 2001; Myles & Cheng, 2003; Swales, 1997). In the specific case of Mexican
university instructors, who form the core of the present study, they have obtained their English
training through EFL courses focusing mainly on general or Standard English. Indeed, there
exist few programs in Mexico that prepare these instructors in academic English and fewer
still which guide them through the multiple variables involved in living in another culture.

In light of this situation, the purpose of this study is to explore the perceptions of
Mexican instructors currently completing their graduate degrees in the United States with

respect to how well they were prepared for the language, cultural and social immersion they
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are now facing. Issues of identity, more specifically, how identity and power relations
interplay with the experience of living abroad and coping with the academic, social, and
cultural demands of a new culture will also be explored. Although the outcome of this thesis
will not translate directly into a specific English program for future instructors going abroad
(English for Academic Purposes- EAP curriculum), the findings could inform instructional
decisions in this area and also raise awareness of the importance of preparing future instructors
in their path towards obtaining a graduate degree and becoming full members of their
academic communities at home and around the world.

Many public universities in Latin America need to grow both in terms of their research
output and academic fields. This growth crucially depends on the quantity and quality of
publications produced by its faculty. Most universities in the world regard the publication of
articles in major scientific journals, and in English, as an important avenue towards faculty
development. English has become the major language of publication in the world of research
and technology. According to Tardy (2004), in 1995, English made up over 95% of the
publications in the Science Citation Index (p. 250). However, the number of non-native
speakers of English is also growing; therefore, scholars who have learned English as a foreign
language and remain in their native countries encounter great challenges in order to be
recognized around the world. For Fairclough (2001), citing Bourdieu, this is an illustration of _
globalization as “a real but incomplete process which benefits some people and hurts others”
(p. 207). And while it is true that globalization manifests itself in numerous inequities,
countries like Mexico make an effort to provide opportunities for instructors to develop in
their areas of expertise and ideally contribute to the country’s economic and scientific growth.
These opportunities provide Mexican instructors with grants and/or scholarships in order to

pursue graduate degrees abroad.
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Several authors (Flowerdew & Peacock, 2001; Gibbs, 1995; House, 2003; Pennycook,

1999; Swales, 1997; Swales, Barks, Ostermann, & Simpson, 2001; Tardy, 2004; Wood, 2001)
have addressed the issue of English as the international language of science (EILS). They
address this issue from different perspectives. The first perspective is a critical one (Gibbs,
1995; Pennycook, 1999; Swales, 1997), wherein the role of English as a colonial and
hegemonic language is questioned and/or challenged. The second one is a more practical
perspective (Flowerdew & Peacock, 2001; House, 2003; Wood, 2001), where the aim is to
provide or create a curriculum that addresses the linguistic aspects of learning a language in an
academic setting, as well as to identify the different kinds of discourses in the academic world.
A third perspective (Myles & Cheng, 2003; Tardy, 2004; Swales ef al, 2001) addresses the
cultural and social aspects as well as the complexities going beyond the experiences of
academia in an English-speaking country. A final and fourth perspective addresses identity,
language and power issues whether in the experiences of recently landed immigrants to the
United States or Canada (Norton, 1997, 2000; Zou, 2002) or by nonnative speakers of English
in academia (Alfred, 2003; Canagarajah, 2003; Miller, 2000; Morita, 2004; Thesen, 1997).

The present study focuses on the last two perspectives.

1.3 Entering the Circle/Legitimate Peripheral Participation

Tardy (2004) believes that there are co-existing roles of English: one is that it is a
necessary tool (e.g. for publication, for accessing information) and the other is the negative
consequences that derive from it, mainly because research that is not published in English may
be overlooked, “...important work situated in Third World countries is essentially becoming
‘lost science’”(p. 251). For Tardy, international graduate students offer useful insights
regarding EILS mainly because they are part of the Inner Circle while completing their

graduate programs, and later, future professionals of the Quter Circle (when they return to
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their countries). In the present study, the concept of Inner Circle scholar refers to academics
(native speakers of English) based mostly in the United States, where a large percentage of
publications are launched. Therefore, the concept of Outer Circle scholar refers to a nonnative
speaker of English academic who does not reside in an English-speaking country (see Kachru,
1985 for more on English in the Outer Circle).

International graduate students will eventually participate actively in developing
research, publishing articles, presenting at conferences. In a similar vein, Lave and Wenger
(1991) use the term legitimate peripheral participation referring to the “process by which
newcomers gradually move toward fuller participation in a given community’s activities by
interacting with more experienced community members” (Morita, 2004, p. 576). The ultimate
goal many instructors in Outer Circle countries wish to attain one day is to be able not only to
consume but also to produce knowledge and research in their fields. Wenger (1998) provides
the following example:

Today, doctoral students have professors who give them entry into academic

communities. Granting the newcomers legitimacy is important because they are likely

to come short of what the community regards as competent engagement. Only with
enough legitimacy can all their inevitable stumblings and violations become

opportunities for learning rather than cause for dismissal, neglect, or exclusion (p.

101).

Entry to the academic communities is not a conflict or difficulty-free task; surrounding the
entry are power relations that promote, deny, or delay international graduate students access to
the academic Circle (either Inner or Outer). The theoretical contributions of Lave and Wenger

(1991) and Wenger (1998) have been adapted to research focusing on different academic
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scenarios involving nonnative speakers of English as graduate students or scholars (Belcher,
1994; Canagarajah, 2003; Flowerdew, 2000; Morita, 2004).

1.4 The Present Study
The purpose of the present study is to explore the perceptions and experiences of eight

Mexican university instructors completing their graduate programs in the United States
(particularly in the southwest region). Listening to their stories and insights, those pertaining
particularly to their language, cultural and social experiences as well as issues of identity and
power relations connected to their life as international graduate students in the United States
represent the focus of this research project. This study will shed some light on two major
areas. First and at the macro level, institutions in Mexico -particularly the Ministry of
Education- have invested and will continue to invest money in those university instructors
who obtain graduate degrees abroad; therefore, the success or failure of these instructors in
their graduate programs will have a direct financial impact on these institutions. Second, the
traditional English curriculum -which is part of most language institutes across Mexico- does
not prepare instructors and/or students well enough to succeed academically in an English-
speaking environment and to access equal opportunities to develop and produce knowledge
and research. By opening a small window into the participants’ experiences, I wish to question
and thus influence the existing traditional EFL curriculum in order to provide future
instructors with the necessary tools for obtaining a graduate degree in an English-speaking
country.
1.5 Research Questions

1) How do Mexican, Spanish-speaking university instructors pursuing graduate degrees in

English in the United States perceive their language, academic, social and cultural

experiences?
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2) How do they cope with the language, social, and cultural demands of their new
environment?
3) How do they perceive their identity (ies)?
4) In what ways does their relationship with their advisor, professors, peers, impact their
life in academia and in the United States?
1.6 Scope of the Study

This study focuses on eight university instructors completing their graduate degrees in
the United States. The reasons for choosing university instructors completing a graduate
program in some southwestern states of the U.S. were mainly that: I, as the researcher, had
access to traveling and carrying out the interviews at the participants’ locations (Arizona, New
Mexico, and Texas) and the other reason was the connection seven of the participants maintain
with our Mexican host university and hometown. The participants and I have jobs and families
in a northwestern city in Mexico. Therefore, I was able to interview some of the participants in
our hometown.

As was previously mentioned, the perceptions and experiences of these Mexican
graduate students are explored with particular regard to: (1) the nature of their identity (ies)
connected to their membership in a particular ethnic (Mexican) group, academic group, and to
the experience of living in another country; (2) the power relations, structured in the form of
their interaction with professors, thesis supervisor, peers and colleagues (both native and
nonnative speakers of English) and how these relationships have influenced their study
experience; finally, (3) their language, cultural, and social experiences during their graduate
studies. A more detailed account of the participants, procedures, and methodology will be

presented in Chapter Three.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

This chapter will present the literature review and theoretical framework constituting
the backbone of the present study. The way in which international students cope with the
social, cultural, and academic demands of their new world is through the formation of multiple
identities, at times in negotiation with their beliefs.

Identity is viewed as a flowing, dynamic concept which encompasses a flexibility or
negotiation on the part of the individual to adapt to a new context (Ivani¢, 1998; Norton, 2000;
Zou, 2002). Within this conception of identity, ethnic identity, accent, dialect, and power
relations are intertwined. “Language is not just a neutral form of communication, but a
practice that is socially constructed in the hegemonic events, activities and processes that
constitute daily life — the practices that are considered normal by the dominant society”
(Norton, 2000, p. 130). The above-mentioned authors’ contributions to the research on
language, identity, and the cultural and social aspects of immigrants or international students
in a new culture, suggest that these individuals should be given the tools to engage in
acknowledging and challenging the power structures in their new environment.

Symbolic interactionism is the theoretical framework adopted for focusing on the
participants’ perceptions and experiences regarding the language, cultural and social aspects of
their immersion experience as international graduate students in the United States. Symbolic
interactionism complements the notions of identity underlying this thesis, and will be
discussed in the last section of this chapter. For each of these sections, the contributions of
other important voices doing research in these areas are included.

2.1 Identity (ies)
The notion and definitions of identity underlying this study fall into the stream of

critical approaches, poststructuralism, and sociocultural theory. The authors presented have
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been influenced by the works of Mikhail Bakhtin, Pierre Bourdieu, Norman Fairclough,
Michel Foucault, Erving Goffiman, Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger, among many others who
are all at the same time circumscribed by at least one of the paradigms mentioned above. Their
concepts of identity and power have been transformed by these theorists and therefore provide
a rich mosaic of concepts. The main authors used to frame this study are: Bonny Norton
(1997, 2000); Roz Ivani¢ (1998); and Yali Zou (2002). This section on identity also covers
issues related to ethnic identity (e.g. those regarding accent and dialect both in English and
Spanish) and power relations in the shape of international students’ interactions with others
(peers, professors, and thesis supervisor) in their new context.

Norton (2000) describes identity as a way “to reference how a person understands his
or her relationship to the world, how that relationship is constructed over time and space, and
how the person understands possibilities for the future” (p. 5). Within poststructuralist theory,
she goes on to say that the individual is represented as non-unitary, “diverse, contradictory,
dynamic and changing over historical time and social space” (p. 125). The author recognizes
the inability among Second Language Acquisition (SLA) theorists to develop:

...a comprehensive theory of identity that integrates the language learner and the

language learning context...they [SLA theorists] have not questioned how relations of

power in the social world impact on social interaction between second language

learners and target language speakers (p. 4).

Although most of the literature on identity which was reviewed for this study deals with
immigrants and adult learners who will remain in Canada, England, or the United States, the
conceptualizations presented by Norton, [vani¢, and Zou are applicable to international

graduate students for mainly two reasons.
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The first reason deals with power, prestige, and the symbolic capital that in the case of
Norton’s (2000) participants was evident regarding their previous status as professionals in
their homelands and the struggle for recognition once they became part of ‘mainstream’
Canada. In the case of the participants in this study, they struggle for recognition in an
academic world different from their own and hope to become, as Tardy (2004) explains,
researchers of the Inner Circle. They struggle to become ‘legitimate speakers’ (Bourdieu,
1977; Norton, 2000). The second reason deals with the definitions of identity provided by the
different authors who view identity as multiple, dynamic, (re)negotiable, contradictory, and
changing over historical time and social space (Ivani¢, 1998; Marx, 2002; Norton, 1997, 2000;
Schecter & Bayley, 1997; Zou, 2002). As described by Norton (1997) in her longitudinal
study with five immigrant women in Canada, identity and these women’s experiences as
second language learners and newcomers to Canada fell into three major themes. (Social)
identity was multiple, a site of struggle, and changing over time. The author believes that:

...every time language learners speak, they are not only exchanging information with

their interlocutors; they are also constantly organizing and reorganizing a sense of who

they are and how they relate to the social world. They are...engaged in identity

construction and negotiation (p. 410).

In her research pertaining to adult learners entering the academic university setting and
their experiences with regards to identity in academic writing, Roz Ivani¢ (1998) refers to
herself as “a writer with a multiple social identity, tracing between competing ideologies and
their associated discourses” (p. 1). Ivani¢’s research proves to be a crucial example in this
study because it shows the interconnectedness and harmony among the different paradigms

(sociocultural theory, postmodernism, poststructuralism, interactionism), disciplines
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(linguistics, psychology, sociology) and reinforces the multiplicity and richness of diverse

perspectives which focus on language, identity, and power.

Ivani¢’s work is also relevant to this study for the following reasons. First, the present
study looks at language experiences with respect to the participants’ perceptions of various
abilities (writing, listening, speaking, reading, grammaring). Writing is a particularly
important ability since as international graduate students, the participants in this study are
required to comply with tasks such as writing papers, thesis proposals, and their theses.
Second, the notion of “crucial moments of discourse®is of particular note. These moments
refer to the social risks and disadvantages arising during communication that participants may
experience due to the inequities of the academic context in which they are immersed (Ivanic,
1998). A third element, fundamental to this study, is the notion of identity that Ivani¢ (1998)
sustains, which complements the concepts of identity held by Norton (2000), Schecter, &
Bayley (1997), and Zou (2002). Ivani¢ (1998), supported by Marx (2002) and Wenger (1998),
sees identity as socially constructed, possessing “a sense of multiplicity, hybridity and
fluidity...plurality, complexity” (p. 10-11). She goes on to say that the word identities
“...captures the idea of people identifying simultaneously with a variety of social
groups...they [identities] are sometimes contradictory, sometimes interrelated: people’s

diverse identities constitute the richness and the dilemmas of their sense of self” (p. 11).

Zou (2002), in her article, Multiple identities of a Chinese immigrant: A story of
adaptation and empowerment, provides a compelling tour of her experience as a Chinese
immigrant researcher in the United States and her previous life in China. She states that in the
past, psychology referred exclusively to the notion of self-identity “as a rigid and permanent

state incompatible with alternative identities” (p. 254). She views multiple identities as “a

2 Candlin (as cited in Ivani&, 1998, p. 5).
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powerful instrument that facilitates adaptation to new sociocultural environments, new roles,
and different circumstances” (p. 251). In light of this, she claims that multiple identities are “a
significant new cultural capital” which allows individuals to function in their new and
challenging cultural worlds (p. 251). Zou’s research focuses on immigrants in academia, its
relevance to the present study lies in how the participants, as international students and former
instructors, have experienced a transition between their world as legitimate individuals in their
culture (using their own language) and their current situation in a new environment.

2.1.1 Ethnic Identity, Accent, and Dialect

This section presents a series of studies contributing to the research on issues related to
ethnic identity, accent, and dialect. The first two studies (Schecter & Bayley, 1997; Martinez,
2003) involve research with Mexican and Mexican-American communities within Mexico and
the United States. The reason for including these two studies is that the majority of the
participants in the present study reside within the states of Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas,
all of which have a large Spanish-speaking community, particularly immigrants from Mexico.
Therefore, the participants’ perceptions and experiences related to ethnic identity, accent and
dialect play an important role in their new environment. The third study by Marx (2002) is a
narrative on the experience of the researcher as a second language learner. Although Marx’s
study takes place in Germany, she deals with issues of identity and accent and how these are
interwoven into the experiences of a second language learner. Moreover, the three studies
share the previously presented notions of identities.

Schecter and Bayley’s (1997) research is key to the present study, mainly because the
authors worked with Mexican and Mexican-American families and their notion of identity
(ethnic) and language, particularly the Spanish spoken by Mexican-Americans. The authors

refer to identities “as symbolic performances generated by individual choices of practices in
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fluid societal and situational contexts” (p. 513). In their definition of ethnic identity, the
authors explain that identities involve: “the way individuals locate themselves with a particular
social and cultural framework, the orientation of representatives of dominant groups to
individuals, and official characterizations...(p. 514). They view the relationship between
language, culture, and identities as a dynamic construct. In choosing to include Schecter and
Bayley’s study in the literature review, I was interested in discovering whether the
participants’ location in southwestern states in the U.S. (which have a large Spanish-speaking
population, particularly Mexican) helped to shape their notions of identities, ethnic identity,
accent, and dialect.

Martinez (2003) carried out a study on the Texas-Mexican border where he found “that
perceptions of dialect are not inherent in the language itself but rather are mechanisms that
converge on the construction of social identity...dialect perceptions are...socially motivated
and socially molded constructs” (p. 39). The author discusses the importance of perceptions of
‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ Spanish rooted in the social construct of the nation-state border (p.
38). The language perceptions (from either English or Spanish) are an important aspect of
academic life which Mexican graduate students are immersed in, particularly since English is
their second language, and they are in the process of becoming scholars who wish to be
recognized by English-speaking academic communities across the world.

Marx (2002) provides a personal account of her experience in Germany as a second
language learner. She discusses identities and cultural issues, and in particular the
appropriation of accent. Influenced by Kramsch (1997) and Wenger (1998), she affirms,
“...identities do not exist alone but are interwoven with other aspects of the self” (Marx, 2002,
p. 266). She claims that a person is able to affiliate herself with more than one culture or

language; therefore, this person holds multiple identities which are dynamic in nature (p. 266).
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Marx and Wenger support the notion that we as individuals -in this case as international
graduate students speaking a different language and living in a new environment- engage in
the negotiation and renegotiation of identity and self. Marx’s account as a second language
learner proves particularly relevant to the experiences of the participants in the present study
since she, like they, intended to return to her native country after being in Germany for several
years. Finally, an important argument raised by Marx is the notion of ‘reconciliation’ of
identities by means of “uniting past and present into one self” (p. 277), which refers to the
learners’ ability to function in both contexts (L1/C1° and L2/C2) and to achieve academic
recognition in both worlds.
2.1.2 Power Relations

West (1992) maintains that identities are connected to one’s “desire for recognition,
quest for visibility...the sense of being acknowledged; a deep desire for
association...affiliation® (p. 20). The author also states that there is an even deeper desire for
security and safety. Norton (1997), drawing from West, claims that “Such desires...cannot be
separated from the distribution of material resources in society...In this view a person’s
identity will shift in accordance with changing social and economic relations” (p. 410). In the
case of the present study, the participants had experienced being university instructors in a
Mexican public university. Most of them have led or collaborated in research projects, gained
a certain status within their home academic communities, and achieved prestige and
recognition in Mexico. For these reasons, their experiences as graduate students and this shift
in their identities (from instructors to students) play an important role in terms of power

relations exemplified in their relationships with peers, professors, and their advisors.

3 Capital C stands for Culture. L1 and L2 stand for first and second language respectively
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Belcher (1994), Flowerdew (2000), Tardy (2004), and Swales (1990, 1997) carried out
research with non-native English-speaking scholars or with international graduate students.
Their work, particularly associated with power relations in academia, is relevant for framing
the present study. Belcher (1994) and Flowerdew (2000), adapted Lave and Wenger’s (1991)
notion of legitimate peripheral participation to different research scenarios. Belcher (1994)
studied three graduate students and the relationship these students established with their
mentors. Flowerdew (2000), in a case study, focused on the experience of a non-native scholar
attempting to publish a paper in a well-known scientific journal.

Belcher (1994) claims that the notion of “legitimate peripheral participation looks at
the learner’s interaction with the lived-in world” (p. 25). She states that the relationship
between mentor and student “impinges upon students’ socialization in their disciplinary
communities of practice” (p. 25). The terms communities of practice and discourse
communities used throughout the present study, will refer to the academic communities, in this
case the American academic community of my participants’ host universities. Although
Belcher acknowledges that many graduate students are able to succeed without effective
mentoring, her study demonstrated that ‘social coparticipation’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991) or
student/advisor relationship is a key factor in the academic and professional development of
some students (Belcher, 1994, p. 26). The author also suggests that her findings provide
pedagogically effective types of collaboration or apprenticeships that in turn promote student
growth and independence (p. 31). Belcher’s claims are an important theme of the present study
since | am interested in looking at the participants’ experiences with their mentor/advisor and
how this relationship has impacted the outcome of their studies.

Flowerdew’s (2000) research explores the journey of Oliver, a nonnative English

speaker and scholar attempting to have his paper published in a major scholarly journal. The
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most important aspects of Flowerdew’s research for the present study are the language
problems experienced by Oliver in his attempt to publish his paper, as well as the “difficulties
related to isolation from the mainstream” (p. 135). Oliver, an outsider was struggling to enter
the Circle. Oliver also shares similar issues with the participants of the present study and
myself. We all have the responsibility of completing our thesis or dissertation and of
complying with the deadlines and standards set by our funding organizations (scholarship
agencies, employers in the form of public universities). We also have to prove ourselves by
being accepted into our particular discourse communities, in this case, the English-speaking
academic community in our field. We have to do so by publishing academic papers in
recognized scholarly journals or by presenting papers at prestigious conferences. Indeed, we
are expected to achieve at least three of the six criteria of a discourse community: “(a)
common goals, (b) participatory mechanisms, and (c) information exchange” (Swales, 1990, p.
129). In considering these criteria as well as those in Tardy’s (2004) discussion of scholars as
consumers and/or producers of research, [ decided to include an additional question in my
interview guide (see Appendix D, question 20). This question pertains to the participants’
thoughts on the matter of becoming part of the English-speaking academic discourse
community of their research fields.

It is important to note here that the terms: mainstream (Flowerdew, 2000), Inner Circle
scholars (Tardy, 2004), legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991), and
legitimate speaker (Bourdieu, 1977; Norton, 2000) are used in the present study in reference to
the struggle that second language learners in academia experience in the process of becoming
academic, ‘heard’ voices in their particular discourse communities. Regarding this issue,

Srivastava (1997) claims that: “[we] continue to privilege the spoken and/or written word as
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the only significant marker of thought and reflection” (p. 118); then Montoya®, for his part
states that “speaking out is an exercise of privilege. Speaking out takes practice” (p. 118). In
the same vein, Foucault (1980) explains: “power is always already there" (p. 141). Power is
intrinsic to the practices of academic discourse communities. Power is represented by the
symbolic and material resources we (international graduate students) wish to gain access to;
these powerful social networks can give us the opportunity to speak (Norton, 2000, p. 5).

Norton (2000) applies the term ‘symbolic resources’ to language, education, and
friendship; the term ‘material resources’ refers to capital goods, real estate, and money.
Norton’s notion of power is influenced by the works of Foucault (1980) and Simon (as cited in
Norton, 2000) who view power not as monolithic or invariant, but “a relation which always
implies social exchange on a particular set of terms...it is a relation that is constantly being
negotiated as symbolic and material resources in a society change their value” (p. 7). Like
Foucault, Norton (2000) believes that power manifests itself in “everyday social encounters
between people with differential access to symbolic and material resources — encounters that
are inevitably produced within language” (p. 7). With regards to power, Norton draws also
from Cummins (1996) who “argues that coercive power relations refer to the exercise of
power by a dominant individual, group or country that is detrimental to others and serves to
maintain an inequitable division of resources in a society” (Norton, 2000, p. 9). On the other
hand, collaborative relations of power can help empower individuals rather than marginalize
them (p. 9). As previously stated, the present research examines the struggle that international
graduate students experience in order to achieve recognition. International graduate students
respond to the demands of the powerful group (academia) as well as to the demands of their

new environment (sociocultural).

* As cited in Srivastava (1997).
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2.2 Symbolic Interactionism

Symbolic interactionism is the underlying theoretical framework focusing on the
participants’ perceptions and experiences regarding the language, cultural and social aspects of
their immersion experience in the United States. The reason for choosing this theoretical
framework was that it resonated with looking at the participants’ lives at one particular
moment of their graduate program and how they perceived their experiences. Symbolic
interactionism is also compatible with the methodology used in the present study, basic
interpretive qualitative research (Merriam, 2002).

Symbolic interactionism is associated with the work of Herbert Blumer; it is a
theoretical approach which focuses on the study of human group life and human conduct
(Blumer, 1969). Symbolic interactionism argues that meanings derived from human beings
and their contact with things is essential. “Things” in symbolic interactionism are regarded as
everything humans come into contact with, that is: physical objects, other human beings
(brother, teacher), categories of other human beings (spouse), institutions (schools), guiding
ideals (generosity), activities of others (requests, commands), and situations encountered in the
everyday life of an individual. The basic assumptions underlying symbolic interactionism are
that:

1. human beings act toward things on the basis of the meaning that these things have for

them,;

2. the meaning of such things is derived from, and arises out of the social interaction that
one has with one’s fellows;

3. these meanings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretive process used by

the person in dealing with the things he encounters (Blumer, 1969, p. 2).



Perceptions and Experiences 19
The interpretive process which Blumer refers to involves the engagement and collaboration of
the participants in this research endeavor; more precisely, it represents an opening of the door
to their perceptions and experiences as international graduate students in another culture as
well as to the language and academic demands in this process.

Symbolic interactionism has been associated mainly with the fields of social
psychology and sociology. Although it primarily emerged out of Pragmatism, symbolic
interactionism has proven over time to not only have been influenced by other philosophies,
but also to contribute and benefit from perspectives such as: dramaturgical theory, social
constructionism, labeling theory, the sociology of emotions, frame analysis, feminism, neo-
Marxism, and postmodernism (Sandstrom, Martin, & Fine, 2003). By choosing symbolic
interactionism as my theoretical framework, I am guided by the belief that qualitative research
aims to discover how people make meaning of an event or interpret a phenomenon. Jasso-
Aguilar (1999) concurs by stating that “...qualitative research methods... [take] into account
the social context of people’s lives, and [allow] them to express their own voice and needs as
opposed to the researcher or the institution’s” (p. 27). In keeping allegiance with these notions,
we can aim at understanding people’s experiences by listening to their voices, their
perceptions, and their insights.

Other important assumptions that have been added to symbolic interactionism are
those presented by Sandstrom et al (2003) which are: First, “...that people are self-reflexive
beings who actively shape their own behavior while acting purposively in and toward
situations” (p. 27). This is a key element in the notion of identities presented at the beginning
of this chapter which view individuals’ identities as multiple, negotiable and flexible. In this
particular case, international graduate students are able to adapt to their new environment.

Symbolic interactionists “stress that human beings acquire beliefs and preferences through
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socialization —an ongoing, interactive process through which individuals develop identities
and learn the ways of thinking, feeling, and acting that characterize their society” (Sandstrom
et al, 2003, p. 65). In light of this, the notions of identities as seen in Ivani¢ (1998), Norton
(2000) and Zou (2002) coincide with symbolic interactionism, since from the interactionists’
theoretical stance, identities are developed through socialization, in itself a non-static,
dynamic, unpredictable, and evolving process.

Interactionism underscores the fact that interaction shapes people’s identities and
behavior “[placing] a greater emphasis on the negotiation of meaning and order” (Sandstrom
et al, 2003, p. 28). Symbolic interactionists have also been interested mainly in the
understanding of individuals in their social acts, including, and of particular interest to this
study, the notion of negotiating identities. As previously stated, the participants in this study
had a different status in academia before they arrived in the United States; for this reason, their
adaptation to their new environment involved a negotiation on their part which was in turn
shaped by their identities as international graduate students. International graduate students not
only encounter a set of cultural values and relationships different from their own, but they also
encounter the culture of academia. These sociocultural practices are “often best understood in
the context of wider relations of power” (Norton & Toohey, 2002, p. 115). Power relations are
essential for understanding identities, particularly when dealing with international students
who, depending on their culture, regard academic authorities (professors, advisor) in different
ways. The academic culture in classrooms in a different country may be revealing. For
instance, students from more collectivist Asian societies are very aware of status differences
(Myles & Cheng, 2003). “Students from cultures with high levels of power distance tend to
accept the power of superiors as a basic feature of their relationship” (Hofstede as cited in

Myles & Cheng, 2003, p. 253).
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2.3 Rationale for the Study

As was previously stated in Chapter One, the purpose of the present study is to explore
the perceptions and experiences of eight Mexican university instructors completing their
graduate programs in the United States. The focus of this study deals with the participants’
stories regarding their language, cultural and social experiences, as well as how issues of
identity and power interplay as they face their new environment. Consequently, the
participants’ insights will provide a window with respect to how well they were prepared for
their current immersion and the way they cope with the demands of their new context.

The lenses guiding me in interpreting these particular aspects of the participants’
experiences are the underlying frameworks of Symbolic interactionism and the theoretical
contributions of Norton (1997, 2000), Ivani¢ (1998), and Zou (2002). Symbolic interactionism
emphasizes that through interaction with others, particularly within a larger system of social
organization (e.g. carrying out a graduate degree in a foreign country, being immersed in a
different culture, and speaking a foreign language), individuals are able to ascribe meanings to
their experiences, construct and reconstruct themselves (identities) and their social
relationships (Stryker, 1987). Individuals engage in an interpretive process which deals with or
modifies the meaning(s) of lived experiences (Blumer, 1969). Ivani¢ (1998), Norton (2000)
and Zou’s (2002) notion of identities as non-static, dynamic, multiple, and evolving shapes the
idea that international graduate students engage in a negotiation and renegotiation of self in
order to adapt to their new environment (Marx, 2002; Wenger, 1998). By being immersed in a
new environment and by speaking a foreign language, international students also face the
challenges of meeting the academic, social, and cultural demands of this new context. They
wish to become active members of this new community, and in trying to accomplish this, they

encounter power relations which facilitate or deny them this membership.
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Chapter Three: Methodology
3.1 Basic Interpretive Qualitative Research

Symbolic interactionism informs the methodology chosen in the present study: Basic
Interpretive Qualitative Research, which focuses mainly on interpretation. As Bogdan and
Biklen (1992) explained, symbolic interactionism has been one of the major theoretical
platforms underlying most qualitative research methodologies. In the case of the present study,
a basic interpretive qualitative research evolved from symbolic interactionism responding to
the belief that “the meaning of an experience is constructed by an individual interacting with
other people...” (Merriam, 2002. p. 37). Symbolic interactionism, as stated previously in
Chapter Two, also purports the notion that it is through interaction that individuals are able to
reshape their identities.

A major reason for choosing this methodology was that, as a novice researcher, 1
discovered that a basic interpretive study would best capture the essence of my research in
trying to understand the participants’ experiences and perceptions regarding language, the
cultural, and social aspects of their lives as graduate students in the United States, as well as
issues of identity and power relations within this same setting. Another important reason was
my concern with how the participants, as well as the researcher, construct meanings through
their interactions with other people and other settings (in this case a graduate program in the
United States), so that meaning can be ascribed to such experiences. Bogdan and Biklen
(1992) also state that ‘meaning’ is a crucial part of qualitative research and that
“...researchers...are interested in the ways different people make sense out of their lives” (p.
32). The meaning to which the above authors refer is mediated through the researcher as
instrument. As a graduate student myself, having had the experience of living in an English-

speaking country and completing my graduate program there, I consider my roles in this study
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as being those of researcher, participant, and instrument in the sense that I will give voice to
my participants’ experiences and perceptions as international graduate students in the United
States.

Another important academic voice considered in the methodological part of the present
study is that of Wolcott (1994), particularly in the way I approached the data. I followed his
D-A-I (Description-Analysis-Interpretation) approach. The author proposes that there is no
absolute combination involving D-A-I; a researcher may choose any combination which s/he
considers best and by no means are all three elements mutually exclusive...”nor are lines
clearly drawn where description ends and analysis begins, or where analysis becomes
interpretation” (Wolcott, 1994, p. 11).

3.2 Participants

The participants in the present study are all Mexican citizens; Spanish is their first
language. There are three women: Choffis, Marfa, and Piwis; and five men: Baali jeeka, Dario,
Ernesto, Pedro, and Reloj ranging in age from their early thirties to their late forties, early
fifties. Their self-assigned pseudonyms represent a range from nicknames (Choffis, Piwis),
common Latin American and Spanish names (Maria, Dario, Ernesto, and Pedro), a native
name (Baali jeeka), to the names of objects (Reloj). They all have worked as university
instructors at a public university for at least two years and a maximum of twenty-five years.
Seven of the participants have lived in the same northwestern state in Mexico. Only one of
them (Dario) comes from another northwestern state. With regards to their studies, one of the
participants (Ernesto) was in the middle of completing his Masters degree at the time that the
present study was being conducted. The other seven are doctoral students. In terms of where
the participants are in their program, four are in the process of completing their theses, the

other three are in the midst of their Ph.D. programs. Only one of the participants (Choffis)
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completed her Ph.D. and returned to Mexico to work. All participants are recipients of at least
one of the three major scholarships (PROMEP, CONACYT, or Fullbright-Garcia Robles)
mentioned in Appendix A. The disciplines they are studying are: Applied Physics, Education,
Finance, Linguistics, and Psychology.

Six of the eight participants (Baali jeeka, Choffis, Dario, Ernesto, Maria, and Piwis)
are experiencing their first immersion in an English-speaking culture, particularly the
academic culture of the United States. The remaining two (Pedro and Reloj) had completed
part of their undergraduate studies in the U.S. Even though originally the goal was to
interview only first-immersion participants, the testimonies of these two participants were
included as a way to contrast and/or compare their experiences and insights with those of the
other participants. The inclusion of these two participants in the present study responds to the
flexible and adjustable nature of qualitative research (Eisner, 1998). With regards to their
location in the United States, most of them reside in southwestern states (Arizona, New
Mexico, and Texas) and one of them is in a northeastern state.

The shared background characteristics of the eight participants in this study are: 1)
They have learned English (EFL) in Mexico; 2) they have had experience teaching at a public
university and 3) receive funding from a granting agency in Mexico. There are several reasons
for my having chosen participants with these characteristics. The first was the fact that these
instructors’ experiences and perceptions of the language, cultural, and social aspects of their
life prior to their graduate program would provide insights into how well they were prepared
in Mexico before their arrival in the U.S., particularly since all participants had studied EFL in
Mexico. In moving to the U.S. to pursue a graduate degree, most of them faced their first
immersion experience. A second reason was the affiliation the participants have to a public

university which links them to a Mexican institution; by means of holding a permanent job in
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a public university or by being repatriated by one once they finish their degrees. Such
affiliation provides greater insights into their perceptions and experiences with regards to
contrasting both academic research scenarios, that of the Inner and Outer Circles as well as the
power relations inherent in these. Finally, the location of the participants in the southwestern
states in the U.S. was chosen due to the proximity to the northwestern border in Mexico,
where the participants had a connection to the host university. Their geographical proximity
also facilitated my traveling to their location in order to interview them. I was able to
interview five of the participants at their location in the U.S. and the remaining three in my
hometown where they had traveled for personal and work reasons.
3.3 Sampling and Recruitment Procedures

The type of sampling used in this study is purposeful sampling, since the participants
had already been previously selected by their scholarship criteria. The procedure for recruiting
the participants was as follows. In July 2004, I contacted the representative from the Academic
Development Office’ at a northwestern public university in Mexico. He then proceeded to
send an e-mail contacting a group of twenty university instructors carrying out graduate
programs within the United States and receiving one of the three major scholarships. This
initial e-mail contained a letter of invitation in Spanish and served as a filter (for the location
of the participants); it also provided information concerning the study (see Appendix B) as
well as my contact information (e-mail, phone number).

During the months of July and August of that same year, I received five e-mails from
five instructors volunteering to participate in the study. Two of these volunteer participants

approached three other instructors and told them about the study: these three instructors then

> In spring of 2004; I had sent a letter to the Academic Director informing her of my study and requesting her
help; she accepted. I then contacted the representative who helped me throughout the recruitment process.
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became interested in participating. These last three participants contacted me and were
included in the present study because they met most of the criteria mentioned above.

3.4 Data Collection Procedures and Procedures for Interpreting the Data

The major source of data collection in this study was a 60-90 minute in-depth one-on-
one audio taped semi-structured interview (see Appendix D) with the eight participants. The
interviews focused mainly on the following elements (which are covered in the actual
interview): a) the participants’ perceived experiences regarding language, culture, and the
social aspects of living as graduate students in the U.S. before they moved there (see question
11); b) whether these perceived experiences were modified and if so, how they were modified
during their stay in the U.S. (see questions 12 and 18); ¢) how these experiences as
international students have shaped their academic studies (see questions 13 and 15); d) the
participants’ description of their relationship with their advisor/supervisor, professors, and
peers (see questions 14, 16, and 17); and €) a description of their history as English students
prior to their graduate studies (see question 4 and table in Appendix D). Issues of identity and
power relations were addressed in the follow-up questions (see Appendix E) after the
interviews took place.

Before the interviews took place and as an introduction to the interview itself, I
described to each participant the reasons why I had decided to carry out this study and that my
experiences as an international graduate student coincided at many levels with their own. My
role in this study was that of an instrument, a collaborator, and a colleague. I wanted the
participants to feel at ease in communicating their experiences to me. In doing so, I tried to
avoid at all times what Fine (as cited in Tisdell, 2002) refers to as “othering” the participants

which occurs when a researcher gathers information about the participants without providing
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information about herself. In order to build rapport with them, the interviews were conducted
in Spanish, our first language, to ensure a more natural, comfortable setting.

When the interviews took place, I proceeded to ask the questions in the interview guide
and gave further explanations when necessary. [ wanted to elicit as much information as
possible from the participants without making them feel restrained or guided. During the
interviews, notes were taken of anything I thought required clarification or which highlighted
the core elements of the literature review. After the initial interview, I listened to each
participant’s recorded interview and wrote more notes, I then e-mailed the participants a set of
follow-up questions (see Appendix E) that reflected some specific aspects of their interviews,
for instance, the perceptions they had of accent, and the role of their identities in their new
setting. When each participant returned his or her answers, [ went ahead and read their
responses and started to look for recurrent patterns across participants. At this point I s;carted
transcribing the interviews verbatim; all interviews were transcribed in Spanish. My comments
as a researcher were edited in the transcription in order to sharpen the focus, thus allowing me
to fully maintain the participants’ information.

In the first member check, the participants were given the whole transcript of the
interview; in this transcript an initial set of quotes were highlighted. These quotes reflected
themes and/or sub-themes based on the research questions and literature review of this study.
After highlighting a particular quote, I provided a brief description or asked for further detail
to try to gather more information from the participants. By providing some similar examples
from my own experiences as an international graduate student, I made an implicit invitation
for a co-interpretation of these aspects. As a novice researcher, I tried to be careful not to
prompt participants to answer based on my interpretations, but asked questions which allowed

them to express themselves in detail.
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“The qualitative research approach demands that the world be approached with the

assumption that nothing is trivial, that everything has the potential of being a clue that might
unlock a more comprehensive understanding of what is being studied” (Bogdan & Biklen,
1992, p. 30-31). This important idea guided me in preparing the second and final member
check for each participant. This document included a description and interpretation of those
relevant quotes included in the findings, as well as themes and sub-themes that emerged from
the interviews and follow-up questions. I had the chance of a second meeting with two of the
participants to discuss their comments on the second member check. The other six participants
accomplished this through e-mail. In this last member check, participants were engaged in the
interpretation process.

Wolcott (1994) explains that a way of organizing and reporting data is “to expand and
extend beyond a purely descriptive account with an analysis that proceeds in some careful,
systematic way to identify key factors and relationships among them” (p. 10). This is an
essential reflection on how novice researchers might feel compelled to over interpret and/or
analyze. Therefore, I chose to describe the participants’ journeys and provide a small peek into
interpreting them by telling their stories, since as Wolcott (1994) explains, “qualitative
researchers need to be storytellers” (p. 17).

In deciding what story to tell, novice researchers may be drawn to present all the data
gathered from the interviews simply because we might be silencing important stories told by
our participants. I followed the suggestions of three authors in displaying the participant
profiles and findings (Alfred, 2003; Norton, 2000; Waterhouse, 2004). An important element
discussed by Wolcott (1994) is the fact that just “...recently, the researcher has been allowed,
even encouraged, to make the connections personal or part of everyday experience...” (p. 34).

In light of this, I kept a reflective journal (see sample of reflective journal, Appendix F) for
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two purposes. First, it describes my quest as a neophyte qualitative researcher. Second, it
provides a frame of reference that was used to contrast my participants’ perceptions and
journeys to my own.

In this chapter I have described the methodology underlying the present study: A basic
interpretive approach (Merriam, 2002). The participants’ characteristics, recruitment and
sampling procedures have also been addressed. At the end of this chapter I have discussed the
issues of data collection procedures and the data description-analysis-interpretation approach
suggested by Wolcott (1994). The following chapter will present the findings and initial
discussion with regards to the participants’ experiences and perceptions of language, learning,
and cultural aspects of their life in the U.S. Chapter Five will focus on common themes across
participants related to the themes of power relations in academia and construction of identities.

Intertwined in these stories are description, analysis, and interpretation of the data.
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Chapter Four: Initial Discussion of Perceptions and Experiences Pertaining to Language
and Learning

This chapter reports on the findings collected throughout this research endeavor as
outcomes of the research questions. The first section presents participant profiles providing
information about the participants’ age, the stage where they were in their studies at the time
the interviews took place, program of study (Masters or Doctorate), field of study, years of
experience teaching, location of their program, general information about their English
language studies prior to their arrival in the United States, as well as other details describing
them. The findings are organized and displayed as each of the participants’ stories evolved and
connections across their stories (in the form of themes and sub-themes) became apparent.

As was explained in Chapter Three, the eight participants are Mexican Spanish-
speaking graduate students. They have all taught at public university level. Six of the
participants, Baali jeeka, Choftis, Dario, Ernesto, Maria, and Piwis had not been immersed in
an English-speaking environment prior to their studies. The remaining two participants, Pedro
and Reloj had lived in the United States during their undergraduate degrees.

4.1 Participant Profiles
The Women

Choffis is in her early thirties; she had been living in the northeastern part of the United
States for about six years prior to her participation in this study. Choffis had never lived alone
prior to her arrival in the United States. In Mexico, it is culturally and socially acceptable for
women and men to live with their parents until they decide to leave, e.g. to go to college, get
married, or move to another city and/or country. She completed both a Masters and a Doctoral

program in Linguistics in a northeastern university in the United States. Choffis had worked as
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an undergraduate Linguistics® instructor for two years in Mexico, and she had taught Spanish
in the U.S. during her graduate studies. She learned English as a Foreign Language in Mexico
as most of the other participants, starting at junior high school level and later taking additional
courses during her undergraduate program. However, Choffis had read a lot of academic texts
in English prior to the start of her graduate program, which made her more confident about her
reading and writing skills, but not her listening and speaking skills. Choffis is the only
participant who had finished her degree and returned to Mexico to begin working as a full-
time professor during the time this study was conducted.

Maria is in her late forties, early fifties; she is completing her doctoral program in
Public Health in