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ABSTRACT 
 

This study investigates how the relationship between nationalism and language learning 

is manifested in discourse at an English language classroom facilitated in Nogales Sonora 

along the Mexico/US border. Employing ethnographically-sensitive critical discourse 

analysis, this study contributes to the fields of English Language Teaching (ELT), Border 

Studies, and Nationalism Studies by introducing three analytical terms that provide a 

means to document the social construction of nation-states (termed herein as imagined 

national communities of practice). The three terms are (1) nationalist practices, which 

refers to social practice that presupposes nationalist principles, (2) nationalist border 

practices, which refers to discerning self/other along nationalist lines, and (3) nationalist 

standard practices, which refers to the articulation of nationalist standards of language 

and subjectivity. The students attending the class under analysis comprise a unique 

population in that they are adults who occupy positions of economic and social privilege 

in the Nogales Sonora community because of their management-level employment at 

maquila factories. Reflecting their status, the students are invested in nationalist practices 

of border and standard in order to align themselves with nation-state institutions and to 

distance themselves from cultural and linguistic liminality (e.g., Mexican-American, 

paisano, code-switching, and Spanglish) characteristic of border regions. The classroom 

under observation upheld nationalist borders and standards, with important consequences. 

First, nationalist notions of border led classroom participants to disavow the bilingual 

language use that was clearly necessary for successful classroom operations, despite an 

English immersion classroom policy. Second, nationalist practices established the local 
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classroom space as indexically linked to an imagined American community of practice, 

understood by students to be authentically monolingual, monocultural, and distinct from 

Mexico. Association with—but not full incorporation into—this particular understanding 

of the American nation-state is advantageous to students for maintaining their elevated 

social and economic positioning in the local Nogales Sonora community. Thus, this 

classroom serves as a site of nationalist border reproduction and the reinforcement of 

hierarchies of privilege.  The study encourages teacher reflection on what nationalism can 

mean to formal language learning contexts and suggests directions for re-aligning 

classroom practice to approaches that embrace multilingual realities of language learning 

contexts. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Nationalism and the classroom 

In my years of teaching English to second language learners, it was not until relatively 

recently that I had given reflective thought to the way I presented the ‘American nation’ 

and the ‘English language’ to my students. Additionally, I gave little concern to the 

superficiality of the knowledge I possessed of my students’ cultural and linguistic 

practices. My academic graduate training has rendered visible to me the flimsy and 

deceptive evidence upon which I made broad generalizations regarding linguistic 

communities, linguistic correctness, and national authenticity. This is to say that my 

personal interest in the intersection of nationalism and formal language classroom arose 

from the disconnect I have come to identify between sociolinguistic empirical study of 

variation and the generalized statements I was making to my ESL (English as a Second 

Language) students as to what Americans are like and the language that they use (e.g., 

most Americans are like this…American English sounds like this…).  As this interplay 

between sociolinguistic study and my own teaching continued, I became very sensitive to 

the voices or perspectives that were ruled out of the average ESL classroom. I came to 

realize that some voices count more than others, and crucially, as an instructor I am a 

complicit contributor to that silencing. Thus, these personal feelings of dissonance led me 

to a close examination of nationalism and its influence on formal language classrooms 

through the medium of social discourse. At the very core, this study begins and concludes 
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as a reflective study. Although the present study examines in detail the discourse of a 

particular English language classroom of which I was not the instructor, given a different 

time, that same classroom very well could have been my own.  

 First and foremost, the study is intended to critically explore the intersection of 

nationalism and English language classroom practices. Second, the study draws on and in 

turn gives comment to the research fields of ELT (English Language Teaching), Border 

Studies, and Nationalism Studies. This study is particularly unique because of its ability 

to make a contribution to each of these three academic strands.  

 Regarding the field of ELT, to date there have been few close explorations of the 

intersection of nationalism and English language teaching at the level of face-to-face 

classroom interaction while employing discourse analytic methods. The areas of language 

policy and language-in-education policy are well populated and have made important 

advances in our understanding of the nationalism-language learning link. In the area of 

ELT, language policy investigations into the questions of official/national language 

adoption as well as struggles over the ownership of English are painted with deep 

nationalist undertones. Furthermore, language-in-education issues such as bilingual 

education and English-only instruction remain highly charged subjects and have 

appropriately garnered extended academic comment. Still, there are studies that look at 

the inculcation of nationalist ideologies in the individual but they do not draw explicit 

attention to the influence of nationalism on English language-learning classrooms (Foley 

1990, Rippberger & Staudt 2004, Westheimer 2007). While these studies are vital to 

creating a composite understanding of how nationalism and language learning intersect, 
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they do not apply close discourse analytic techniques for the purpose of examining 

nationalism in the English language classroom.  

 There are a number of studies that pay attention to nationalism in the language 

classroom but they differ from the present study in important ways. First, the growing 

academic strand of transnationalism studies has produced valuable discourse analytic 

studies of student negotiation of national identity across borders of cultural and linguistic 

practices (Hornberger 2007, King & Ganuza 2005, Richardson Bruna 2007, Trueba 2004, 

Warriner 2007). However, these studies differ from the present one in that they focus on 

students who spend portions of each year in different nation-state contexts. In the case of 

this study, the students are permanent adult residents of Nogales Sonora Mexico, 

although they may travel to Tucson Arizona for occasional shopping trips. Second, a few 

scholars have illuminated the articulation of nationalist ideology in citizenship classes, 

but the most prominent example is Golden (2001) which depicts the classroom practice 

of an Israeli citizenship classroom conducted in Modern Hebrew. In contrast, the present 

study is concerned with an English language classroom. Also, heritage language 

classrooms have attracted growing attention within the applied linguistics field. 

Nevertheless, the understanding of heritage language is in reference to a non-English 

language taught within the geopolitical borders of the United States. Two notable 

examples that employ discourse analytic techniques to investigate national identity 

negotiation in heritage language classrooms include Jo (2002) and He (2004). Again, 

these studies—while informative to the ELT field—remain outside its conventional 

boundaries because they depict the instruction of non-English languages. Third, critical 
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studies have successfully made use of discourse analytic methodology (i.e., Critical 

Discourse Analysis) to uncover sexist, racist, and colonialist ideologies circulating in 

ELT classroom discourse (Blackledge 2001, 2003, Kubota 1999, Luk & Lin 2007, 

Norton Peirce 1995, Pennycook 1994, Phillipson 1992, Schuck 2006). In these studies, 

the nation-state is often implicated in the critique because the social hierarchy associated 

with the nation-state is often found to advocate such power asymmetries. This study 

acknowledges these critiques but also notes that these studies have not sufficiently 

provided an isolated critical examination of the specific contribution of nationalism to the 

reproduction of power asymmetries in the English language classroom. 

 In this manner, the present study fills a perceived gap in the ELT literature by 

presenting a close critical examination of the intersection of nationalism and English 

language classrooms with regards to adult students who reside at a specific location along 

the Mexico-US border. This site is unique because it may be the first study to look at an 

English language classroom that is organized by a southwestern American university but 

is carried out across the US-Mexico border in Nogales Sonora, Mexico. Also unique is 

that the students are adult mid-level managers at American-owned maquiladora factories. 

These students remain distinct from the transnational literature mentioned above because 

they are permanent residents of Nogales Sonora and do not take up dual residences 

during the year. Furthermore, the students are privileged members of the Nogales Sonora 

community. It will be shown that their elevated social status plays a role in how they 

interpret what counts and what does not count in the language classroom. This study 

presents a novel contribution to the general understanding of how nationalism and 
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language learning practices intersect within the field of ELT through its selection of 

research site and research population. The implications of this study can extend to 

practically any formal language classroom setting, regardless of its physical proximity to 

an international border, due to the assumption that nationalism is intertwined with the 

majority of pedagogical practices carried out in state-authorized language classrooms.  

 Additionally, this study provides valuable commentary to the fields of 

Nationalism Studies and Border Studies. The field of Nationalism Studies is an 

interdisciplinary one, encompassing diverse traditions such as sociology, anthropology, 

political science, and history. Anderson’s (1983) landmark treatment of nation-states as 

imagined communities brought attention to the sociopsychological nature of nationalism. 

Billig’s (1995) analysis of nation-state reproduction at the level of subconsciousness (i.e., 

banal nationalism) further illustrated the central role face-face discourse plays in the 

circulation of the nation-state in the social cognition of a given population. A select 

number of studies originating in linguistic anthropology and applied linguistics have 

looked closely at discursive constructions of the nation-state (De Cillia, Reisigl, Wodak 

1999, Philips 1998, Ricento 2003). Yet, there remains in the field of nationalism a 

nagging awareness that close discourse analyses of nation-state articulation, reproduction, 

and resistance is still lacking in the established literature (Guibernau & Hutchinson 2001). 

This study responds to that call and contributes to the ongoing understanding of nation-

state circulation in discourse by considering the reproductive process at a particular site, 

the formal language classroom. 
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 The field of Border Studies is tied to Nationalism Studies because the subject 

matter implicates the meeting of two nation-states. According to Alvarez (1995) the 

Mexico-US border from early on has served as the quintessential border region for the 

field because of the complex interconnectedness of the populations and economies while 

at the same time exhibiting strikingly contrastive nationalist sentiment and standards of 

living. The field has received renewed attention in light of the poststructuralist turn to the 

social sciences in the form of hybridity studies, most notable being Anzaldúa’s (1987) 

Borderlands. More recently, Vila (2003) has pointed out the limits to the idyllic imagery 

of third space border culture by directing the field to the dual processes of border 

transcendence and reinforcement that are regular features of border regions. Furthermore, 

he warns against generalizing the entire border according to research conducted at a 

single site. Rippberger & Staudt (2003) conducted their research in the same El Paso-

Ciudad Juárez region as Vila (2000, 2003). Their study compared the public school 

institutional practices that inculcate children into nationalist practices and subjectivities. 

Their study did not specifically look at second language instruction and certainly did not 

consider the situation of adult learners. Ullman (2005) depicted the language learning 

travails of females in El Paso who enroll in English language classes in El Paso and who 

find that the classes do not serve their immediate needs but the needs of the nation-state 

instead to Americanize all within its domain. Ullman (2005) follows up with a case-study 

of the type of education program that better serves the needs of the women featured in her 

study. Moving to the Rio Grande Valley area of Texas, Gutierrez (2004) also considered 

the situation of English language learners but on the Texas side. This study rightfully 
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promotes the inclusion of culture instruction in language classrooms for Spanish-

dominant individuals living in the Rio Grande Valley but disappointingly does not 

problematize the notion of American culture as a holistic, objectifiable construct. These 

studies take place in regions of the border distinct from Nogales Arizona/Nogales Sonora 

(i.e., Ambos Nogales). There is one language policy study which was carried out in 

Nogales Arizona (Combs 1995) that demonstrates the absurdity of instilling a district-

wide goal of cultivating a bilingual, bicultural population when the ESL (English as a 

Second Language) program works towards an opposite goal. From what has been mined 

from the Border Studies strand of research, the following observations can be justified: 

few studies have considered the situation of Ambos Nogales, and none have examined 

closely the discursive classroom practices of an English language classroom on the 

Nogales Sonora side of the geopolitical border between Mexico and the US.  

 

Research focus 

The central interest driving the data collection and subsequent analysis of this study is the 

question of how nationalism, understood as a sociopsychological phenomenon, is 

reproduced in discourse at the site of formal language classrooms. The study considers 

this question at the very unique site of a language classroom that takes place in Nogales 

Sonora, Mexico. Since the classroom is facilitated by a southwestern American university, 

one may also say that this classroom is conducted across borders. As the reproduction of 

nationalism is considered in terms of classroom discourse, the implications of this 



 
 

22 
 

reproductive process for power arrangements in local and global terms will be critically 

considered.  

 This study is at its heart a critical study because it is aligned with poststructuralist 

social theory and employs critical discourse analysis in its methodology. A concern for 

power articulation and reproduction (and resistance) runs throughout the data analysis 

and conclusions. Language and certainly language teaching are never apolitical activities. 

Following Voloshinov (1973) and Bourdieu (1977a, 1991), language is imbued with 

traces of the sociopolitical institutions that promote them. From such a stance, this study 

is intended to provide necessary awareness-raising to the field of ELT as to the political 

ramifications of its operations. Following critical tradition, this study follows a two-part 

sequence: description and action. The data analysis arrives at particular conclusions of 

how the power of the nation-state is reproduced in the language classroom. This study 

intends to de-center the taken-for-granted operations of nationalist practices for the 

purpose of potential action upon them.   
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CHAPTER TWO: 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

Nationalism 

The concept of nationalism undergirds this entire study. A sophisticated understanding of 

nationalism entails recognition of the close interplay of two fundamental 

conceptualizations: the nation and the state (Gellner 1993: 409, McVeigh 2003: 14). The 

study of nationalism requires an important distinction to be made between nation and 

state as they are not the same thing. The nation refers to a community of individuals who 

perceive a shared camaraderie. The nation is commonly understood to be tied together by 

ethnicity (invoking the classic notion of ‘Volk’) but that is not necessarily always the 

case. A nation can share an allegiance to a religion, a geographical space, a language, and 

even a state (i.e., political system). The second integral component is the state which is a 

political administrative system that ideally reflects the will of a nation. According to this 

perspective, the state administration serves the interests of the nation such that the state 

becomes a reflection of the national will or essence. Also following this perspective, the 

boundaries of the nation and the state ideally will coincide so that each state encapsulates 

a sovereign national people and the national people are fully located within the 

geopolitical boundaries of the state administration (Gellner 1993: 409). I will use the term 

nation-state to refer to the marriage between a nation (e.g., Volk) and a state 

administration (e.g., Staat).  
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 While there is persistent disagreement within the field of nationalism as to the 

exact emergence of nations (Breuilly 1993; Guibernau & Hutchinson 2001), most of the 

prominent voices in the field agree that the particular fusion of the nation to the state is 

qualitatively different from past political organizations such as empires or monarchies 

and is now the hegemonic political organization for human communities.  

 

Imagined communities and banal nationalism 

There are a series of prominent theories of nationalism, and like one finds with the field 

of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), each brings to the fore a particular aspect of 

nationalism but does not serve the task of accounting for the phenomenon in its entirety. 

Of the prominent theories, two have been most influential within applied linguistics 

whenever nationalism is incorporated into analysis. They are Anderson’s (1983) theory of 

nations as imagined communities and Billig’s (1995) theory of banal nationalism.  

First, I draw on Anderson and his assertion that nations are imagined communities. 

Anderson (1983: 6) famously treated nation-states as imagined communities because its 

adherents will ‘never know most of their fellow members…yet in the minds of each lives 

the image of their communion’. Thus, a nation-state is a social construction that, very 

importantly, is ‘imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign’ (6). Anderson (1983) 

places print capitalism at the center of his theory of how modern nation-states emerged to 

their current dominance of social organization. Specifically, the development of the novel 

and the daily newspaper made it possible to imagine new types of ‘communal fraternity’ 

while sharing ‘simultaneous activity’ (25-26). Print capitalism also provided (a) a 



 
 

25 
 

‘symbolic fixity to language that linked the “nation” to external space, and (b) new kinds 

of languages of power (i.e., national standard languages of print) (44-45).  

 Billig (1995) also treats modern nation-states as imagined phenomena but 

contributes to understandings of nationalism by specifying mundane everyday practices 

as the primary mechanism for nation-state reproduction. Billig (1995: 6) employs the 

term banal nationalism to refer to the ‘ideological habits that enable the established 

nations of the West to be reproduced’. That is to say that nation-states circulate both 

above and below our conscious awareness but that it is perhaps the subconscious 

reminders that are most potent in their reproductive capabilities. These little reminders he 

refers to as ‘flag-waving’ but not in the sense of a metaphorical flag that grabs our 

attention but the one that hangs largely unnoticed from a window (Billig 1995: 8). This is 

to illustrate Billig’s (1995) contention that nationalism presents a dialectic of forgetting 

and remembering, and it is precisely in the forgetting of a nation-state’s sociohistorical 

origin and the social practices that daily reproduce it that nation-states become natural, 

taken-for-granted to the point that to imagine a world without them would be almost 

unfathomable (37). Bourdieu & Passeron (1977: 9) refer to this same process by a 

different name: genesis amnesia. A second dialectic that Billig (1995) brings attention to 

is the dialectic between the particular and universal qualities of nation-states (24). It is 

this alternation between the particular and the universal that undergirds the ‘global 

political order’ (83), a concept Billig (1995) attributes to Giddens (1990). To elaborate on 

the concept of the world of nations, Billig (1995: 86) points to the national flag. Each is 

rectangular and is meant to be seen horizontally, yet each flag is distinct from all other 
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flags. Thus nationalism posits each nation-state to be unique, but universally unique. 

Billig (1995) applied his analysis to contexts of political and newspaper discourse but 

also called for the continued empirical study of the reproduction of nationalism in social 

discourse (9). Therefore, my study is intended to answer that call by providing a close 

discourse analysis, strengthened by ethnographic data collection, to the context of 

nationalist reproduction at the site of a formal English language classroom in the unique 

location along the Mexico/US geopolitical border. 

 

Nationalism for the present study 

Taking from Anderson (1983) and Billig (1995), the following position will be adopted in 

regards to nationalism and its franchised product, the nation-state. Nation-states are 

understood here to be socially-constructed, imagined communities that are reproduced in 

daily practice (i.e., social discourse). Therefore, it follows that an exploration of the 

workings of nationalism necessitates a close look at social discourse between individuals 

or between individuals and institutions of the state. This study carries out such an 

endeavor, answering directly to the call put forth in Guibernau & Hutchinson (2001: 6-7) 

who suggest a greater sensitivity within the field of Nationalism Studies ‘to the 

circulation of collective consciousness in discourse’. As mentioned above, such studies 

have been conducted in the fields of linguistic anthropology and applied linguistics. For 

example, Philips (1998) depicts how family metaphors interact with language ideologies 

to establish courtrooms in Tonga as sites of nation-state articulation. De Cillia, Reisigl, & 

Wodak (1999) within a framework of critical discourse analysis outline the discursive 
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construction of Austrian national ‘sameness’ through interviews and focus group 

discussions. Also following a critical discourse methodology, Ricento (2003) explores the 

discursive construction of ‘Americanism’ in three distinctive texts which each reflects the 

ideologies that contributed to their initial construction.  

 

Nationalist practices 

In my discussion, I will use three key terms that are drawn from the understanding of 

nationalism provided immediately above by Anderson and Billig. The three terms are 

nationalist practices, nationalist border practices, and nationalist standard practices. I 

employ the term, nationalist practices to refer to acts of identifying the world according 

to the presuppositions that the volk/staat union is natural and that nationalism is a 

comprehensive system of social organization. One example of this is the line of 

questioning to start the first day of the average language classroom: ‘Where are you 

from?’. Because the question nearly always elicits an answer that incorporates nationalist 

organizational units (i.e., nation, state, city), it is easy to conclude that this question-

answer pair presupposes the existence of nation-states and an international order of 

nations. For, a response that does not evoke a nationalist organizational unit (i.e., from 

my house) will undoubtedly trigger a repair or recast sequence in many language 

classroom contexts. The use of nationalist practices in such a broad way (to include all 

social practice that presupposes nationalism) may dilute the term of any analytical import 

(Breuilly 1993). I am aware of this drawback and will thus later narrow my focus to 
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looking at two specific kinds of nationalist practice: nationalist border practices and 

nationalist standard practices.  

 For the time being, a brief survey of social practice theory is necessary in order to 

build a solid theoretical foundation for the three terms being introduced for this study. 

Social practice theory (Bourdieu 1977a, Giddens 1979, Ortner 1984) came to prominence 

in the late 1970s and early 1980s as a response to the confines of structuralism and an 

extension of neo-Marxist thought. Social practice theory rectifies the overly-deterministic 

tendency of structuralism by conceiving of agency and structure as locked in a duality 

(Giddens 1979, Ortner 1984; see also Lave & Wenger 1991: 50-51). This is to say that 

agency and structure are mutually constituting: agency acts on structure (to reproduce or 

transform it) while social structure acts on agency (to confine it or to make 

transformation a possibility). Social practice theory pays close attention to the local 

discourse activity to analyze exactly how the agency/structure duality is played out in 

various contexts.  

 According to Ortner (1984) practice theory carries over from neo-Marxism a 

concern for power asymmetries—their construction, reproduction, and resistance. For 

Bourdieu (1977a), the reproduction of social structure associated with the nation-state 

was a primary interest. His key terms of symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1986), habitus 

(Bourdieu 1991), and field (Bourdieu 1977b) provided the social sciences with a useful 

mechanism for explaining social reproduction in an analytically satisfactory way. 

Moreover, his models of symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1991) help to explain how the 

subjugated become complicit in their own subjugation (i.e., symbolic domination). There 
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has been some sense of dissatisfaction with Bourdieu’s writings because they do not 

adequately account for resistance to social reproduction (see Gal 1989). Where Bourdieu 

(1977a) gave favor to the mechanisms of social reproduction within a nation-state 

framework, Giddens (1979) provided complementary attention to human agency within 

social systems. His theory of structuration provides a framework for understanding the 

relationship between human agency and social systems. Namely, Giddens (1979) 

theorizes that human agency is only possible through social structure and that power is 

implicated at every level. Furthermore, human consciousness is dividable into two levels: 

discursive and practical (Giddens 1979: 24-25). This would explain why some are more 

aware than others of the relations of power in which they take part. When nationalism is 

seen through the lens of social practice theory, it becomes a set of particular practices that 

circulate at subconscious levels of attention (Billig 1995, Giddens 1979) due to 

enhabitation (Billig 1995), but can be re-introduced to consciousness through awareness-

raising activities.  

 As a post-structuralist, social-constructivist view of social workings, social 

practice theory draws the analyst to close empirical analysis of individual or group social 

practices so as to avoid labeling a priori individuals under observation. Furthermore, the 

presumption that human agents act on structure as it acts on them calls for analyses that 

consider human social practice in the interests of either reproduction or transformation of 

existing social structure. This position on human agency opens up analysis of social 

communities to complexities, incontinuities, and contradictions that structuralist theories 

could easily sweep away. Finally, analysis according to social practice theory necessitates 
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making the analytical link between micro instances of interaction and macro notions of 

social structure. Thus, analysis according to social practice theory resides between the 

absolute subjectivity of ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967; i.e., the construction of 

social order in the moment and entirely from the ground up) and the overly deterministic 

Marxism (Althusser 1971; i.e., the removal of human agency from a theory of sociality).  

 Turning back to nationalism, as a socially-constructed entity the nation-state is 

articulated, negotiated, and maintained through nationalist practices. Furthermore, 

nationalist practices, like all social practice, take place within a political economy where 

certain voices are more influential than others.  That is, how the nation-state is interpreted 

is never a one-one reflection of some objective reality but is the product of a political 

struggle for what Bourdieu terms symbolic capital (1977b, 1986, 1991). Thus, defining 

the nation-state is always an issue of power.  For Bourdieu, what one may term society is 

occupied by multiple social fields, each offering specific positions for individuals. Power 

is distributed across each field unevenly and in the form of cultural, linguistic, and social 

capital. These become symbolic capital when they are ratified as legitimate indexes of 

power. Each individual requires specific kinds of capital to occupy a given position 

within a field. What is more, each position privileges the reproduction of the conditions 

of that position and in turn the entire field in the process. Hage (1998) expands on 

Bourdieu’s concepts of field and symbolic capital to stretch it over nation-state 

communities in order to render national space. Looking specifically at the situation of 

Australia, Hage (1998) identifies the Australian national space to be rendered in 

discourse as a monolingual, monocultural space that is to be managed by white 
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Australians. Importantly, white is not an objective category but a state of mind—a 

position within the national field taken up by a range of individuals claiming Australian 

identity. One important theme that Hage (1998) identified in his data was that of non-

white immigrants being treated as an invasion to the national space which must be 

repealed by the white Australians. Such narratives run parallel with debates over 

immigration in the United States. To provide one brief example: in response to a recent 

newspaper article in the Arizona Daily Star newspaper (online version) that reported on 

the Supreme Court’s consideration of English language instruction in Arizona K-12 

public schools, reader comments such as the following were in the majority (Arizona 

Daily Star, April 21, 2009):  

 
Comment  1 
How did all the immigrants survive early in our country's history, they wanted to be here 
and willing to adapt to our language and culture. It is the immigrants responsibility to 
learn the language. Only the US would put up with this non sense 
 
Comment 2 
There is a limit to the funding. I have a problem when I see parents speak to their kids in 
their native language, I have a problem when my church has seperate classes for spanish 
speaking kids, all this type of actions do not help the kids to succeed. Yes it is the 
responsibility of the immigrant to learn the language of the country they live in. While in 
the service, I tried to learn the language I was stationed at, although I did not put enough 
time into it as I should have, at the same time I did not expect the people to speak english 
because I WAS IN THEIR COUNTRY 
 
Comment 3 
hmmm...so it seems our options are: 
1) dump ever more resources into teaching foreigners the language....or 
2) remove the source of the problem 

 
Parallel to what Hage (1998) found, a certain segment of the nation-state community 

claims proprietorship over the entire national space in terms of physical and social space. 

In the reader comments above the possessive pronoun our is instructive as is the 
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argument that non-English speakers should leave the country which implies a 

monolingual national space characterized by pre-established conventions of cultural 

practice.  

 Hage’s (1998) comments about the subjective derivation of whiteness implies that 

practices in defense of the nation-state originate from various sectors of the national 

space. Surely, the nation-state institutions propagate key nationalist practices that 

influence the ongoing understanding of the nation-state, but there are always additional 

voices to the community that bear influence on the nation-state political economy too 

(Aslan 2007; Gal 1989; Woolard 1985). This brings up an important point: as a socially-

constructed phenomenon, understandings of what it means to be American (for example) 

vary across contexts and sociohistorical positioning of individuals. There are indeed 

countless versions of America and American English, but certain interpretations become 

the dominant ones through political struggle in social discourse.  What will be found at 

the Escuela Nogales classroom is that the specific interpretation of America and 

American English adopted locally by this classroom serve the privileged status of 

students outside of the classroom.  

  

Nationalist principles 

Nationalist practices are played out according to two central assumptions. First, the 

nation/state synthesis is primordial. Second, nationalism is a potentially universal 

organizational system; nothing is beyond potential claim by a nationalist entity.   
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Nation/State union 

How the nation and state relate to each other varies from nation-state to nation-state. Both 

are implicated to varying degrees depending on the particular context. The two can be 

conflated as is the case of the nation-state of Japan where the definition of membership in 

the Japanese nation (i.e., ethnic membership) and membership in the Japanese state (i.e., 

citizen) are conflated (McCrann 1998, McVeigh 2003). In the opposite direction, nation-

states such as Germany (Blommeart & Verschueren1992) may articulate a clear 

distinction between the German Volk (i.e., nation) and the civic population of the Staat 

(i.e., state).   

 DeCillia et al. (1999) and Schildkraut (2003) both explored the discursive 

construction of the nation-state (Austria and the United States, respectively) through 

focus group interviews. They found that individual participants thoroughly conflated 

notions of nation and state to the point that a clear separation of the two is not always 

warranted. That is to suggest that in folk theories the nation and the state are often 

understood as one. Nonetheless, it is regular practice in studies of nationalism to 

differentiate the two because they carry divergent (but nonetheless interrelated) 

trajectories of premises and arguments. Both are implicated in the organization of modern 

nation-states, whether or not the exact relationship between the two is made explicit or 

not.   

 One way that the nation-state relationship can be made explicit is through the 

state establishment of language policy. Conventionally, nation-states take the option of 

naming an official language (which is linked to the state) and/or a national language 
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(which is linked to the nation). The notion of a national language is a relic of the 18th 

century nationalist romanticists who posited a Volk (i.e., national people) who are unified 

in culture, language, and shared history. A chief symbol of the national Volk, according 

to the German romanticist Herder, was the national language which was to be interpreted 

as the most faithful expression of a nation’s true essence (see Woolard 1998: 16). 

Blommeart & Verschueren (1992) in their survey of nationalist ideologies found that a 

fundamental criterion for national legitimacy is to have one’s own language. The import 

of this one-language/one-nation principle has more recently been brought to the fore in 

Crowley (2006) who reported on the political implications of defining Scots-Ulster as a 

dialect or a language within the greater political context of Northern Ireland.   

 In contrast, an official language is selected to serve the communicative purposes 

of the state and institutions authorized to act on the state’s behalf. As it was mentioned 

above, the general trend in nationalism is to seek a conflation of national to state interests 

(Gellner 1993). In terms of language, this would mean that the national language and the 

official language would be one. In some nation-states that is the case. From the 

standpoint of nationalism, this is the most ideal arrangement because the state is intended 

to act as a reflection of the national community such that the authority of the state to 

serve the interests of the nation is recursively reproduced through language policy. 

However, there are numerous instances where an official language does not necessary 

coincide with the established national language. In these cases, the state must articulate a 

specific reasoning behind diverging from the primordial nation-state one-to-one 

connection association via language.  For example, there are cases where two or more 
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official languages are advanced in order to promote a national civic unity (e.g., Canada). 

In the case of nation-states that emerged from colonialism, the colonial language may be 

retained in an official language position in order to stave off intrastate divisions or to also 

establish a rapport with European economies (e.g., Mozambique and India).  

 Still, other nation-states can assign distinct functions to two languages, one as 

official (related to the state) and one as national (related to the nation). Two pertinent 

examples of this situation are Paraguay and Ireland. At their onset, these two nation-

states selected languages as their official languages even though the majority of nation-

state inhabitants were not competent in the language. In the case of Paraguay, the 

indigenous language of Guaraní was set as the national language while Spanish was set as 

the official one. Since that time, Guaraní has also been named a co-official language but 

retains the sole position as national language. An early study of language policy in 

Paraguay (Garvin & Mathiot 1960) reported that Guaraní was perceived as possessing the 

poetic soul of the Paraguayan national and to speak the language was to validate one’s 

claim to Paraguayan identity. In the case of Ireland, Gaelic Irish has always been the 

national and official language of Ireland, and English has always remained the second 

official language. These two cases illustrate the specific role languages can play in 

articulating both the nation-state and the particular relationship between the nation and 

the state. But when a recognized national language (related to the national people) is re-

contextualized to serve the role of civic language (i.e., official language) there can be 

ideological strife. For example, Oakes (2004) reports on the difficulty the French-

speaking community of Québec is having convincing incoming immigrants that French is 
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a civic language suitable for everyone and not just a language of ethnic membership (i.e., 

national language). Similarly, Borkhorst-Heng (1999) provides insight into the ‘Speak 

Mandarin’ campaign of Singapore where Mandarin Chinese was re-contextualized as a 

civic language (a language for everyone) in opposition to its conventional understanding 

in Singapore as a language particular to Chinese ethnic groups.  

 

Comprehensive Organizational System 

The second general principle identified for nationalist practice is the understanding of 

nationalism as a comprehensive system of social-organization in that potentially anything 

can be inculcated in nationalist networks. First, nationalism provides a system for making 

sense of social practice and for bringing some sense of order to an otherwise chaotic 

landscape of social semiosis. The mind needs some sort of borders to organize the 

semiotic chaos into something manageable. Nationalism provides such a framework and 

is very successful—perhaps the most successful ideology in human history (Billig 1995: 

22) because it is so often taken for granted. As we shall see shortly, nationalism provides 

an easy system for organizing and making sense of the social variation and diverse 

contexts individuals encounter on a daily basis. Central to its ability to bring shape and 

order to otherwise social chaos are the nationalist practices of border (i.e., recognizing 

and maintaining clear and mutually-exclusive social boundaries) and nationalist practices 

of standard (i.e., assigning value to singular points within a field thereby providing an 

evaluatory schema by which to assign value to all other points in the field). These are the 

two specifications of nationalist practices to be discussed in detail shortly. 
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 Nationalism is also a comprehensive organizational system. For example, Billig 

(1995) notes that all individuals are assumed to belong to a nation-state. This is why the 

question ‘Where are you from?’ is a common feature of first day lessons in language 

classrooms. Much in the same way conventions of time-keeping provide individuals in a 

classroom a way to locate events in terms of temporal space, nationalism provides a 

system for locating individuals and groups in geographical space. Nothing is beyond the 

proprietary grasp of nationalism. That is, nothing. Land, sea, air, and now outer space are 

all claimed by various interests under the banner of nationalism. To give one illustration 

of how pervasive nationalist organizational schemata are to the natural world, during one 

crossing between Mexico and the United States, a United States customs agent remarked 

to me, in apparent seriousness, that all grape fruits become Mexican once they cross the 

border into Mexico. From a legal standpoint, his remark makes complete sense and is 

unremarkable. On the other hand, if one does not take nationalism as a given, his 

statement becomes a comical farce on the universalizing tendencies of nationalism.  

 The force of nationalism is further exemplified in the way that nation-states lay 

claim to formal classroom settings by way of material symbolic artifacts. For example, 

immediately visible in the classroom that I observed for this study were multiple samples 

of the Mexican national flag. Also present was the slogan ‘viva México’ on one wall and 

decorated with the tri-colors (i.e., red, green, and white). I must make very clear that 

these nationalist symbols were not put in place by the Escuela Nogales program but were 

part of the curricular activities of the private Catholic school that regularly inhabits the 

classrooms during the daytime hours. Therefore, I do not mean to suggest that the 
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Escuela Nogales program heightened the nationalist tone of the classroom by adorning 

the walls with nationalist symbols. Instead, I report this observation in support of my 

contention that nationalist symbology is a consistent feature of state-authorized formal 

classrooms. The classroom setting where I did my data collection is but one exemplar of 

a general trend.  

 The image below depicts the classroom scene at Escuela Nogales. The adult 

students are sitting in conventional rows facing the instructor who occupies the front part 

of the room. The reader will note the two Mexican flags decorating the classroom walls 

along with the slogan, ‘Viva Mexico’. The tri-colors of red, green, and white are of 

course part of the flags and also decorate the textual slogan. This will not be visible when 

the image is reproduced in black/white. The classroom image presented below is typical 

of the other classrooms found at the Escuela Nogales location.  

 
ILLUSTRATION 1: Classroom scene at Escuela Nogales 
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 The recursive nature of nationalist practices is a direct product of the universal 

potential inherent to the nationalist organizational system. Products of nationalist 

practices such as paradigms of distinction, social hierarchies, symbolic value of standards, 

among others are recursively reproduced at multiple sites across a given community. 

McVeigh (2003: 16) has invoked the metaphor of a house of mirrors, ‘each turned to 

reflect one another’ in a way that suggests an objective reality that only nationalism can 

faithfully map to (see also Philips 1983). One insightful example of recursivity can be 

found in translations of cinema dialogue between English and Japanese. Inoue (2006) 

reports that the social hierarchies of language varieties reflected in the speech of 

characters in the English version of ‘Gone with the Wind’ were faithfully reproduced in 

the Japanese version such that the lead characters spoke in the standardized Japanese 

variety and non-white characters were given stigmatized Japanese varieties associated 

with the national periphery. This, Inoue (2006) argues, is an example from a perspective 

internal to the Japanese nation-state as a recursive articulation of the social hierarchy of 

language advanced by the Japanese state institutions. As individuals are presented with 

the same social differentiation across contexts and over time, there is no reason to doubt 

that they take on a natural flavor.  

 

Nationalist border practices 

To bring specificity to nationalist practices I will next detail two additional terms that 

serve as subsets of the larger notion of nationalist practices. The terms are nationalist 

border practices and nationalist standard practices. This section will consider in detail 
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nationalist border practices. I define nationalist border practices as the identification in 

discourse of physical, social, and psychological boundaries, given the presuppositions of 

nationalism. There are certain characteristics to nationalist border practices that can be 

identified: one, relational identity work (i.e., distinction-making between two or more 

entities) and, two, mutual exclusivity (i.e., elucidation of clear boundaries). These two are 

specific to border practices and common to identity work in general. They are also 

closely inter-related but do not necessarily preclude one another.  

 How people establish relations with a nation-state is conventionally known as 

national identity. However, national identity can be a misleading term because it depends 

on what one is referring to. As we have seen above, it is very common for nation/state to 

be confused for one another and the distinctions become extremely difficult to tease out 

in folk theories. To further complicate the problem, the use of the term identity as an 

analytic term has come under direct criticism as of late (Brubaker & Cooper 2000, 

Bucholtz & Hall 2004, Hall 1996). For some, the term is not precise enough and is too 

vague to carry out analytical work in a productive way that avoids both ambiguity and 

reifying the very categories one purports to describe. According to Brubaker & Cooper 

(2000), the self/other dialectic exists in every human community and the challenge for 

social scientists is to account for identity work without resorting a priori to identity as an 

analytical category. This leads the scholar to recasting identity as a socially-constructed 

emergent product of social discourse (see Block 2007; Meadows 2009). Following along 

with the earlier assertion that social structure is constructed and negotiated in social 

practice, it also can be said that identity emerges from social practice.  



 
 

41 
 

 When seen through the two principles of nationalist border practices, it becomes 

clear that one’s ‘national identity’ is the product of an entire series of nationalist border 

practices (i.e., discerning self/other across multiple contexts and at multiple junctures). 

During a recent visit to Nogales Sonora nationalist border practices were rendered 

apparent during an otherwise banal exchange I had with several students of Escuela 

Nogales. In our conversation about fast-food restaurants, the students explained to me 

that Mexican fast-food outlets (e.g., Pollo Feliz) are much better in Sonora, Mexico 

compared to their franchise locations in Tucson Arizona. In reverse, American fast-food 

places (e.g., McDonalds) were determined to be better in Tucson Arizona than the 

franchise locations in Sonora Mexico. The distinction that these students were making is 

related to nationalist border practices. Geographical borders are grafted onto borders of 

authenticity to determine the quality of food according to its geographic origins. 

According to this logic, McDonalds is magically tastier on the Arizona side of the border 

and Pollo Feliz is tastier on the Sonora side.  

 

Relational identity work   

The first principle specific to nationalist border practices is the principle of relational 

identity work. The principle begins with the acknowledgment that no nation ever sits in 

isolation. As both Anderson (1983) and Billig (1995) point out, nations are never 

coterminous with the entire world population (see also Triandafydillou 1998). That is, 

they always employing other nations in order to reflexively define self. Thus, national 

identity, like identity practices in general, should be approached as a duality: an 
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articulated relationship between self/other (Bakhtin 1981, Billig 1995, Petersoo 2007, 

Triandafydilou 1998). Discerning a border is, put another way, also performing identity 

work. These self/other relations are played out against the backdrop of the organizational 

principle of nationalism, thus rendering what Billig (1995) refers to as an international 

order of nations an arrangement where each nation takes a particular positioning vis-à-vis 

the entire network. In the discussion above, we found that conventions surrounding flags 

provide nations with the ability to identify a uniqueness within a universal 

conventionalized system. 

 This interpretation of national identity as a dialectic or as a dual process directly 

coincides with the theories of dialogism (Bakhtin 1981, Holquist 1990) and indexicality 

(Duranti 1997, Hanks 2005, Jakobson 1971, Ochs 1999, Silverstein 2003). According to 

dialogism, the self and other sit in a dialogic relationship where each exists only in 

relation to the other. Thus, identifying self is at the same time implicitly identifying the 

Other. Similar sentiment is discernable in discussions of indexicality. In his contribution 

to the study of deictics, Hanks (2005) notes that indexing the self is at the same time 

indexing the Other. That is, locating one person in a given deictic field also implicitly 

locates everyone else within that same field. The imagery of locating individuals within a 

social field dovetails into Davies & Harré’s (1990) social positioning theory. For Davies 

& Harré (1990), identity work is a negotiation between individuals that involves two 

related processes: interactive positioning (placing others) and reflexive positioning 

(placing self). Thus, through these processes individuals are ratified into positions within 

a particular social field (see also Pavlenko & Blackledge 2004, Wortham 2004). The 
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notion of positioning contributes an analytical toolkit for describing the nationalist border 

practices of individuals (i.e., locating one another along nationalist lines of self/other) in a 

way that draws directly on the discourse data collected at a particular site.   

 National identity or the conceptualization of a nation-state is always practiced in 

relation to another, and who or what that Other is depends on the context. For example, 

consider the case of those who claim Welsh identity (Coupland 2003). In one situation, 

the Welsh identity in Wales is apprehended in contradistinction to English identity. In 

another situation, across the Atlantic in the American Northeast, Welsh identity becomes 

an object of distinction-making vis-à-vis a wider and more expansive ‘white mainstream’ 

American identity. Leung, Harris, & Rampton (1997) report on a young boy who is stuck 

between two national borders, neither fully British nor fully Indian. Furthermore, 

consider the situation for return migrants to Japan (Tsuda 1999). They report feeling 

more Brazilian when in Japan and more Japanese when in Brazil. Tsuda and others refer 

to this as deterretorialized nationalism. That is, one takes national identity with oneself 

and identity is always relational: national identity is always propped up against another 

(Leung et al. 1997). That Other may change depending on the context, but the basic dyad 

remains the same, Self versus Other.   

 

Mutual exclusivity  

As nations locate one another (and themselves) they hold a vested interest in clearly 

demarcating boundaries. Where one nation’s territory ends and another begins is 

fundamentally a political negotiation and has potentially violent ramifications. Not only 
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are physical manifestations of borders vigilantly protected, but so are borders of social 

practice (cultural, linguistic, ethnic, etc.). Borders are rigorously maintained for the sake 

of self-survival. Each nation agrees to not infringe on the other because to claim the same 

space as another nation means the death of one, or both, or possibly the entire 

international system (Anderson 1983, Billig 1995). If one nation grows to encompass the 

entire globe, there will be no nation-states and the international system of nations will 

dissolve. For these reasons, mutual exclusivity is privileged under current nationalist 

practices and the ongoing maintenance of nationalist borders is one element of nation-

state reproduction. 

 Perhaps the most aggressive claim on mutually exclusive borders is to be found in 

biological determinism. When national identity (that is, affiliation with a nation-state 

unit) is predicated on one’s genetic descent (i.e., sui generis), the rigid boundaries 

between self/other are naturalized so that membership in the national collective is treated 

as immutable. Japan is a common example of this stance. According to Lie (2001), 

predominant discourses locate Japanese identity in one’s blood line so that one is born 

Japanese whether they are within the geopolitical boundaries of the nation-state or not. 

This instant membership works the other way as well. Those who are not born of 

Japanese descent will never qualify for national membership regardless of whether they 

were born inside the Japanese nation-state or not. Similar claims as to national 

membership via bloodlines are also to be found in the naturalization practices of the 

German state (McNamara 2005, Piller 2001).  
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 The vision of mutually-exclusive nations (i.e., Volk) emerged from the writings of 

the German Romanticists of the 18th Century. One prevalent figure was Herder who 

described the Volk as a unified timeless national people who share a common language 

that best articulates their national essence (Woolard 1998: 16). The unity of the national 

people and the natural division of the world into similar homogeneous national 

communities is only thwarted by illegitimate claims to dominion over the national people 

such as monarchies or multinational empires. Accordingly, the Romanticists considered 

the nation-state arrangement as the most enlightened expression of the Volk because it 

allowed the national people to express their divine right to rule themselves under the 

auspices of a state administrative system. It follows that to make clear divisions between 

nation-states is to send them on the path back to their natural sovereign, delimited, and 

autonomous state, as envisioned by the German Romanticists. 

 

Nationalist borders as ideological product 

Billig (1995) correctly interpreted nationalism as an ideology because it is a shared 

system of organization that renders itself both as natural and universal, despite its 

sociohistorical construction from a particular vantage point. As we have seen above, 

nationalism provides a ready resource for locating individuals in a larger international 

network. But how reliable are the borders and communities that appear when we look 

through a nationalist lens? Poststructuralist voices in anthropology such as Gupta & 

Ferguson (1997) (see also Brightman 1995) have argued against the validity of nationalist 

borders due to the fact that distinction is reified and not reflected at geopolitical borders. 
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This is to argue that national communities are inherently interconnected and that mutual 

exclusivity is an impossibility. Furthermore, it is to say that homogeneous national 

communities are also an ideological fantasy; social variation and diversity are to be found 

throughout (Tai 2003).  Scholars of nationalism specifically warn of the seductiveness of 

nationalist border practices (Morris 2001, Shafer 1972), meaning that nationalist scholars 

should never take at face-value boundaries set according to nationalist principles nor 

should they telelogically project current geopolitical boundaries into the distant past. For 

this reason, national borders when deconstructed to their ideological component become 

more appropriately termed nationalist border practices. 

 Distinction, along nationalist lines, lends itself to finding authenticity in the exotic 

Other. Therefore, that which is not exotic is not distinctive at all and may be discredited. 

For example, on a pleasure trip to Nogales Sonora during the fall of 2008, I was standing 

in the Nogales Mall parking lot with my two colleagues, one visiting from China and one 

from Japan. When I asked why they were not interested in taking a picture of the Nogales 

Mall, one colleague remarked, ‘No, nothing interesting. This is no different from Tucson. 

This is not Mexico’. Instead, they took picture after picture of the Centro tourist district 

near the border gate. This example illustrates the identification practices that are tied into 

distinction-making within a nationalist framework. Nations are best understood as two 

distinct entities and to mix the two should not be recognized at all, and if it is it is to 

characterize it as inauthentic.  

 The conventional counter-argument to nationalist border practices is best 

expressed in the poststructuralist conceptualization of hybridity or Third Space (Anzaldúa 
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1987, Bhaba 1994, Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, Alvarez, & Chiu 1999, Hall 1992, 

Kramsch 1993, Rutherford 1990). I support the notion that hybridity is everywhere and 

the empirical delimiting of national culture is a futile task. Hybrid spaces, or Third 

Spaces, refer to the ambiguous area in-between nations that carries locally-recognized 

traces of both self/other at once. Furthermore, it conjures a synthesis of two formally 

distinctive entities into one, something novel and unique. For example, Gutiérrez et al. 

(1999) recount a learning community where students developed learning practices 

particular to their local context that drew on the bilingual and bicultural resources 

brought to the classroom. Likewise, Gutiérrez (2005) reports the development of a 

linguistic grammar that is particular to the bilingual classroom spaces that she had 

observed and where students were free to make use of the multiple linguistic and cultural 

resources they had at their disposal. Recognition or celebration of this Third Space is 

counter-productive to the general practices of maintaining mutually exclusive nationalist 

borders. Therefore, the explicit recognition of hybridity can appear derisive when placed 

against a nationalist framework.  

 There can be pedagogical strength in practiced hybridity. However, Vila (2003) 

investigated social categorization practices in the El Paso-Juárez border region and found 

practices that challenged the practicality of hybridity theory. Namely, in his narrative data 

collected from over 300 participants, Vila (2000, 2003) encountered border reinforcement 

along with border transcendence. He also discerned a distinction between hybrid 

individuals and border crossers. The former embody transnational practices while the 

latter remain centered in their home national subjectivity regardless of the side of the 
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border they may happen to be on. Vila (2003) warns border scholars to not get swept 

away by the attractiveness of hybridity. The practiced resistance to hybridity and the 

preference for mutually exclusive national boundaries is not surprising, given the general 

principles of nationalist border practices outlined above. Barth (1969) made the 

observation early on that ethnic identity is most pronounced and aggressively articulated 

at points of interethnic contact. That is, following Barth (1969) one would expect to find 

more nationalist border practices at an international border, not less. This cannot entirely 

be the case—but nor could Anzaldúa’s depiction of an idyllic hybridity area. This is why 

Vila (2003) argues that both practices are found in the El Paso-Juárez border area, and by 

implication possibly in other border areas like it. Vila (2003) asserts that border theory 

can benefit from close empirical investigations of social categorization practices to build 

a theoretical understanding that does not preach hybridity but locates and identifies it 

where warranted.  

 

Nationalist standard practices 

The second way in which I wish to specify nationalist practices is in the concept of 

nationalist standard practices which will be defined as the process of articulating, 

managing, and reproducing the nationalist standard subject and nationalist standard 

language in social practice. Like nationalist border practices introduced above, these 

make up a particular kind of nationalist practice. The operations of nationalist standard 

practices run in an interesting parallel to nationalist border practices. Where nationalist 

border practices handle largely intergroup variation (i.e., discerning self-nation versus 
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other-nation), nationalist standard practices address intragroup variation (i.e., how to 

manage the diversity of social practice present within nation-state geopolitical borders).  

 Furthermore, nationalist standard practices act on the nationalist principles stated 

above (nation/state dyad as primary, nationalism as comprehensive organizing system) as 

well as an additional principle that is particular to nationalist standard practices: 

singularity. In using the term singularity, I am referring to the processes of isolating a 

single point to stand in for an entire range of points which are each individually evaluated 

in terms of the centralized point. This shared orientation to a singular point works in the 

interest of nation-state institutions to facilitate rapid mobilization and unity of direction 

(Martin 1995). 

 Through the semiotic process of metonymy, nationalist standard practices 

apprehend a central point to stand in for the entire nation-state community (Billig 1995: 

88). Across the nation-state discourse community, at multiple sites and from multiple 

vantage points, the central point is recognized (misrecognized in Bourdieu’s parlance) as 

the singular source of symbolic capital and implicitly national authenticity. As the 

national standards come to stand in for the entire community and as they are perceived to 

possess inherent value, they are placed in a position where they may exert a centralizing 

force on the predominant perceptions of the world within the national community (see 

Bourdieu 1977b, Heller 2008, Voloshinov 1973). 

 Importantly, national standard practices do not eradicate non-standard varieties of 

national subjectivity or national language. In fact, they require them: non-standard 
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varieties relegated to social margins serve to reaffirm the centrality of the national 

standards, reinforced in negative relief.  

 

Nationalist standard language 

State-funded, state-recognized, and state-authorized educational institutions provide one 

valuable channel for articulating a system of linguistic distinction centered on a standard 

variety (Bourdieu 1977b, Bourdieu & Passeron 1977, Collins 1991, Lippi-Green 1997, 

Silverstein 1996, Wiley & Lukes 1996). Studies of linguistic ideologies have rendered 

visible the complex intersection of various interests in a linguistic political economy 

where values are negotiated from multiple vantage points. Some work in collusion with 

nation-state institutions; some do not. Negotiations of linguistic value vis-à-vis a standard 

linguistic variety are carried out in face-to-face social interactions that take place in 

sociopolitical contexts which influence—but do not wholly dictate—the interests of the 

agents involved (see Aslan 2007, Heller 1995, Stroud 2002, Woolard 1985).  

 The standard language is an engineered variety, one that reflects the interests of 

elite segments of a nation-state community that have been re-interpreted to appear 

universal (Bourdieu 1977b, Collins 1991, Donald 1991). Once attaining standard status, 

the variety is spoken of as if it has always been around, communicates the true essence of 

the national subject, and represents the finest in intelligence and culture (Lippi-Green 

1997). As the sociohistorical origins of the standard variety are erased (Gal & Irvine 

1995) and replaced with invented traditions (Hobsbawm 1992), the interests of the elite 

become synonymous with the entire nation of people, regardless of their social 
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positioning within the social field. Standard language can be selected from an invented 

past and ‘revived’ for the purposes of the new nation (e.g., Israel). It may also be tied to a 

particular point and place in time, established along with the nation-state (e.g., France). 

For Bourdieu (1977b), the ultimate saliency of the standard language variety is that it is 

recognized (i.e., misrecognized) as emanating from legitimate authority, which is in fact a 

completely arbitrary one. 

  

American standard English 

In the case of the United States, the standard was drawn first from British English models 

but over time took on an identity of its own. With the increase of literacy and the 

expansion of schools in the 19th century, early primers were written that were based on an 

upper mid-western dialect (Milroy & Milroy 1985, Wiley & Lukes 1996). With the 

coming of industrialization and compulsory education for all, the standard grew in 

exposure. In the early 20th century, the standard English language was first attached to 

notions of being American, a sentiment formalized in the Americanization program 

(Pavlenko 2002). Furthermore, the standard language variety in the United States remains 

an idealization, engineered to identify markedness (Lippi-Green 1997). In most cases a 

linguistic practice that is marked as non-standard carries consequences for the individual, 

both social and economic. It is the markedness of a non-standard variety that provides the 

rational grounds for important gate-keeping processes. However, it is pertinent to note 

that the markedness of non-standard varieties can, in certain limited contexts, serve to 

open doors of material wealth (e.g., most sectors of the pop music industry).  
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 The important paradox of the standard variety in the context of English is that it is 

a moving target: the standard is not entirely standardized (Milroy & Milroy 1985). The 

phonology of what counts as American Standard English varies widely and is typically 

influenced by large metropolitan areas (Wolfram & Ward 2006). For example, an 

individual living near Chicago may incorporate nasal qualities to their vowels in certain 

contexts where an individual living near Atlanta may not. Nevertheless, both speakers 

may claim that they were speaking American Standard English. In contrast to the spoken 

variety, the written variety of English is largely standardized and is consistent across the 

community of those who claim to be Standard English speakers (Goodman 2000). The 

written variety is often treated as the model for assessing both written and oral standard 

variety usage (Collins 1991). For example, the ‘correctness’ of a particular pronunciation 

is oftentimes related back to its spelling. What is also paradoxical about the standard 

variety is that defining the variety in positivistic terms is extremely difficult. Instead, 

what counts as standard is more easily defined reflexively, by identifying what is non-

standard. Thus, explains Lippi-Green (1997), the standard variety is all of those varieties 

that are left over after the non-standard have been excised. Given that the standard variety 

does not really exist in a positivistic form, Milroy & Milroy (1985) propose a treatment 

of the standard variety not in terms of specific linguistic features but in the belief that 

there is a uniform standard variety because linguistic analysis strongly refute the 

positivistic identification of American English standard (see also Silverstein 1996).  
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Nationalist standard subjectivity 

In coordination with the standard linguistic variety, nation-states also promote a national 

standard subjectivity. Anderson (1983) referred to this singular national image as the 

everyman, the imagined prototypical member of the nation.  The term subjectivity refers to 

the poststructuralist work of Weedon (1987) who describes subjectivity as a repertoire of 

positions made available to an individual by way of the discourses in which they find 

themselves. The notion of the subject is productive because it first underscores the 

dialectic between individual and society: just as the individual is subjected to social 

discourse they are also in a position to subject themselves onto social structure, thus 

creating a give-and-take between the individual and social structure. The term, 

subjectivity, is also useful because the criteria for membership are directly related to 

one’s interaction with particular social discourses. This directs analysts to focus closely 

on social practice and not to a priori social categories.  

 The use of the term, subjectivity, over the more conventionalized, identity, is in 

recognition of the fundamentally socially-constructed nature of nations and national 

identities. What that means is that anyone can take up an ‘American’ subjectivity in 

social practice; an American essence does not lie within particular individuals 

predetermined to be American. As a socially-constructed expression, the exact definition 

of the nationalist standard subjectivity is of course contested and debated at multiple sites 

both internally and externally to an individual nation-state. In what immediately follows, 

I will paint a general picture of the nationalist standard subjectivity afforded to the 

American nation-state by nation-state institutions over time. I accept that this is at the 
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expense of leaving out the multitude of interpretations of nationalist standard subjectivity 

that have and currently circulate in national discourses. Nevertheless, I select this 

particular strand of nationalist subject articulation because the voice of the nation-state 

institutions has had the most consistently influential impact on what counts and what 

does not count for formal classroom pedagogical practices.  

 Historically, the American national standard subject articulated by nation-state 

institutions has been an English-speaking, northern European individual (Motha 2006). 

This individual has also traditionally been portrayed as being monolingual (Schuck 2006). 

Of course, except in explicitly racist discourse of the past, a very matter-of-fact 

delineation of the national standard subject may be difficult to find. Therefore one must 

look to the reflexive articulation of the national standard subject. One source of 

articulation is the history of immigration policy enacted by the American nation-state. 

Quotas, preferences, and in some cases exclusionary acts created the reality that policy 

makers saw to be ideal. That is to say that as non-whites were excluded from entry on the 

grounds that the United States was a white nation, the United States came to resemble the 

nation they had used as the grounds for their exclusion. A second example is the 

Americanization movement (Bogardus 1919, Olneck 1989, Pavlenko 2002, White 1923) 

which proposed assimilating immigrant individuals into the ‘universal ideals of 

Americanism’.  The Americanization movement preached a ‘Native American’ (sic) 

culture and language which is never made entirely explicit. However, the national 

subjectivity to which they refer can be re-constructed reflexively in the categories or 
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practices that are rendered marked (i.e., un-American) in their writings. White (1923: 2) 

listed in bulleted form those categories of persons who were in need of Americanization:   

 
1) native born Americans who displayed the attitude during [World War One] of 
‘what is there in it for me’ 
2) Indians, now more than 250,000 left after our ruthless extermination of this 
race 
3) Negroes who need the advantages offered the native born whites 
4) the white mountaineer who is still entirely apart from us 
5) the foreign born…the social problems such as the Chinese and Japanese and 
other Eastern Asiatic peoples who present a difficult problem in Americanization. 
In California and the southwestern areas of the United States the Mexican 
problem is of particular importance…They hate America and are suspicious of 
her. Added to this they are wholly ignorant and illiterate. 

 
As each marked category is shaved away, the middle-class western-European white 

subjectivity is all that is left. Not surprisingly, contemporary arguments for a universal 

American civic identity or a standard English language never spell out the exact criteria 

that define these terms. Hirsch (1999) argues for a renewed focus on Americanization 

that carries on the American shared heritage and culture. Nowhere does Hirsch (1999) 

define what that is. The cynic is left to conclude that for Hirsch (1999) an American 

heritage and culture is most likely defined according to his own self-centered 

interpretation of ‘America’. In similar fashion, arguments as to the legitimacy of standard 

English (Quirk 1989) also fail to acknowledge the sociocultural location of the standard 

English as a variety of English that is not universal but emerged from specific 

sociopolitical conditions not distant from first, English, and now, American global 

influence (Phillipson 1992).   
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Nationalist practices and educational settings 

Above, it was mentioned that state-authorized educational institutions serve the interests 

of nationalist standard practices (i.e., the reproduction of shared orientation to a national 

standard of language and subjectivity). Before moving forward I would also like to take 

note of the central role state-authorized institutions play in reproducing nationalist 

practices in general. This more general point will set the stage for a critical discussion of 

the constraints nationalism imposes on language learning contexts.  

 State-authorized institutions of education, as components of social systems, serve 

to replicate the very conditions of their own legitimacy (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977, 

Giddens 1979). Recursivity is a key process (Gal & Irvine 1995, Giddens 1979, Philips 

1998) to create coherence across contexts and to legitimize the naturalness of social 

classifications according to nationalist standard precepts (see Althusser 1971, Foley 1990, 

Freire 1993, Giroux 1983, McVeigh 2003, Wiggin 1962). In the end, those who orient 

toward the symbolic capital embedded in schooling practices can find their ‘just reward’ 

and favorable placing within the nationalist social hierarchy (Eckert 1989, Foley 1990).  

 In their exposition of a theory of symbolic violence, Bourdieu & Passeron (1977) 

note that pedagogical practice draws upon power relations and in turn reproduces them 

through pedagogical instruction of ‘objective truth’ (13). However, the source of 

objective truth according to state-institutionalized pedagogy is an elite-centered 

worldview (9). This allows state educational institutions to mask their primary function 

which is to reproduce established relations of power (15). Thus, pedagogical work serves 

to reproduce the conditions of its own production, and therefore the best kind of student 
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is one who can best work in the interests of reproducing prevailing power relations within 

a nation-state field (32-33).  

 From this critical stance, the remainder of this chapter will delineate the 

connections found in the critical literature between nation-state reproduction and state-

authorized sites of schooling. The literature points to the reproduction of shared 

orientation to the symbolic capital of national standards and describes the constraints that 

this reproductive process can pose to language education. Specifically, language 

classrooms that are given over entirely to nationalist practices (border and standard) lead 

students and teachers away from the diverse and highly variable linguistic and cultural 

communities that both students and teachers inhabit. 

 

Reinforcement of nationalist standard language 

Directly due to its ability to assign value to social practices (e.g., cultural and linguistic), 

nationalist standard practices hold tremendous potency for socially stratifying those 

participating in nation-state communities. Scholars of education have long pointed to the 

important social and material consequences of one’s performance in formal educational 

settings (Bernstein 1964, Bourdieu & Passeron 1977, Collins 1991, Lippi-Green 1997, 

Wiley & Lukes 1996). Since formal schooling is dominated by state-authorized 

institutions, the state orients educational practices in the direction of recognizing 

nationalist standards. This advisement is carried out through a combination of direct 

coercion (e.g., accreditation procedures) and solicited complicity (e.g., arguments as to 

the material utility of standard practices). A predominate argument that spans both 
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coercion and solicited complicity is that of meritocracy: standards establish a level-

playing field where only the brightest and hard-working will be rewarded. However, 

critical scholars of education have deconstructed the argument of meritocracy to reveal 

that ‘shared standards’ are not shared at all but imposed from a particular sociohistorical 

positioning which has been re-contextualized as universal and suitable for all (Nieto 

2002). The consequence of this is that students who practice equivalent linguistic and 

cultural practices between the home and school setting are privileged in terms of 

assessments and educational advancement (Collins 1991, Lippi-Green 1997).  

 Group orientation to the standard variety as a legitimate source of power is 

reinforced in identifiable ways in educational settings: mystification, evocation of 

authority, misinformation, trivialization of non-standard forms, praising conformers, 

vilifying non-conformers, explicit promises/explicit threats (Lippi-Green 1997, 

Silverstein 1996). The national standard is linked explicitly to academic success and 

promises of future employment within the nation-state framework (Collins 1991, London 

2001). It is also vital to recognize that the goal of standard language instruction is not 

necessarily the adoption of the standard language variety by all who attend educational 

institutions. Whether or not students actually use the standard remains subordinate to the 

more lucrative goal of inculcating student populations into recognizing the legitimacy of 

the standard variety (Bourdieu 1977b) and the nation-state structure that is inculcated 

with it. 

 The standard language is not a variety that is spoken by any single person as a 

native language, nor is it a variety that any single person uses as their own idiolect. It is a 
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variety that is particular to certain contexts and is acquired primarily through formal 

schooling, thus making it a badge of a ‘proper’ education and all of the further labels that 

entails. This is to make clear that there are no ‘native speakers’ of American English 

standard (Davies 2004: 435).  Additionally, the process of standardization is different 

from conventionalization (Goodman 2000). Conventionalization is a natural product of 

social practice. Given any community, individuals who regularly interact with one 

another will find conventionality within their varied cultural and linguistic practices. 

Standardization, on the other hand, is not a natural process but is implemented in the 

interests of a nation-state, by an elite within the nation-state community (Bourdieu 1977a, 

Lippi-Green 1997, Wiley & Lukes 1996). 

 Earlier, language policy was discussed as it pertains to the articulation of the 

nation-state relationship. Now, I will consider language-in-education policy to direct 

attention to the way a nation-state implements standard language instruction in addition 

to the instruction of Other standard languages (i.e., foreign language classrooms).  

 To begin with standard language instruction internally to the nation-state, the 

history of the United States educational system has been more multilingual and bilingual 

than recent English-Only advocates would like to concede (Dicker 1996, Heath 1977, 

Macías 2000, Pavlenko 2002). The nation-state has not always been populated by 

monolingual English speakers but it has always been ruled by them. Nationalist standard 

practices of language do not necessarily have to be in support of monolingualism. That is 

to say it is possible to promote two or more standard languages in the public educational 

system (e.g., dual-language programs). However, monolingualism is the primary 
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orientation in the discourses that emanate from nation-state institutions in the United 

States (Silverstein 1996). An immediate example of the role educational institutions play 

in the reinforcement of standard language is found in the Ebonics debate that erupted 

from the San Francisco Bay Area during the late 1990s. The Oakland California public 

school district stated publicly that they would from that point on recognize Ebonics (e.g., 

African-American Vernacular English) as a legitimate linguistic variety that warranted 

second language instructional approaches. The fervor that spread across the nation 

touched on the widely-held belief that public schools are in the business of reinforcing 

‘correct’ (i.e., standard) language and some found it offensive to these sensibilities. 

Collins (1999) notes that the debate revealed the derogatory perception of dialect vis-à-

vis the standard language (see Billig 1995: 31), and that foreign languages (Other 

standard languages) were worthy of recognition while African American Vernacular 

English was just ‘bad English’. The Ebonics debate is echoed in a different form over the 

validity of bilingual education in US schools (see Combs, Evans, Fletcher, Parra, & 

Jiménez 2005, Shannon 1999, Wright 2005). In both cases, the underlying tension is over 

the perceived role for American state-authorized educational institutions. Those against 

the Oakland school district and bilingual education are operating on a conglomeration of 

monolingual and standard language ideologies.  

 As the nation-state contemplates standard language indoctrination at home, it 

must also consider its relationship to foreign nation-states and their own standard 

languages. This is where nationalist standard practices and nationalist border practices 

come to work in tandem. In some instances, a nation-state can view the instruction of 
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their standard language abroad as a valuable vehicle for promoting the worldview of the 

nation-state (Phillipson 1994). One prominent example noted in the literature is Japan 

(Liddicoat 2007, McVeigh 2004). Conversely, internally to the nation-state the choice of 

what languages to offer students and to what extent is essentially a political selection. 

Pavlenko (2003) reports on three different nation-states all of whom treated foreign 

language education (the language of the enemy) in different ways. Rahman (2001) offers 

one example of Pakistan’s pragmatic approach to the instruction of the language of the 

Other in domestic classrooms.  

 Nationalist principles permeate classroom language practices. In foreign language 

classrooms, one can identify nationalist border practices in the way that differences 

between nations are highlighted and internal complexities to the nation-state community 

are erased or rationalized away as inauthentic. These classes also exhibit nationalist 

standard practices because the classes reinforce the ideology of the national standard. 

Take for example the hypothetical case of a high school student in Tucson, an expert 

speaker of standard English variety who is taking her first Chinese language class 

(standard Mandarin variety authorized by the Chinese nation-state). By moving from the 

American English standard to the standard of Mandarin Chinese, two things happen: (1) 

the home standard variety is reflexively legitimatized, and (2) the entire standard 

language world order, that is, the ability of nationalism to potentially organize everything 

is also reinforced and reaffirmed.  

 When predicated on the reinforcement of nationalist practices, foreign language 

classrooms can adopt a prescriptive orientation towards a language community while 
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purporting to present students with a descriptive account of authentic language use. The 

discrepancy between the two orientations has been illustrated by way of linguistic 

analysis. For example, Matsumoto & Okamoto (2003) compare discourse analyses of 

Japanese-language communities with claims made about those communities in Japanese 

as a Foreign Language (JFL) textbooks. Their analysis identifies, among other things, a 

disparity in the frequency of sentence-final particles, and the clear separation of 

polite/casual speech as well as male/female speech patterns. This finding contradicts the 

conventionalized classroom presentations of language use in Japanese speech 

communities (see also Jones & Ono 2001, Siegal & Okamoto 1996). Fonseca-Greber & 

Waugh (2003) report comparative findings for French as a Foreign Language (FFL) 

textbooks.  

 

Reinforcement of nationalist standard subjectivity 

Public classrooms in general are often charged with the responsibility of cultivating 

responsible civic citizens with an appropriate view of their national heritage, or the 

national standard subject (see Rippberger & Staudt 2003, Westheimer 2007). For those 

who enter the nation-state community as an Other, they are also subject to demands that 

they appropriate to some extent the dominant national subjectivity. This effort was 

manifested earlier in the Americanization movement (Olneck 1989) and continues today 

in American citizenship classes facilitated by community colleges. Golden (2001) has 

documented the classroom proceedings of a single immigration class in the nation-state 

of Israel. The instructor found that the transmission of national subjectivity was not a 
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simple one-one proposition but encountered passive, and at times active, resistance on the 

part of the immigrant-status adult students.  

 As the standard language is reified in language classrooms so too are the 

simplified state-authorized depictions of national cultures. A criticism levied against 

formal language classrooms is that they paradoxically exacerbate psychological distances 

between communities, contrary to the conventional wisdom which sees the language 

classroom as a place that fosters mutual understanding across cultures and languages. 

Kubota (2002) and McVeigh (2004) address language instruction in Japan. Both conclude 

that language instruction in Japan has been for the most part given over to exclusivist 

ideologies such as Nihonjinron (crudely translated, ‘the study of the Japanese people’) 

and as a result serves in the interest of essentializing distinctions between the Japanese 

people on the one hand and the West on the other. Additionally, Kubota (1999) argues 

that the field of TESL (Teaching English as a Second Language) contributes to 

essentialized notions of East/West in the way that it exoticizes the East and constructs it 

as a monolithic entity. Indeed poststructuralist-minded pedagogues have directly 

challenged the legitimacy of national authenticity as it is advanced in language 

classrooms (Kramsch 1993, 1996, 1998, 2003, Kubota 2003, Tai 2003). In a series of 

studies, Kramsch (1993, 1996, 1998, 2003) demonstrated the shaky empirical ground 

upon which grand nationalist generalizations are predicated and the necessity for 

educator caution when communicating to students such propositions as ‘Americans are 

this way’ or ‘Germans are like this’. 
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 Scholars such as Gutiérrez & Rogoff (2003) and Holliday (1996, 1999) provide 

alternative visions of how concepts of culture can be instantiated in a language classroom 

context. Gutiérrerz & Rogoff (2003) implore educators to not view students through 

convenient ‘cultural pointers’ but to closely observe their social practices. Termed 

repertoires of practice, this focus leads teachers away from making unsubstantiated 

assumptions according to broad nationalist stereotypes. Holliday (1996, 1999) promotes 

the term small cultures to refer to the close community of learners that develops in 

classroom environments. The term small culture is intended to contrast with large 

cultures which are understood to comprise the national cultures that do not stand up to 

close ethnographic scrutiny. Observing students as inhabiting communities of small 

cultures, like Gutiérrez & Rogoff’s (2003) repertoires of practice, allows teachers to 

address the particular conditions of their students’ learning devoid of nationalist-based 

preconceptions.   

 Expressions of a national standard subjectivity are also found in foreign language 

instructional materials. Some recent studies (Heinrich 2005, Shardakova & Pavlenko 

2004) have brought attention to the role textbooks play in limiting the identity options 

which students are invited to take up. Both studies bring attention to the prevalence of 

white, middle-class, male subjectivities depicted in foreign language textbooks along 

with a dearth of diversity in the characters meant to represent target language 

communities. Thus, the dominant norms of the nation-state are recursively reproduced. 

 Nationalist border practices are implicated in the reproduction of nationalist 

standard practices in the realm of public schooling. For example, students who embody 
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hybrid cultural and linguistic practices (i.e., non-standard) are often coerced into an 

either/or proposition where they must assimilate or fail (and be blamed for it). It is vital 

to point out that this either/or process is predicated entirely on the principle of mutual 

exclusivity to national borders. When confronted with monolingual, monocultural 

ideologies that preach mutual exclusivity, transnational students (i.e., those who spend 

part of the year at one location and another in a second nation-state) become double-

others, no longer belonging to their ‘home’ nation nor to their ‘host’ nation (Hornberger 

2007, King & Ganuza 2005, Trueba 2004). The solution to their either/or dilemma is 

neither which is no solution at all.  The situation for transnational young people parallels 

that for national return migrants.   
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CHAPTER THREE: 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Ethnographically-sensitive critical discourse analysis 

The methodology undertaken for this study is grounded in two practices, ethnography 

and critical discourse analysis. Taken together, I refer to this methodology as 

ethnographically-sensitive critical discourse analysis. The primary reasoning for 

combining ethnographic methods with critical discourse analysis was to establish a 

methodology that held an ethnographic thickness to the classroom discourse to be 

critically analyzed. The combination of ethnography with discourse analysis is well-

documented in the field. From the vantage point of discourse analysis, Moerman (1988), 

a founding member of the Conversation Analysis circle, formalized Culturally-

Contextualized Conversation Analysis (CCCA) because he had the insight that 

incorporating ethnographic information into a discourse analysis provides a more 

enriching and informative understanding of human talk-in interaction than to rule out 

such information on principle alone.  Further notable examples include Duff (2002), 

Goodwin (2006), Philips (1983), Waugh, Fonseca-Greber, Vickers, & Eröz (2006). This 

chapter will elaborate on the principles behind these two methodologies and then describe 

their combined application to the data collected for this study.  
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Ethnography 

The ethnographic method I followed was modeled on the approaches detailed in Agar 

(1980) and Fetterman (1998). A primary goal for ethnographic reporting is to find a 

balance between etic and emic perspectives. Etic refers to the sensibilities of the 

ethnographer, the interpretations of the social world through grand social theory and 

established anthropological research. Emic, on the other hand, refers to the context-

specific community-centered interpretations of the social world practiced by the subject-

participants. 

 A central data elicitation device of ethnography is participant-observation. This 

entails a large amount of time spent observing social interaction in the community of 

interest with the goal of arriving at a sense of the usual and commonplace (Eckert 1989). 

While the focus is on the everyday routines of social practice, the analyst must maintain a 

sensitivity to the rarities or social breaches because they reveal plenty about the fabric of 

social routines. This is because ethnography requires not only a keen ability to observe 

and to record, but also the ability to take from multiple observations a recognition of 

patterning and key practices/concepts. In my case, participant-observation extended far 

beyond the physical environs of the language classroom so that I could capture some 

understanding of the entire lifeworlds of the students who attended class at Escuela 

Nogales. These experiences outside of the classroom in the regular communities of these 

students provided valuable information to help me make sense of the classroom practice I 

was observing. For example, I spent time at Nogales Mall, a shopping complex located 

near the classroom site. I visited restaurants that students suggested or mentioned in our 
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interactions on school grounds. Also, I visited the retail stores that students also discussed 

such as Wal-Mart and Soriana. Several students mentioned the Wal-Mart on the Arizona 

side too so I made several trips there also. The extensive contact with the students’ 

community provided me with some insights into the classroom practice that I would not 

have otherwise been aware of.  

 Ethnographic data collection also necessitates the cross-checking and 

triangulation of findings. To this end, I interviewed individuals associated with the 

Nogales Sonora community but who were not directly involved in the English class I was 

observing. For example, I interviewed a former resident of Nogales Sonora who now 

lives in Tucson Arizona. Another interviewee was a local employee of the American 

Consulate in Nogales Sonora. A third interviewee was a custodial employee at the school 

site. Thus, these ‘outsider’ interviews helped me to cross-check some of the information I 

was gathering from the students themselves and to also touch on topics that I had not 

thought of before about the classroom community.  

 Participant-observation, as a data collection procedure, is augmented by 

interviews with subject-participants. Utilizing both structured and unstructured interviews, 

the goal is to come to see the world through the eyes of the subject-participants, to touch 

on the social categories that they practice and the logic behind them. Direct questions can 

be valuable but do not often elicit the kind of information that provides the analyst with 

an insight into the worldview of their subjects. Instead, indirect questions or hypothetical 

situations or intentional breaches on the part of the analyst can reveal indirectly the 

boundaries of social categories. In my early interactions with students, I practiced a fill-in 
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exercise where I would partially complete a sentence and stop at the point where a social 

category would be made clear. When I paused long enough, students often would ‘help 

me out’ with the term I was apparently searching for. This technique (along with simple 

close listening) allowed me to identify several key terms that surfaced again and again in 

the students’ talk. The first two were americano and mexicano, both nationalist terms of 

social category. A third term was al otro lado consistently used to refer to Arizona (in 

immediate terms) and the United States (in a more abstract sense).  

 Typically data collection and engagement with a subject community is understood 

to last for at least one year. Often ethnographies report a two to three year engagement 

period. Mine was relatively short: about eight weeks of intense interaction during the fall 

course of the class and then weekly engagements during the spring of the following year. 

Thus the entire period of data collection that became the basis of my analysis was around 

six months with two of those months being intense interaction in and around the 

classroom. The remaining four months of interaction followed the conclusion of the 

Escuela Nogales course and consisted of weekly gatherings with a select group of 

students on weekend afternoons. This is below the general one-year standard, thus I 

prefer to call my analysis an ethnographically-sensitive discourse analysis in order to 

avoid charges of overstating the ethnographic thickness of my data. During data 

collection, I became involved with students on a personal level, socializing with them far 

outside of classtime in a variety of settings. Of the average 19 students who regularly 

attended class, 7 agreed to meet with me outside of class for interviews and general 

socializing. It is through their kindness and openness that I was able to see and 
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experience facets of the Escuela Nogales community that I could not have otherwise. I 

was not prepared for the way the students opened their communities to me and I found 

the experience incredibly rewarding. Regardless of my initial intentions behind reaching 

out to students, my engagement with the students of Escuela Nogales is set for a long 

trajectory into the future as I now consider them friends and close associates.  

 I recognize the limits to the ethnographic method if intended to be interpreted as 

an objective description of a given community. Therefore, I do not claim to have 

‘captured’ the essence of the Escuela Nogales student community. However, what I can 

claim is that the ethnographic reporting included in this study is the product of the 

intersection of subjectivities. The implication, therefore, is that ethnographic 

investigation carried out by a different analyst in a neighboring classroom could result in 

something distinct from what is being presented here.  

 

Details of ethnographic data collection 

Upon receiving permission from the Escuela Nogales administration, I began travelling to 

and from Nogales Sonora with the English teachers twice weekly to observe classes and 

to interact with students attending the school. This lasted for eight weeks until the end of 

that current session. With the onset of the next session, I was invited by administration to 

attend one class at Escuela Nogales for the purpose of extensive data collection. The 

teacher and the students involved in this class became the central focus of my data 

collection. First, the teacher was consented using consent procedures outlined in the IRB 

Human Subjects protection forms.  
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 On the first day of classes, the teacher gave me permission to address the class for 

a few minutes to introduce my study and to elicit participation from students. Following 

the end of that first class, students visited me in a classroom located at a different location 

removed from their regular classroom to ask questions about my study and to undergo 

consenting procedures. This process lasted over the course of two weeks because not all 

students consented right away. (I found a greater response when I switched my linguistic 

practices to Spanish.) There were two general levels of access to which students 

consented. The first level involved only allowing me to observe their classroom 

participation and to make note of it via field notes, audio taping, and/or videotaping. The 

second level of consent allowed me to meet with students outside of classtime for 

interviews. These were to be audio-recorded with the student’s express consent. The 

students who consented to the second level access became the host students of my study. 

I refer to them as host students because they kindly agreed to share their time with me 

outside of classtime and at times became my guide to the Nogales Sonora community. 

After the conclusion of the course, I maintained contact with four students for four 

additional months. We met on a weekly basis for informal conversations. 

 To briefly sketch the participants in the study, the students were all over the age 

of 18 and professed Mexican national identity. The class offered a fair balance of 

male/female participants. The majority of students were university graduates and worked 

in local maquila factories. All of the males were employed at area maquila factories, but 

the employment situation for female students varied. There were no students (potential 
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participants) who fit the traditional criteria for at-risk populations: pregnant individuals, 

children, or prisoners. Further student detail is presented in Chapter Four. 

 I regularly attended and participated in Escuela Nogales classes twice weekly for 

the entire eight-week term. Each class meeting was for around two hours. All together, I 

attended 28 hours of classroom instruction. In addition to attending, observing, and 

participating in class I was also able to audiotape some segments of classroom practice 

over the course of the eight weeks. Also, I was able to audiotape the formal interviews 

that I conducted with host students as well as a few informal ones. In total, I collected 19 

hours and 50 minutes of audiotape. Finally, I was able to videorecord 3 hours and 30 

minutes of classroom practice. 

 Alongside classroom observation and participation, interviews comprised a large 

portion of my data collection. I divide my interviews into two categories: formal and 

informal. When I refer to formal interviews, I am referring to interviews that were 

conducted away from the campus grounds, often in a public place such as a coffee shop 

or the food court of Nogales Mall. Formal interviews were always pre-arranged 

beforehand with the student and I always approached them with a set of topics to discuss. 

During formal interviews I brought along data collection instruments either in the form of 

a pen and notepad or an audio recording device. Depending on the comfort of the 

individual, some formal interviews were recorded on paper and others on audiotape. On a 

few occasions I did both. In total, I conducted 11 formal interviews with students, the 

instructor, US Consulate employees and Escuela Nogales administration. Each formal 



 
 

73 
 

interview ranged from 30 minutes to 1 hour and 30 minutes. I was able to formally 

interview two host students twice each and the instructor three times.  

 During these interviews, it was necessary that I construct questions that would 

probe a particular topic in an indirect way. This is true for ethnographic interviews in 

general but even more germane for my study since I was investigating nationalism, an 

ideology that is circulated in banal discourse largely subconsciously. Thus it was 

unproductive to ask direct questions to students such as ‘What is your national identity?’. 

Furthermore, students may not have been able to clearly articulate their views on 

nationalism because the ideology may be so natural to them that they could find it 

difficult to articulate using explicit wording. One example of a line of questioning I used 

is the following: “Has there ever been a time when you really felt Mexican or 

American?”. However, the exact wordings of questions and their exact content developed 

with time as I engaged the students in these informal conversations. The strategy behind 

the formulation of questions for these informal discussions was to elicit an explanation of 

the world from the student’s perspective without the analyst’s imposition of terms, 

categories, or definitions on the student. The information that I gleamed from our 

interviews is of course constrained to the particular context in which they were carried 

out. They only reflect information that students felt comfortable in sharing with me and 

in the manner that seemed appropriate to them given the context of the interview. 

Furthermore, my interpretation of the information provided is of course also subject to 

my own personal positioning in relation to the student interviewee. 
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 I also conducted a number of informal interviews. The informal interviews 

differed from formal ones in that they were often impromptu interviews conducted on the 

school grounds either before or after classroom instruction, or during instructional breaks. 

Often I arrived to each classroom meeting with a set of 4-5 questions that I wanted to ask 

students if given the chance during that evening’s class meeting. In total, I carried out 21 

informal interviews with a total of 14 students, 6 of whom I identify as host students to 

the study. Often the questions from formal interviews were applicable to informal 

interviews too. My general strategy for informal interviews, because I did not know how 

much time I could speak with the individual student, was to ask a question that would 

then lead into additional elaboration questions (if time permitted). Oftentimes, I was only 

able to ask 1-2 questions during informal interview due to time constraints (e.g., student 

didn’t have much time to talk).  

 In the figure below, I present samples of questions that I included in my 

conversations with students. Many were used in both formal and informal interview 

contexts. Some of the questions that favored a direct answer were useful for informal 

interviews because they provided me with a quick response that I could compare against 

other responses. If time permitted, I could probe that initial response with deeper 

questions. This list developed over the course of eight weeks. As topics came up through 

other conversations and also through my observations I constructed questions that would 

elicit some input from individual students. The questions evolved over time, some 

yielding many interesting responses and others not so much.  
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 Very early in the study, I initiated conversations in English. However, soon 

afterwards I switched to initiating all interviews in Spanish and maintained Spanish until 

I received signals from the student that English was also preferred. Very often I 

employed code-switching sequences in order to verify my comprehension. Some students 

followed this strategy too and some did not. While there is the obvious drawback to not 

mastering  both Spanish and English in a balanced way, I believe my novice status vis-à-

vis Spanish actually provided some benefit to my interviewing activities. For example, it 

might have been less alarming for me to ask obvious questions or to at least downplay the 

true intent behind my obvious questions (to cross-check or to verify some definition I 

heard from other sources). Also, the fact that I made many mistakes in Spanish also could 

have disarmed students about English so that we could both relax and find a common 

ground. Finally, I have the interpretation that students appreciated the fact that I was 

trying to speak Spanish as hard as they were trying to speak English. Several students 

commented that they really liked hearing my Spanish.  

 Many of the following questions were designed to elicit particular categories so 

that then I could probe deeper into the category if time permitted. For example, the 

question about who speaks English at work (question 10) was designed to elicit 

categories of people according to language usage. Very often the English speakers at the 

maquilas were the americanos. From there, I could probe deeper into the criteria that 

made up the americano category.  I utilized the same baiting strategy in the question 

about what language people used when they travel to the other side (question 9). Often 

students told me that they would use both, and it depended on how the person looked: 
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either americano or mexicano. From there, we delved into the criteria for discerning an 

individual as being either americano or mexicano and so forth. Some questions were 

purposively based on inaccurate premises to see how students would react. For example, 

the question about no Spanish being in the classroom (question 4) was knowingly a false 

question but it was designed to elicit a student reaction that would reveal how they felt 

about using L1 in the classroom and to what extent they would rationalize the practice. 

 
TABLE 1: Sample questions for ethnographic interviews 
 Question (English) Question (Spanish) 
1 What are you doing for Thanksgiving? ¿Tiene usted planes para el día de 

Thanksgiving? 
2 What type of English are you studying in 

this class? 
¿Que tipo de inglés está estudiando en 
este curso? 

3 Is this class making you into an 
American? 

¿Este curso lo está convertiendo en 
americano? 

4 Why is there no Spanish in the classroom? ¿Por qué no se habla español en el salón 
de clase? 

5 Why do people need English to speak 
with Americans here in Nogales? 

¿Por qué se necesita que hablar inglés con 
los americanos aquí en Nogales? 

6 What are the differences between this 
class and others in Nogales? 

¿Cuáles son las diferencias entre este 
curso y otros en Nogales? 

7 For what reasons are you taking this 
English class? 

¿Por cuáles razones está usted estudiando 
inglés? 

8 Why did you choose to study here at 
Escuela Nogales? 

¿Por qué elijío usted Escuela Nogales para 
estudiar inglés? 

9 When you go to the other side, what 
language do you speak? 

Cuando va usted al otro lado, ¿cuál 
idioma usa usted? 

10 Who speaks English at your workplace? ¿Quienes hablan inglés en su lugar de 
trabajo?  

11 What are the characteristics of a good 
English teacher? 

¿Cuáles son las características de un 
buen/a maestro/a de inglés? 

12 Who is the most Mexican in class in your 
opinion? 

En su opinion ¿quién es el/la más 
mexicano/a en la clase? 

13 What does the word paisano/pocho mean? ¿Qué significa la palabra 
‘paisano/pocho’? 

14 How do people know I’m American when 
they see me on the street? 

¿Cómo sabe la gente que soy americano 
cuando me ven? 
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15 My friend says she is Mexican-American. 
Her parents are from Sonora but she has 
lived in Tucson all her life. What do you 
think, is that correct that she says she is 
Mexican-American? 

Mi amiga dice que es Mexican-American. 
Sus padres son de Sonora pero ella ha 
vivido en Tucson toda su vida. ¿Que le 
parece a usted esto? ¿Es correcto que ella 
diga que es Mexican-American? 

 
I also formally interviewed the instructor of the course as well as several administrators 

attached to the UA institution facilitating the Escuela Nogales program. Questions I took 

with me to these interviews include the following. These interviews were conducted 

entirely in English. 

 
• Where is the ultimate goal for the students at Escuela Nogales? What is the 

endpoint of the program? 
• Can you tell me more about the general sequencing of the program? 
• Sometimes I hear students using Spanish during class. How do you feel about 

that? 
• For what reasons do most students report taking the Escuela Nogales class? 
• How do the students find out about the class? 
• Are there similar classes at the maquila factories? 
• What kind of English are the students learning? 

 
In addition to interviews, I audiotaped classroom instruction and group interactions that 

took place during classtime. On two occasions I received permission to videotape 

classroom practice. To further investigate the perceptions of the students at Escuela 

Nogales, I employed other elicitation devices such as (a) a short questionnaire, (b) a 

border graphic art activity, (c) a social categorization percentage activity, and (d) 

informal email exchanges. All of these further elicitation devices were presented to 

students in bilingual format. I used the short questionnaire because I was finding that 

access to students for basic information was somewhat limited. The questionnaire was 

designed to probe student perceptions in three general areas: (1) identifying English 

speakers at work, (2) describing teacher-student disconnect at Escuela Nogales, and (3) 
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reflecting on change in student subjectivity via English study. I passed out the 

questionnaire as I exchanged greetings with students during two class meetings. The 

response rate was low. Four were returned to me. Below is a reproduction of the 

questionnaire under discussion. 

 
ILLUSTRATION 2: Student questionnaire 

  
 A further data elicitation instrument was a border graphic art activity. This 

derived from an interest in how students interpreted the geographical landscape in 

relation to nationalism. Students were given a blank physical map of the North American 

continental area and were presented with the hypothetical situation of a UFO visiting the 

Earth and looking for interesting things to do. The student was asked to indicate to the 

UFO where they should go by labeling the map using a mixture of visuals and text. A 

Cuestionario muy sencillo  / Very Simple Questionnaire (bmeadows@email.arizona.edu) 
 
Completar este cuestionario es voluntario. Escribir su nombre tambíen es voluntario.  Gracias por su 
ayuda con mi estudio.  Sus respuestas pueden ser escritos en inglés, español o una combinacíon de los 
dos. Completing this questionnaire is voluntary. Writing your name is also voluntary. Thank you for 
your help with my study. Your responses may be written in English, Spanish or a combination of the 
two. 
 
1. ¿Escucha usted inglés en su lugar de trabajo? Si lo escucha, ¿quienes son las personas que hablan 
inglés? Do you hear English at your workplace? If you hear it, who are the people speaking English? 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. Por favor, completa la oracíon: Una cosa que maestros de inglés no entienden pero deben entender 
sobre nosotros es… Please complete the sentence: One thing English teachers don’t understand about 
us but should is… 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. ¿Cómo ha cambiado usted desde que empezó a estudiar ingles? Por ejemplo, perspectivas de si 
mismo o otras personas…aspectivos de su vida diaria…etc. How have you changed since you started 
learning English? For example, your perspectives of yourself or of other persons…aspects of your daily 
life…etc. 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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reproduction of the activity is provided immediately below. (The reproduction below is 

already filled-out by a student.) This activity was intended to explore how students 

immediately graft nationalist borders to empty physical space. As expected, students 

responded by indicating specific place names that fit with nationalist divisions of the 

world (e.g., Canada, US, Mexico, Mexico City, Las Vegas, Sonora, etc.). I was also 

interested in seeing how the students depicted the geopolitical border between the US and 

Mexico. I was surprised to see that all of the respondents drew in the geopolitical 

boundaries between Canada, the United States, and Mexico. Additionally, I was 

interested in testing the hypothesis that students discerned more detail in their self-nation 

as opposed to the other-nation. Regarding both interests, the map activity results were not 

entirely conclusive. Like the questionnaire, only a handful were returned: four.  

 
ILLUSTRATION 3: Tourist map activity 
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 A further elicitation device was employed in January when I was able to ask host 

students to indicate connotative differences between social labels circulating in the 

Nogales Sonora community. In particular, students were asked to assign a percentage 

value to the ‘Mexicanness’ of individuals hypothesized to particular categories such as 

(Mexicano, Mexican-American, paisano). Along with the specific labels, students were 

also presented with short hypotheticals and asked to assign a percentage value to 

individuals in these situations as well. An example of a hypothetical situation is the 

following: Una persona que tiene dos pasaportes (México y los EUA). Dice ‘soy los dos’ 

[a person who has two passports (Mexico and the US). They say ‘I am both’.]. 

 
TABLE 2: Percentage activity 

Percentage Activity 
On a scale from 0% Mexicano to 100% Mexicano, where would you place the following people? 
0% ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------100% 
mexicano                                                                                            mexicano 
 
paisano pocho persona que nació en 

Nogales SON. Tiene 
13 años viviendo en 
Tucson. No tiene 
pasaporte de los EUA. 
Dice ‘soy mexicano’. 

Los niños de las 
personas que tienen 
muchos años viviendo 
al otro lado y tienen 
un pasaporte de los 
EUA. También dicen 
‘somos Mexican-
American’. 

Una persona que es 
completamente 
bilingüe y que ha 
vivido toda su vida 
aquí en Nogales 
SON. 

Una persona que 
nació en Nogales 
SON, no habla inglés 
y nunca ha ido al otro 
lado. 

Una persona que tiene 
dos pasaportes 
(México y los EUA). 
Dice ‘soy los dos’. 

Mexican-American 
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TABLE 3: Translation of categories  
paisano pocho A person who was 

born in Nogales 
Sonora. They have 13 
years living in 
Tucson. They do not 
have an American 
passport. They say ‘I 
am Mexican’. 

The children of people 
who have many years 
living on the other 
side of the border and 
have American 
passports. They say 
they are Mexican-
American. 

A person who is 
completely bilingual 
and has lived their 
entire life here in 
Nogales Sonora 

A person who is born 
in Nogales Sonora, 
does not speak 
English and has never 
been to the other side 
(across the border). 

A person who has two 
passports (Mexico and 
the US). They say ‘I 
am both’. 

Mexican-American 
 

 
Finally, I exchanged brief emails with some students. These were productive ways to ask 

students quick questions and to elicit their representation of either key terms in the 

community or key events. For example, I was able to send out emails to several host 

students inquiring as to the meaning of the word paisano. To this I received informative 

responses. Later when two cartel-related events of violence took place resulting in the 

temporary cancellation of classes, I was able to check in with students via email to get 

their brief reaction to what had been going on. They clearly distanced themselves from 

the street crime and the gang-related violence. Two examples of email exchanges are 

provided below. 

 
FIGURE 1: Sample email exchanges 
 
Bryan’s email         Student response 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dear [Student] 
Can I ask you a quick question: 
 
Who are the 'paesanos'? Are they 
Mexicans? 
 
My friend used that word yesterday 
and I didn't exactly undertand 
'paesanos'. 

Hi Bryan, 
 
It's a common expresion in Mexico, 
your  meaning is correct They are Mexican, 
This word is used for recognize a People 
that came from the same place or City than 
you. 
But only a little correction, the Word is " 
Paisano"  and you can contract it as "Paisa" 
I hope to cleare your doubt., 
 
Sincerely, Regards. 
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Bryan’s email             Student response 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 To augment my personal interactions with individuals involved in the 

communities of Nogales Sonora, I collected newspaper clippings from on-line websites, 

blog entries from weblogs, and collected information about Nogales Sonora from book 

publications. The online newspapers that I regularly scanned during the two months of 

intense data collection are the following: Nuevo Día (Nogales Sonora newspaper), 

Nogales International (Nogales Arizona newspaper) and Arizona Daily Star (Tucson 

Arizona newspaper). The information that I acquired from books will be incorporated 

into my ethnographic sketches of the Nogales Sonora community in Chapter Five.  

 Considering some of the limitations to my data collection, I found that personal 

access to students was somewhat limited. This is for various reasons. First, I was not 

residing in the Nogales Sonora community during data collection. I commuted back and 

forth two to three times a week to attend classes and to meet with students in social 

settings where their schedule allowed for it. The driving distance also held me back in 

that the drive one-way from Escuela Nogales to my home was about 1 hour and 30 

minutes. Making that drive at 10pm or 11pm is a treacherous one due to the danger of 

drivers fatigue and/or the danger of deer on the darkened highway. Another time issue 

What's up SENTRI-brother, 
 
Good talking with you today. That is 
crazy with the sicarios and everything. 
Do these shootouts happen often? 
 

Que onda wey!! 
 
Guey it's like a gay! and I'm not gay. 
 
Whe are in this situation since May of this 
year. I don't know what happen 
whit those sicarios. But we have to take 
some precaution. 
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was the time required to cross the border between Mexico and the United States. It 

typically took only a matter of minutes to cross from the United States into Mexico. On 

the other hand, crossing into the United States from Mexico was frustratingly time-

consuming, even more so as the holiday season arrived and more and more travelers were 

crossing into Arizona to go shopping at Tucson malls. Sometimes the wait was 30 

minutes, other times over one hour.  

 Related to this, some students had a difficult time agreeing to meet before or after 

classtime due to their work schedule or family responsibilities. Very often students 

arrived at Escuela Nogales directly from work and were in no mood to meet with me 

prior to the class because they felt too rushed. Following class, many students had to rush 

home to their children or to their spouses. Some were able to work out agreements with 

family members so that we could meet after class but this was never guaranteed. I was 

able to meet with some students on days when there was no class or on a Saturday 

afternoon and this is when I conducted some of my formal interviews. If I had lived in the 

Nogales Sonora area during this data collection I am sure I would have been able to make 

myself more available to students and thus conduct more interviews. So, time played a 

role in limiting access to students. Thus, the data that I was able to collect differs in terms 

of paucity compared to more extensive studies such as Eckert (1989), Foley (1990), 

Goodwin (2006), Heath (1983). 
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Critical discourse analysis and ethnography 

Data collection via ethnographic principles was combined with the application of Critical 

Discourse Analysis. The combination of ethnographic data collection with Critical 

Discourse Analysis was intended to provide the analyst with a rich amount of intertextual 

and cross-referenced data in which to craft an analysis of classroom discourse from a 

critical standpoint.  

 While the incorporation of ethnographic principles to critical studies of discourse 

is assumedly quite common, I will highlight recent studies that explicitly link 

ethnography to Critical Discourse Analysis (Kumagai 2004, Rampton 2007, Schrøder 

2007). Kumagai (2004) marries ethnographic methods to Faircloughian Critical 

Discourse Analysis in order to examine the co-construction of knowledge along lines of 

power/identity in a Japanese-as-a-Foreign Language (JFL) university classroom. In terms 

of method, she describes her methodology as a combination of ethnography and critical 

discourse analysis in a way that allows each to complement the other. Ethnography has 

been criticized as apolitical and too steeped in essentialized notions of culture while 

critical discourse analysis has been criticized for being too political and lacking 

consistent empirical approaches (Kumagai 2004: 60-61). She assigns three principles to 

her combined methodology: (1) end product of collaborative change, (2) reflective 

practices, and (3) situating classroom practices in a broader sociopolitical milieu 

(Kumagai 2004: 61-62). Rampton (2007) has recently outlined the intersection of 

research methodologies in the context of British sociolinguistic research which he terms, 

linguistic ethnography. According to Rampton (2007: 596) the promise of this 
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intersection is that ethnography opens up discourse analytic study to humanizing the 

investigation of social processes. In reverse, discourse analysis also ties ethnography 

down to closely trace textual processes that provide an inductive link between 

microinteractions and macro social theory. Schrøder (2007) outlines the limitations of 

Critical Discourse Analysis to handle in a convincing way the interpretations of media 

text by observers and then proposes a new approach, Discourse Ethnography, to combine 

analyst interpretation of media text with those of laypersons who encounter the same text. 

The general theme that emerges from these three recent studies is that ethnographically-

sensitive critical discourse analysis can facilitate analyses that are rich in sociopolitical 

contextual detail and that also address the limitations of analyst-centered analysis of 

text/discourse.   

 

Critical discourse analysis 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is best characterized as an approach rather than a field 

because it operates as a confederation of social theories and methodologies each heavily 

influenced by critical theorists such as Marx, the Frankfurt School, and Habermas (Agger 

1991, Tyson 2006, van Dijk 2001). As such, CDA is dedicated to the liberation of society 

from a false consciousness appropriated in discourse. Specifically, critical theorists attack 

ideologies which are advanced in discourse by elite interests and are utilized to mask, 

rationalize, and mystify arrangements of social inequities. It follows then that CDA 

oscillates between a focus on micro and macro social workings based on the presumption 

that all language use is enmeshed in dense webs of sociopolitical structure (Luke 2002: 
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100; see also Voloshinov 1973). Also critical theory advocates the commitment to 

rectifying power asymmetries as they are exposed through analysis. This means that the 

conventional critical analysis will move between description and call-to-action. 

Additionally, a critical stance also rejects all notions of objectivity or political neutrality. 

Instead, all scientific work is by its very nature political and the foremost expression of 

that statement is for the analyst to take responsibility for their own political leanings and 

biases in their work (van Dijk 2001). 

 CDA scholars approach discourse as social practice, social action with material 

consequences (Fairclough & Wodak 1997). Furthermore, these scholars perceive 

dialectic relationships between society/discourse as the two are mutually constitutive (i.e., 

society shapes discourse as discourse shapes society). The same dialectic applies to other 

relations such as macro/micro, and between powerful/powerless.  

 From its early emergence, CDA has come to exhibit three predominant lines of 

research (Meyer 2001). One is the research agenda set forth by Critical Linguistics and 

later picked up by Fairclough (1995). This line of study employs close linguistic analysis 

of texts based on the principles of Hallidayan Systemic Functional Linguistics. Textual 

analysis considers all levels of patterning of discourse, from the global level, to the 

sentence level, and to the lexical/phonetic levels. Another predominant strand is that of 

socio-historical analysis which pays close attention to the historical trajectories 

contributing to a given text under analysis. Developed by Wodak (2001), socio-historical 

analysis has proven very productive to the analysis of nationalist ideologies such as how 

they influence language policy and personal identifications to the nation-state. The third 
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dominant line of research is that of van Dijk’s (1990, 1999) social cognitive analysis. Van 

Dijk’s analyses attempt to delineate the connection between social interaction at the 

individual level and social categorization at the macro. Adopting the concept of social 

cognition, van Dijk holds that discourse is its primary site of articulation and negotiation. 

Also, social cognition is composed of the collection of social representations that take 

shape in micro interaction and are projected to the macro level (van Dijk 1990).   

 Scholars of CDA employ methodologies in a way that gives particular interest to 

analyzing the discourse of official nation-state institutions as they believe that institutions 

of power (as manufacturers of ideology) must be held accountable for their manipulative 

activities. Additionally, the institutions of power have the most immediate opportunity to 

rectify practices of social inequity (Wodak 2001). For this reason, CDA case studies 

more commonly select institutionally-sanctioned written documents (e.g., Guerrero 2009) 

and public pronouncements (e.g., Meadows 2007) as textual objects of analysis. 

Additionally, CDA scholars recognize the intertextuality of each text and its 

embeddedness in sociopolitical context. Thus, CDA requires analysts to look outside the 

immediate text or to look across a textual series in order to support one’s claims. A 

sensitivity to intertextuality naturally encourages the methodological process of 

triangulation. This preference for triangulation is further realized due to the qualitative 

nature of many CDA case studies. Triangulation allows the analyst to bring together 

separate, but interconnected, elements to argue for the most reasonable interpretation of a 

particular text.  
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 There are persistent criticisms of Critical Discourse Analysis that circulate in the 

social sciences (Atkinson 1999, Bucholtz 2001, Waters 2007). One is that true science is 

a neutral and apolitical endeavor. Thus, what critical theorists are doing is not science at 

all but polemizing at best, propagandizing at worst. A second criticism is that critical 

theorists claim to speak for the oppressed masses without verifying through their analysis 

that (a) the population in question feels the need to be liberated, and that (b) the analyst’s 

take on the situation coincides with the community’s interpretations of the situation. In 

these types of situations, the critical discourse analyst is painted as a smug, pompous ivy-

towerist who does not give voice to the people they claim to give voice to but instead 

irresponsibly impose a voice to them. The critical response is the following: (1) no 

language use is apolitical and that extends to all scientific practice however one chooses 

to define the term, (2) hegemony renders power asymmetries as natural and thus 

individuals often can see no alternative to the status quo; CDA endeavors to raise 

awareness to the arbitrary nature of current political arrangements so that individuals can 

decide for themselves how to craft their worlds. From within CDA, Luke (2002) notes 

that CDA must develop complex methodologies to address the ambiguity and hybridity 

of modern globalized communities. It must also provide explicit alternatives to the power 

regimes it criticizes. As has been considered above, ethnographic study of communities 

in conjunction with CDA provides analysts with much more powerful analytical 

frameworks in which to make claims and calls for action. 
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Application of ethnographically-sensitive critical discourse analysis  

The application of ethnographic methodology and critical discourse analysis for the 

purposes of this study worked in a cyclical process. The ethnographic data that I collected 

through participant-observation of not only the classroom practice but social practices of 

the student community was further thickened by way of informal/formal interviews as 

well as additional data elicitation devices described above. As this information was 

coming in, I was also critically analyzing the classroom discourse (documented via a 

combination of observation notes, audio-recordings, and video-recordings) following 

each class meeting. It was a several-stepped process to identify the segments of 

classroom discourse to closely analyze for inclusion in the study. It began with the 

approach to ethnographic data collection that privileged general information, for just 

‘getting a feel’ for what was going in the classroom and what people talked about with 

me in face-to-face encounters. In terms of the classroom practice, I was able to identify 

recurring patterns (i.e., routines) to the classroom practice and the conventional 

repertories of practice each student brought to the classroom situation. I next sensitized to 

the unexpected, the breaches, because they gave insight into the commonsense of the 

classroom practice. To provide a concrete example, I noticed that the instructor insisted 

on English during instruction but would occasionally use Spanish when he would reach 

an instructional impasse. At these times he would highly mark the switch to Spanish in 

discourse. Furthermore, I touched on the fact that the instructor marked my use of 

Spanish to the class in whole-class announcements by reminding the class following my 

speech, ‘Okay, no more Spanish’. I then attempted to correlate my observations with 
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those of the students. At that point I had already known from ethnographic interviews 

that americano/mexicano were two polar categories oriented to by this student 

community and that language choice (Spanish versus English) was one of the cluster 

criteria that position an individual in one category or the other. So, I included in my 

interviews at that point an informal discussion of Spanish in the classroom to see how 

students interpreted the instructor’s use of Spanish (and by extension mine). The majority 

of students responded negatively towards the teacher’s use of Spanish because it broke 

the English immersion environment. What is more, students faulted themselves for using 

Spanish in the classroom in side-conversations, framing it as a failure or an example of 

being bad students. This kind of ethnographic information then led me back to the 

classroom discourse data to representative examples of the teacher marking Spanish and 

to interpret the meaning of that marking from the perspective of the students (i.e., to 

answer the question, what does Spanish mean to these students in this classroom 

context?). This further led me to consider the students’ use of Spanish in the classroom 

and to pay attention to that in later classroom meetings. The cycle continued in this way. 

Segments of discourse selected from ethnographic interviews or from classroom 

discourse that I present in what follows were selected for either a representative or a 

particularization function. I make an effort to elucidate which throughout the analysis.  

 The critical discourse analysis was conducted on classroom discourse items by 

attending to linguistic features largely at the level of the utterance but points of coherence 

at the level of discourse and distinction markers at the phonological level were also 

considered. Lexical choice weighs in heavily to the analysis as they give suggestion as to 
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underlying categorizational practices of the classroom participants. Likewise, pronouns 

and their most likely anaphoric references take some segment of the analysis as do 

collocations of particular lexical items considered longitudinally across the classroom 

discourse. I paid attention to segments of discourse for either their representative or 

unique positioning vis-à-vis the larger corpus of classroom discourse as well as the 

ethnographic data collected in/around the classroom. This is to say that the ethnographic 

data provided a valuable tool for triangulating, cross-checking, and providing general 

background commonsense knowledge to segments of classroom discourse, thus 

strengthening the validity behind the critical analysis. For each discourse segment 

selected, I developed an interpretation of the salience of that particular segment that gave 

privilege to counter-arguments so that my interpretations account for all data collected. 

Still, I recognize that critical discourse analysis is qualitative, interpretive analysis and 

that counter-arguments that I have not yet considered are most certainly to be expected. 

Also, data collected by a different analyst or at additional locations would most likely 

render certain parts of my analysis refutable.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

ETHNOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND 

 

Situating Nogales Sonora 

Data collection was carried out at Nogales Sonora, a city that shares the US/Mexico 

border with Nogales Arizona. The two municipalities make up one of fourteen sister city 

pairs along the geopolitical border (Romero 2007). Nogales Sonora is situated entirely 

within the geopolitical boundaries of Mexico and was organized in the late 1800s at a 

time when the Arizona/Sonora region was being re-shaped by railroad and mining 

interests. The United States government estimates the Nogales Sonora municipal 

population to be around 250,000 individuals (United States Department of State 2009). 

Compare this to the estimated 20,000 inhabitants of Nogales Arizona just across the 

border.  

 This chapter will provide a brief sketch of the classroom situation encountered at 

Escuela Nogales. To begin the chapter, two select aspects of the greater Nogales Sonora 

community will be considered: the maquila industry and the fascination in Arizona media 

outlets with narcotraficante violence. From there, the chapter will introduce the students 

of the Escuela Nogales classroom observed for this study. Specifically, their position will 

be explicitly contrasted against the unflattering portrayals of the Nogales Sonora 

community in Arizona media. The students featured in this study occupy an elevated 

status vis-à-vis the general Nogales Sonora community, and that privilege will be 

considered in terms of four interrelated aspects: education, employment, economic, and 
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social status. Next, the general classroom composition will be described in detail, and 

finally the chapter will close with a description of the Escuela Nogales instructor who 

agreed to participate in the study by graciously opening his classroom to my investigation. 

  There is one important disclaimer before advancing forward: the observations 

and generalizations presented are to be understood only in terms of the students who 

attended the classroom that I observed at Escuela Nogales. The descriptions may/or may 

not apply to members of other classrooms at Escuela Nogales. Certainly, they will not 

apply to other segments of the larger Nogales Sonora city population. In fact, data 

collected via ethnographic methodology reveals a sharp distinction in social practice 

between the students of the observed classroom and the general Nogales Sonora 

community.  

 

Maquila industry 

It will be valuable to consider the historical background of the maquila industry in 

Nogales Sonora because the majority of Escuela Nogales students are employed as mid-

level managers at maquila factories. Like other border cities, Nogales Sonora is 

characterized by a prevalence of maquila factories which are operated by foreign 

companies through special arrangement with the Mexican government. The majority of 

maquila factories in the Nogales Sonora sector are American-owned. Since its 1965 

inception in the Border Industrialization Program, the maquila industry has provided a 

business-friendly environment for non-Mexican companies to benefit from low labor 

costs and low regulation inside border zones specifically designated for maquila 
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operations (Dwyer 1994, Romero 2007). In general, the maquila industry facilitates select 

segments of manufacturing processes. Originally, products were not to be finalized for 

Mexican domestic consumption but there are indications that this restriction has since 

been lifted.  

 With the passage of NAFTA in 1994, the maquila industry rapidly expanded 

along the Mexico/US border. At present, the United States government estimates there 

are 90 maquila factories located in the vicinity of Nogales Sonora. To provide a sense of 

the impression the maquila industry, Romero (2007) reports that 85% of the exports out 

of Mexico are destined for the US. Maquila factories have attracted workers from all 

parts of Mexico (and even from across the border in the United States: see Ullman 2005) 

to fulfill the employment demands generated by the industry. Maquila factories require a 

range of individuals. Highly-trained individuals with advanced degrees fill mid-

management positions and work in coordination with American plant managers and/or 

contacts in the United States. On the other hand, low-skilled workers are attracted to the 

promise of a steady wage and a way out of extreme poverty (Dwyer 1994).  

 Romero (2007: 202) reports that in recent years, the maquilas have had to cut 

back on costs in order to compete with Chinese labor markets because they can provide 

even cheaper labor costs, despite the large transportation distances. The current economic 

downturn in the United States is understandably affecting the maquila industry in 

Nogales Sonora. During my data collection period, two factories closed operations, and 

reportedly, all factories underwent some amount of layoffs. The wife of one of the 

Escuela Nogales students was laid off from her position at a maquila factory during the 
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time that I was collecting data. As of April 2009 (six months later) she had not yet found 

a replacement job. 

  

Nogales Sonora in the American media  

During the fall semester in which I conducted data collection at Escuela Nogales, street 

violence associated with narcotraficante activity became a headline issue for Arizona 

news media outlets. For example, the Arizona Daily Star newspaper (Nov. 9, 2008) and 

Arizona Public Media radio broadcast (Dec. 12, 2008) reported a link street violence in 

Nogales Sonora and  a drop in tourist crossings from Arizona to Sonora. During the 

following spring, the University of Arizona (Arizona Daily Wildcat Feb. 12, 2009) issued 

a travel warning to students planning to spend their spring break vacation along the 

Sonoran coast.  The state government of Sonora quickly responded with an official 

statement reinforcing the safe environment for spring break travelers. Whereas during the 

fall of 2008 the Arizona Daily Star reported a shock to retail business in the tourist sector 

of Nogales Sonora, during the spring of 2009, the Arizona Daily Star headlines 

increasingly began to focus on the possible ‘spillover’ of violence from Mexico into the 

southern Arizona region (e.g., Arizona Daily Star, March 25, 2009: ‘Feds boost border 

security: Hundreds of agents with high-tech gear ordered to help Mexico fight drug 

cartels’). 

 These pejorative discourses did not appear out of nowhere. Such emphasis on 

Mexico as a place of violence and danger is nothing new. This discourse drew on and in 
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turn contributed to negative portrayals of Mexico well-established in American white 

public space (Hill 1998, Schwartz 2006; see also Ruiz 2008, Vila 2003).  

 Violence is something that was commented on by individuals with whom I came 

in contact in Nogales Sonora in the course of data collection for this study. One local 

employee of the American Consulate General’s office in Nogales Sonora intimated to me 

with dramatic pause: ‘Things are changing. It’s scary. But we have nowhere else to live’. 

Indeed, two related incidents of violence led to the closing of the Escuela Nogales 

program for one week. The students that I attended classes with were aware of and could 

not avoid the inconveniences and anxiety that accompany any feeling of threat to one’s 

personal safety. Nevertheless, the students that I interacted with at Escuela Nogales 

explicitly distanced themselves from the violence and the types of people involved in 

such activities. There are the headlines portraying Nogales Sonora as a dangerous place 

riddled with violence and illicit activity. However, the students I encountered at the 

Escuela Nogales site embodied a challenge to these unflattering portrayals.   

 

Escuela Nogales students 

The community of students that took part in the Escuela Nogales classroom made up a 

select and privileged portion of the Nogales Sonora population. When I claim that the 

students are privileged and occupy an elevated status, what does that mean exactly? 

Ethnographic investigation brought light to student privileged status according to 

employment, economics, and social lifestyle. The elevated status for these individuals 

was concurred in interviews with residents of Nogales Sonora not enrolled in Escuela 
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Nogales classes, the school administration, and former residents of Nogales Sonora now 

living in Tucson Arizona. The privileges of employment, economics, and social lifestyle 

are of course mutually implicating. For example, social status in the possession of a US 

tourist visa is derived directly from an elevated economic and employment status. 

Likewise, employment status is derived from educational credentials. Although I draw 

apart these aspects of privilege for the purposes of discussion, they should not be 

ultimately interpreted as entirely separate from one another.  

 Before proceeding, it is timely to note that all references to students are through 

pseudonym so as to protect their privacy. In similar fashion, the name of the classroom 

instructor is replaced with the generic terms teacher and instructor.  

 

Educational / Employment status 

This group of students stood out from the greater population in their high educational 

attainment: the majority of the class held university degrees in engineering. Based on 

these credentials, the students were able to obtain supervisory positions in local maquila 

factories owned by American companies. Within the maquila hierarchy, students were 

situated between the less-educated, lower-paid factory line workers and the American 

executives who direct the plant’s major operations. Some students worked in the maquila 

factory where they traveled between a factory floor and the upper level offices. Other 

students who worked along the border as a purchaser or customs agent traveled back and 

forth across the border on a daily basis or maintained regular contact with their 

counterparts on the Arizona side.  



 
 

98 
 

 According to student interviews, the classes at Escuela Nogales were approached 

as classes not for the love of language but for pragmatic purposes related to their 

employment. Students reported that operating in a monolingual English environment is 

part of the job requirements for mid-level management. Some expressed resentment that 

the American plant managers either refused or did not take sufficient time to learn 

Spanish. Thus, the responsibility lies with the students of Escuela Nogales to develop the 

communicative competence to participate in English-speaking contexts at work. Since the 

study of English was interpreted by students as a means to both maintain their current 

status of employment and possibly improve it, this study treated the Escuela Nogales 

classes as professional development activities on the part of the students.  

   

Economic status 

In interviews and through their social practice, this group of students distinguished 

themselves from the less-economically advantaged of the Nogales Sonora community. 

For example, in social interactions with a select group of students outside of classtime, I 

was instructed in how to deal with pediches (or beggars) when driving the streets of 

Nogales Sonora. The message was to never give them money because they will only use 

it on alcohol or drugs. I was told to never roll down my window when they knock on it. 

The discourses they employed established distance between themselves and los 

inmigrantes also. One Escuela Nogales host student, Rosario, characterized migrants as 

people without education or job opportunities and were thus compelled to cross the 

border to the other side. When they are caught, she explained, they are dumped in 
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Nogales Sonora with no money or other resources and are thus forced to resort to street 

crime to stay alive. Another student, Félix commented that while everyone else in 

Nogales may want to cross to the other side, he was not one of them. He explained that he 

had everything he needed on the Sonoran side: a steady job, good paycheck, and a 

vehicle. 

 The economic benefits of mid-level management employment at area maquila 

factories means expanded access to educational and material resources. For example, 

students at Escuela Nogales are able to afford sending their children to private bilingual 

schools either in Nogales Sonora or Nogales Arizona. Their income also allows for 

recreational travel on both sides of the border. Tucson and Phoenix were preferred 

destinations for shopping.  

 

Social status 

Economic privileges augment one’s social status. Students reflexively showed an affinity 

for the institutions of the nation-state in their explicit distaste for the national liminality 

embodied in Mexican-Americans and Spanglish.  It was inferred that this close affinity to 

the nation-state is a direct reflection of their elevated social status because it is through 

the credentials bestowed upon them via the nation-state that ratified their legitimacy to 

occupy positions of symbolic privilege in the local community. The privileged social 

status of this classroom community can be related to their academic attainment and 

employment status.  
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 According to interviews with employees of the American Consulate in Nogales 

Sonora and Escuela Nogales program administration, a direct association with the United 

States can benefit one’s social status in the Nogales Sonora community. Such sentiment 

was also detected at the Juárez/El Paso border in Vila (2003). Due to their economic and 

employment situation, the majority of students in the class that I observed at Escuela 

Nogales are able to obtain and do indeed possess a tourist visa to visit the United States. 

Possession of a tourist visa is a significant indicator of social status due to the stringent 

requirements one must meet in order to acquire one. With this tourist visa, students are 

able to cross the geopolitical border at will to conduct shopping or recreational trips into 

Arizona. Others report visiting family members. The fact that these students possess 

tourist visas is another way they are set off from the rest of the Nogales Sonora 

community and is a direct product of their economic and educational attainment. The 

tourist visa and their elevated economic resources allow these students to selectively 

engage with the United States, taking full advantage of what material interests are offered 

without having to make a full commitment to relocating there (as may be the case for the 

less-economically advantaged).  

 

Distance from linguistic hybridity 

The students of Escuela Nogales occupy multilingual spaces in that they operate between 

monolingual Spanish and monolingual English discourse communities at their 

workplaces. When traveling into Arizona, students enter into a multilingual space 

punctuated by a sort of language guessing game. Students report selecting either Spanish 
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or English to use with an individual depending on their physical characteristics. 

Reportedly, this guessing game can have explosive consequences when one chooses to 

address another in a dispreferred language. For students, these multilingual spaces are 

nonetheless compartmentalized with prescribed contexts for Spanish and for English 

respectively. For example, students are very clear in their general strategy when in 

Arizona to approach individuals who look mexicano using Spanish. In contrast, those 

who look americano require the use of English. Students demonstrate a disdain for 

blurring linguistic boundaries, explicitly characterizing hybrid linguistic constructions 

such as Spanglish as uneducated and a sign of cultural/linguistic confusion. Spanglish, or 

pejoratively pocho language, according to the students of Escuela Nogales was the 

language of the uneducated vendedores of the Nogales Sonora tourist sector and 

Mexican-Americans on the Arizona side of the border.  

 The close association with nationalist borders and standards (to be explored in 

more detail in subsequent chapters) is indicative of the elevated status these students 

inhabit in their local Nogales Sonora community. Students have benefited thus far from 

their recognition and appropriation of the symbolic capital fixtures associated with the 

nation-state of Mexico. For example, students have demonstrated their ability to succeed 

in state-authorized institutions, understood according to Bourdieu & Passeron (1977) as 

primary institutions of nationalist reproduction, in their educational credentials. It is also 

assumed that this orientation, among other resources they may have at their disposal, 

contributed to their respected employment as mid-level management at area maquila 
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factories. It follows that their position of privilege, given the Mexican nation-state 

community, will bear on their approach to English language learning.  

 

Reasons for studying English 

As is the case with all L2 formal classroom situations, the study of English has immediate 

social implications for these students both locally and globally. According to interviews 

with the classroom students, it was apparent that the English classroom at Escuela 

Nogales was directly tied to their management positions at area maquila factories. 

Specifically, the majority of students reported that they required English communicative 

skills in order to participate in monolingual English practices with their bosses at work. 

These skills are vital to their continued employment, a situation made even more pressing 

by the economic downturn in the United States. In light of this finding, the English 

classes of Escuela Nogales should be interpreted as professional development for this 

particular group of students and not part of a general desire to become integrated into 

English-speaking communities. Conventionally this distinction conjures up a dichotomy 

between integrative and instrumental motivation. That is, students who wish to become 

part of a linguistic community are deemed to be led by integrative motivation. Those who 

wish to learn a language for a particular purpose are understood to be under the influence 

of instrumental motivation. However, I follow Norton Peirce (1995) and McKay & Wong 

(1996) in their use of the alternative, investment, which properly situates language 

learning in sociopolitical fields in the Bourdieusian  sense. From a perspective of 

investment, I interpret these students as investing in an americano subjectivity only in so 



 
 

103 
 

far as their interface with that americano subjectivity will benefit them in terms of capital 

both social and material. It is a subtle but important distinction because the term 

investment directly implicates language learning practices in complex sociopolitical 

fields.   

 Interviews with students brought to light three general categories of reasons for 

taking the Escuela Nogales English class: (1) immediate necessity related to employment, 

(2) anticipated economic need, (3) intention to integrate with English-speaking 

communities of practice. The far majority cited the first category (immediate necessity 

related to employment) for attending classes at Escuela Nogales. When providing detail, 

student responses pointed to a need for English to talk with American plant managers 

and/or customers in the United States and Canada. Two students reported using English 

at the border to carry out customs processes on merchandise being exported/imported. 

One understandable position that some students in this category were able to express 

during interview was that of resentment toward the American plant managers. Namely, 

students noted that they are forced, by the linguistic circumstances of the maquila 

factories, to attend English classes twice weekly after a full day at their workplaces. The 

resentment rose in that the American plant managers either do not speak or refuse to learn 

Spanish. Thus, while the American executives were at home with their families, the 

Escuela Nogales students were attending night classes away from theirs.  

 Students citing the second category (anticipated economic need) were few in 

number. Two students were in the process of looking for a job and anticipated needing 

English when they (re)entered the workforce. A third student was studying English and 
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French in hopes of attaining a job transfer to a foreign country.  Another small contingent 

of students made up the third category (intention to integrate with English-speaking 

communities).  These three students expressed a desire to relocate to Arizona to either be 

with family or to attend graduate school. However, it must also be noted that their 

intentions to relocate to Arizona coincided with their immediate need to study English for 

work-related purposes. For example, Aurora reported needing English immediately for 

her job but also saw herself entering an American university in the future as a graduate 

student. José expressed similar sentiment. He needed English for his job but also held 

plans to study at an American university in the future. Two other students stood out in 

their responses. Danilo needed English for his job because his bosses were all americano, 

but he also stated plans to relocate to Tucson to be with family.  

   

Host students  

Of the average nineteen students who regularly attended the Escuela Nogales classroom, 

seven students agreed to meet with me outside of classtime. Through our meetings, these 

seven students graciously and candidly shared with me their opinions, perspectives, their 

social worlds. Our interactions greatly enhanced my understanding of the classroom 

community at Escuela Nogales, and I was very fortunate to have had some insider-

perspective on the classroom community in particular and the lifestyle of these students 

in general. Below, I will share a small amount of background information about each of 

these students. I have strategically selected the information to share about each student in 

order to protect their privacy and anonymity. As previously stated, their real names have 
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been replaced with pseudonyms which will be used throughout the analysis and 

discussion to follow.  

 Aurora is married and is a university graduate. She majored in economics and 

worked for the government for some time but was re-training herself in English for future 

entrance into graduate school at an American university. We spoke a combination of 

Spanish-English. She was born in Nogales Sonora but grew up outside of the state. She 

has a cheerful, friendly and welcoming disposition.  

 Bernardo is married and is a customs officer for a maquila factory. He apparently 

had not completed a university degree. He needed English everyday for his job because 

he filled out customs forms in English and also had to speak with his counterparts on the 

Arizona side in the course of his daily duties. He was very enthusiastic about speaking 

English inside and outside of class. He was able to use English for humor during 

classtime and also only spoke in English with me. He has a son and daughter, both of 

whom he speaks in English with at home—just for practice. He is from the coast of 

Sonora. He enjoys laughing and making others laugh. He has a sense of confidence that 

makes him stand out from the crowd. 

 Carlos is married and is a university graduate with a degree in engineering. He is 

originally from Sinaloa and had been in Nogales Sonora for about four years. He used 

English everyday in his job because his immediate superiors were all americano so he 

had to explain everything in English. He worked for an area maquila factory. We spoke a 

combination of Spanish/English. Carlos is a thoughtful and kind individual, quiet in 

social interactions giving close attention to the feelings of others.  
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 Lorenzo is married and is a university graduate with a degree in engineering. He 

was working at a maquila factory with a daily demand for English. He had to 

communicate problems on the production line between his americano bosses and the 

mexicano workers on the factory floor. He is from the state of Durango. We spoke a 

combination of Spanish/English. He has a son enrolled in a local bilingual private school. 

He deftly moves between humorous and serious conversational topics. Like Carlos, he is 

on the shy side but his reserved manner belies a healthy self-confidence.  

 Gloria is single and is a university graduate. She worked at an area maquila 

factory until she was laid off. At the time of the class, she was looking for a new job in 

the Nogales Sonora area. To maintain an income, she was operating an import/export 

business which required her to use English in order to complete transactions with 

suppliers in Arizona and California. We spoke only in English. She is originally from 

Sinaloa. In conversation, she prefers to make her interlocutors laugh. Of the group, she 

had the most experience traveling and easily kept everyone’s interest with her intriguing 

stories of traveling both internally and externally to Mexico.  

 Rosario is married and is originally from Nogales Sonora. She was working for 

her husband’s business and needed English for her job. She also said that she needed 

English because her children were attending a dual-language private school. We spoke in 

a combination of Spanish/English. She is an assertive, confident woman who has a 

propensity for serious conversation although she quickly joined in humorous banter.  

 Victor is single and is not a university graduate but plans to complete his 

associate’s degree in engineering within the year. He was working at an area maquila 
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factory. He reported that he only needed English occasionally for his job when visitors 

from North America come to the factory. He is from the state of Sonora. We spoke a 

combination of Spanish/English. Victor composes himself in a calm and reserved manner. 

He is the kind of person who never says anything negative about anyone and is also quick 

to smile.  

 

Escuela Nogales classroom 

The English classes that I observed were facilitated by an institution attached to a 

predominate American university and took place on the grounds of an elite private K-12 

institution located in a noted exclusive neighborhood of Nogales Sonora. I will call the 

English language program that I observed Escuela Nogales. During the fall 2008 

semester (the period of my intensive data collection), approximately 140 students were 

enrolled in the program. The Escuela Nogales program occupies a novel place within the 

English language market of Nogales Sonora. This program competes against other private 

firms such as Harmon Hall and Inglés Individuo. The program also competes against in-

house English training that takes place at some maquila factories. According to the 

administration and the students I spoke with, Escuela Nogales is the only program that 

offers English immersion classes taught by native speakers of English. Also, it has a 

direct link to a predominate American university which gives it a higher level of prestige 

through these state-recognized credentials. The students frequently contrasted the Escuela 

Nogales classes against other classes in the area that are taught primarily by Mexican 

nationals. 
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 Speaking specifically to the class that I observed, on average there were nineteen 

students attending each class session. The course that I observed lasted for eight weeks 

and met twice weekly for approximately two hours each time. The instruction took place 

in a simple classroom made of brick and lit by fluorescent bulbs. The classroom was a 

middle school classroom during the day so it reflected the work and interests of the 

students/teacher (e.g., student-drawn posters up on wall, Mexican flags and a bible near 

the teacher’s desk). There was limited technology in the room: a TV monitor and a 

whiteboard with no eraser or marker. There was an air conditioner and a heater that 

occasionally worked as intended. The student desks exhibited noticeable wear and tear. 

 If required to categorize classroom instruction, it could be characterized as 

teacher-centered and textbook-driven. There was a lot of time devoted to going over 

answers to questions in the textbook. Much of the teacher’s talk was explaining new 

vocabulary and providing hypothetical examples to help elaborate a 

denotation/connotation. Students were typically called upon to provide an answer in class 

by the teacher. If a student paused or did not immediately have the answer, other students 

in the class yelled out the correct one. At the beginning of the course, the students called 

out more but as the teacher learned everyone’s names he was able to control the flow of 

interaction. He made a conscious effort to make sure each student had a chance to say 

something during class. The teacher had a healthy sense of humor which enamored him 

to the students and also helped enliven the textbook exercises. Students in interview 

outside of classtime consistently remarked how much they enjoyed the teacher’s sense of 

humor and the engaging energy level of the classroom in general. 
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 This is not to say that the students were not active in the classroom that I observed. 

The teacher valued groupwork and thus student collaboration on an activity took up some 

portion of every classroom meeting. During groupwork, the teacher monitored the 

classroom progress by visiting each group and engaging in conversation about the 

activity underway. Groupwork activities predominately involved completing a workbook 

or textbook activity together to be followed by a full-class review of the activity 

afterwards. One progressive implementation of groupwork was the fact that the midterm 

and final exam were collaborative assignments.  

 There was an official No-Spanish policy in the classroom. The students were 

reminded not to speak in Spanish to the teacher and during groupwork. On the other hand, 

there were instances throughout the course when the teacher invoked Spanish in order to 

clear up confusion or to engage students to tap into prior knowledge. Despite the English 

immersion policy, students used Spanish regularly in class amongst one another. They 

relied on Spanish to maintain participation in the class by asking each other clarification 

questions or translations.  

 Time spent on the Escuela Nogales campus for both students and teacher left 

featured very little downtime. Except for a brief ten-minute window, the classroom 

participants arrived for class, participated in classroom activities, and then left campus for 

home. Students rushed home to their families, and the English instructors loaded into the 

group van for the drive back to Tucson Arizona. Students and instructors did not have the 

same ability to ‘hang out’ as was depicted in Eckert’s (1989) ethnographic study of high 

school social categorization. I was concerned that this would affect the amount of data I 
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would be able to work with until I developed friendly relations with some students who 

eventually became my hosts to the community (detailed above).  

 

The classroom instructor 

The teacher has both extensive teaching experience and professional training in second 

language pedagogy. As an instructor he brought to the classroom years of experience 

teaching English and a European language before that. He additionally holds extensive 

educational credentials, having completed a masters degree and was pursuing doctoral 

work at the time of data collection. He is well-acquainted with the process of second 

language acquisition both as a student and as a teacher. During interview, I asked him if 

he felt that his past experience as a language learner had any effect on his teaching. He 

replied that it probably helps him in that he can feel a certain level of empathy with 

students, especially when they begin to feel frustration during class.  

 At the time of my data collection, the teacher had been teaching at the Escuela 

Nogales program for about six months. He spoke glowingly of the entire experience of 

traveling to Nogales twice weekly and conducting classes. He indicated that he felt more 

and more comfortable traveling to Nogales and the environs of Nogales Sonora had 

become more commonplace to him. He mentioned that he would like to revise the course 

materials during the next round of program acquisitions. 

  Regarding the student population at Escuela Nogales, he credited the students for 

their dedication, hard work, and good attitudes toward the study of English. He indicated 

that he enjoyed the relationships he had forged with both current and former students. 
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The teacher was very aware of the students’ socioeconomic status relative to the greater 

Nogales Sonora community. He commented to me during interview that they present a 

very limited view of the entire Nogales Sonora community. He was also aware that most 

of the students are from maquilas and require English to speak to their counterparts in the 

US or within the corporation. 

 He conducted the class that I observed in a teacher-centered fashion where the 

focus was on completing textbook workbook exercises and the teacher was the primary 

speaker during classtime. In interview, he explained that this approach at Escuela 

Nogales had developed from experience as students expressed that they found 

satisfaction in the steady progression through a textbook or workbook. This could have 

been for several reasons. One is that the students may be paying for the books and do not 

appreciate leaving the book unused at the end of the course. A second reason may be 

related to the way that the visible filling-in of workbook pages may iconically correspond 

for students to a parallel progression in terms of English language development. The 

instructor further explained that he had not had tremendous success introducing external 

materials to the classroom. In one lesson with a class previous to the one I observed, the 

teacher presented students with sample letters typical of an American business letter 

genre. Students did not react as the teacher had hoped. The experiences of this teacher 

may not be entirely uncommon. A professor at my university once commented to me that 

she had taught an ESL class to adults in the recent past and that the students absolutely 

rejected her critical pedagogy practices. Instead, the students expressed a preference for 

textbook work and for sticking to the book exercises. This has also been documented in 
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the literature. Shamim (1996) found that her students in Pakistan rejected progressive 

pedagogical approaches and reminds the classroom expectations of students must always 

be taken into account by practicing educators (see also Silva 1997). 

 Regarding teaching philosophy, the teacher commented to me that the students 

require basic structural knowledge of syntax and vocabulary. He takes the position that 

students require a basic knowledge of general English first before they are ready to move 

into more context-specific language like business English. He feels it is important that all 

students feel respected in class and that they all have a chance to participate. The teacher 

believes in the value of collaboration through groupwork. Also, drawing on his past 

experiences as a language learner, the teacher expressed a distaste of contextless 

grammar declension drills. His personal goal as an instructor is to make the classroom 

activities as relevant as possible to the students’ personal contexts.  

 The teacher’s relationship to L1/L2 in the classroom was L2-focused but not a 

categorical ruling out of the L1. For example, in general practice the teacher preferred to 

not use L1 during classroom instruction. He explained that students need as much 

exposure and encouragement to speak English during classtime as possible. This is what 

they are paying for. This logic is reflective of the transmission model where students are 

provided with ample amount of input during classtime and are encouraged to produce in 

return copious amounts of L2 output. Through this process, the students develop L2 

competency through the relationship of input/output. This approach also lends itself well 

to immersion style approaches to L2 pedagogy, which the Escuela Nogales program 

prides as one of its primary selling points in the Sonoran region.  



 
 

113 
 

 There is the ideal and there is the practical. For this teacher, it is acceptable 

pedagogical practice to specifically employ words in the classroom that have a Spanish 

cognate. This is to elicit the students’ transfer from L1 to L2 to advance their 

comprehension and also vocabulary development. Several times during class, I observed 

the teacher prompting students to draw on their knowledge of Spanish to discern a lexical 

equivalent for the English word under discussion. The teacher also would resort to using 

Spanish in limited cases if it helped students understand a word that was proving difficult 

to communicate or in the limited case of some grammar instruction. If it is to make a 

quick distinction, that is okay, but too much L1 in the classroom is not a good thing from 

the teacher’s perspective. He differentiates language use according to geographic and 

temporal space in relation to the classroom. For example, L1 is not to be used in the 

classroom during classtime but is acceptable outside of the classroom and in the hallways 

during break. He accepts the affinity-building function of using L1 with students, but 

strictly relegates it to space beyond the classroom. He is aware that other teachers at 

Escuela Nogales use a range of Spanish during instruction even though it is strictly 

prohibited by school administration. The ideal model he provides is of one teacher who is 

fluent in Spanish but saves it for outside of classtime. Teachers who mix the two (Spanish 

in the classroom) are less desirable models from his point of view.  

 Regarding student language use, he felt that students used mostly English in their 

groupwork. When he walked around he heard a lot of English but he knows some groups 

switch languages when he would draw closer. He recognized that some students desire to 

use Spanish in the classroom but he does not express comfort with that pedagogical tool. 
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He acknowledges that some students feel he talked too quickly in class, but he claims that 

he was modifying already and certainly not speaking how he normally would. He noted 

that the students knew he cannot speak Spanish well and that they would laugh at him. 

He expressed a desire to continue developing his Spanish though. From our time together 

in interview I was left curious if the teacher was aware of the pervasiveness of Spanish 

use on the part of students during classtime (e.g., in side-conversations and groupwork). 

 One intriguing exchange during our first interview provided an insight into the 

endpoint he perceives for student English development. To be clear, every instructor 

brings to the classroom a subjectivity that includes the collection of personal experiences 

and the appropriation of larger discourses that circulate from individual to individual in 

social practice. This is to stress that our teaching is never entirely our own but a 

conglomeration of multiple sociohistorical factors. During interview and on the topic of 

student success in a job interview in the US, the teacher responded that the students may 

do well in a local situation where multilingualism is more prevalent (i.e., the border) but 

they may find difficulty in other locations such as in the American Midwest. In this, I 

interpret that ultimate attainment for these students is therefore located in an imagined 

monocultural, monolingual discourse community located away from national border 

areas. This insight into the teacher’s perspective on ultimate attainment has direct 

implications for the co-construction of an imagined, practice American national 

community of practice (which will be discussed in detail in the Chapter Seven).  
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

ANALYSIS OF NATIONALIST BORDER PRACTICES 

 

Introduction 

This chapter will describe how students and teacher employ nationalist border practices 

in the course of classroom discourse in order to validate and reproduce the division of 

social worlds according to nationalist principles. First, it will be demonstrated through 

ethnographic investigation that students aligned themselves with nationalist borders and 

distanced themselves from national liminality and hybridity. Following that, the chapter 

will explore the instances when nationalist border practices were made salient in 

classroom practice. It was found that both the teacher and students oriented to each other 

on grounds of distinction, following the logic of nationalist border practices. 

 The two subsequent analysis chapters will demonstrate how nationalist border 

practices collude with nationalist standard practices to support the local co-construction 

of a specific americano community of practice. Furthermore, as the local classroom was 

understood to index the americano community of practice, the students interpreted value 

in the classroom practices at Escuela Nogales because it helped reproduce the conditions 

that brought students to their current privileged position in Nogales Sonora society.  

 

Establishing nationalist categories: americano y mexicano 

Ethnographic methodology provided the means to explore the social categorization 

practices of the students in the classroom that I observed at Escuela Nogales. This type of 
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data collection was carried out through a series of informal/formal student interviews 

along with a paper social categorization activity. The results indicate that the students 

oriented to two polar nationalist categories: americano and mexicano. They are 

understood as nationalist categories because nationalist principles served as the grounds 

for distinguishing the two categories from one another. In between the two polar 

categories, hybrid categories such as Mexican-American, paisano, pocho, and in terms of 

language, Spanglish, were uncovered. These terms were devalued by students as being 

less-authentic, and/or signs of cultural/linguistic loss. The polar categories of 

mexicano/americano follow the nationalist border principles of (1) relational identity and 

(2) mutual exclusivity. First, following the principle of relational identity, mexicano and 

americano never sit in complete isolation but are repeatedly set against one another in 

contradistinction such that one serves to reflexively render the other. Second, following 

the principle of mutual-exclusivity, mexicano and americano are preferred to not overlap 

with one another. Overlaps or ambiguity render the object inauthentic or uneducated 

according to the principle of mutual exclusivity under the umbrella of nationalist 

practices in general.  

 The two nationalist categories of americano and mexicano arose in general 

conversation as students attempted to define in interview particular actors in a given 

narrative. However, a couple of specific questions allowed me to elicit specific criteria to 

define the distinctive principles between the two. The two questions were (1) When you 

travel al otro lado, what language do you speak? and (2) Who speaks English at your 

workplace?. To the first question, the majority of students responded that they spoke 
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English because it is the official language of the United States. However, they also noted 

that they use Spanish as well. When asked how they decide which language to speak, 

many responded that they knew according to a person’s physical characteristics. An 

americano, according to students, has lighter skin, light hair, and light-colored eyes. On 

the other hand, mexicanos have darker skin, hair, and eyes. Additionally, americanos 

speak English and, importantly, generally refuse to speak Spanish. On the other hand, 

mexicanos speak Spanish and, crucially, grew up within the political borders of Mexico. 

What is important here is to take notice that the two categories work in relation to one 

another. This follows nationalist principles of identifying self in relational terms. In a 

sense, people are americanos because they are not mexicanos, and vice versa. And, 

according to nationalist preferences for clear boundaries, any intermixing of the two is 

not desirable. This is a ready example of nationalist border practices at work and shows 

up in student interviews (see below). 

 For elaboration of these two categories, we will consider the voices of the 

students. Lorenzo on 10/30 and during formal interview had this to say about americanos 

(from interview notes):  

 
Americans don’t try to speak other languages. Especially bosses at the factory. 
There was a town hall recently and the American bosses only spoke in English. 
You are proud of your language. We are proud of our language too. Many people 
change themselves when go over there – cuando está alla, quieren sentir sentido 
en nacionalidad, sentirse americano [when they’re over there, people want to feel 
a nationalist feeling, to feel to be americano]. Some people have vergüenza de su 
idioma [an embarrassment about their language]. Some immigrants to US hide 
Spanish. 
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Also on 10/30, Carlos in an informal interview responded this way to my question: What 

would I need to change in order to become Nogalense (a resident of Nogales). He noted 

that he was from Sinaloa so already the Nogales people look a bit Americanized to him. 

He assumed it was the influence from the United States. In terms of clothing, in order to 

look more like a Nogalense, I should not wear a t-shirt underneath a long-sleeved shirt (I 

was at the moment). Speaking in general about americanos, he said that skin color was a 

big difference: americanos have lighter skin than mexicanos.  

 Hector in informal interview on 11/13 responded this way to my question about 

who speaks English at work (from interview notes):  

 
The plant manager is from the USA. ‘He doesn’t like the Spanish’. He’s racist, 
and of an older mindset. Most are like this, not all but most’. Customers are North 
American so we must speak English. The bosses have Spanish classes but they 
don’t go. A few speak Spanish like the young ones, but most don’t. 

 
Ernesto on 11/11 and during informal interview resonated the view that americanos do 

not, nor do they try, to speak Spanish (from audio).  

 
But when the American people come to Mexico they don’t try to learn Spanish 
they just want to communicate on the same language of them so it’s difficult 
because um it’s it’s easy when when they try to communicate on the same the 
same language but not many people trying to learn Spanish uh, I understand it’s 
difficult for them too so it’s difficult for me to learn English but I know it’s 
difficult for them. 

 
This perception of Americans who refuse to learn Spanish at the maquiladoras was cross-

checked in a formal interview on 11/18 with the American Consulate in Nogales Sonora. 

An American consulate officer and a local employee described for me the language 

distribution in many American maquiladoras in Nogales Sonora (from interview notes):  
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First, English is at the top with the supervisors and executives. The American 
executives never learn Spanish because they have their supervisors translate 
everything and the supervisors must learn English to work with the executives. At 
the bottom of the totem pole are the Spanish monolingual speakers. They work on 
the assembly line and they know the assembly pieces in English but that’s about it. 
The assembly floor is a purely Spanish environment. In sum, English functions as 
a commodity at the maquilas. American executives want someone with skills, 
experience, and the ability to function in English. Technical skills are easy to 
come by, but an individual who has technical expertise and the ability to function 
in English is of definite value in the minds of the American executives running 
the maquilas. 

 
In a discussion about why he was studying English, Sergio on 11/24 in informal 

interview, explained (from interview notes):  

 
Necesito inglés porque los managers a ellos no les gusta español [I need English 
because the managers don’t like Spanish]’. 
 

Nidia, in an informal interview during class breaktime explained to me on 12/2 that she 

needed English for work . Her boss is in Glendale Arizona but visits Nogales four times a 

week. He doesn’t like to speak Spanish; he’s that type of person. A lot of people speak 

English at her work (from interview notes). 

 Consider this revealing comment. In formal interview Bernardo on 11/20 

explained that he knows which language to speak when he travels to Arizona by the way 

people look. If they look Latin (dark hair, eyes, mustache) then he knows to speak 

Spanish. On the other hand, if they look americano, he speaks in English. With me, he 

was not sure at first. When he first saw me at Escuela Nogales he was not exactly sure 

since I have dark hair and eyes and darker skin. However, once he heard me speak, he 

knew that I was not mexicano. He did not specify what he meant by this comment but it 

is evidence enough to me that language and national identity are tied together. When my 
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physical appearance does not match with the language I speak then there is definite 

evidence, from Bernardo’s point of view, that I am not in the mexicano category. Thus, 

semiotic coherence is very important for these categories. When there is dissonance 

between features, the authenticity or purity of the individual can be called into question.  

 In a further informal interview, Sergio commented that he knew that the teacher 

was americano because of his physical characteristics and because he lived in the United 

States. At that same interview, Aurora concurred but also pointed out that his american-

ness was in his estilo, su personalidad [style, his personality]. He was very friendly and 

outgoing, she explained: that is how all americanos are, including you Bryan, she 

commented. Expounding on this theory, she explained that each nation has its own estilo. 

Hers was very close to German, she joked.  

 This is a marginal point, but I found a coherence between student interaction with 

the category americano and established notions of the tourist americano. At one point, I 

provided students with an open response activity that asked them to address Mr. and Mrs. 

American who were coming to Nogales Sonora for the first time. The responses they 

provided (see below) reflect the portrayals of Mexico as a convenient exotic tourist spot 

for Americans (Arreola 2001, Ruiz 2008).   

 The open response activity asked students to complete a short project where they 

consider advice/suggestions they would give to an American couple who was visiting 

Nogales Sonora for the first time. No further information about the couple was given. 

Here is the text placed at the top of the activity sheet: 

 
 



 
 

121 
 

FIGURE 2: Bienvenidos a Nogales activity 
 

Welcome to Nogales / Bienvenidos a Nogales 
Mr. and Mrs. American are coming to Nogales next week for their first ever visit. What 
information will they need about Nogales before they arrive? What information will be helpful to 
them while they are here? Use any combination of text (English/Spanish and others) and images 
and fill up the space below. This is only a rough draft so it doesn’t need to be perfect.  / Señor y 
Señora American vienen a Nogales por la primera vez durante la próxima semana. ¿Qué 
información sobre Nogales necesitan antes de que llegen? ¿Qué información va a ser útil 
para la pareja durante su tiempo aquí? Use cualquier combinación de texto (inglés/español, 
u otras lenguas!) e imagenes para llenar el espacio de abajo. Esta es sola la primera versión 
entonces no tiene que ser perfecta.    
 
The response rate was very low (n=3), but they did reveal an interesting portrayal of Mr. 

and Mrs. American. They are framed as tourists who are in Nogales to see the sites and to 

try some good Mexican food. Here are the responses from students verbatim.   

 
Victor (12/11) 
ellos necesitan saber que lugares cerca de la frontera pueden visitor, como 
restaurants, tiendas de curiosidades o tiendas departamentales 
they needed know that places border near can visit, like restaurants, curious stores 
or departments stores. 
 
Danilo (12/11) 
Firstly they need to buy a Nogales map. Once they cross the International line, 
they have to keep driving by Obregon Avenue. After 10 minutes driving the will 
find on the right side a gas station then in front of the gas station is a Taqueria 
there they can enjoy a good tacos. more ahead they will find a hotel where they 
can stay to rest. 

 
The third response I received in oral format from Gloria on 12/9 during a formal 

interview (from audio): 

 
I need to go over many things. Need info about main streets and main places. I 
don’t remember too. Maybe bring to class. I need to look. 

 
There are important parallels between tourist imagery and the americanos that students 

encounter in their lives at Nogales Sonora. The iconicity is that the tourist, the maquila 
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plant manager, the Escuela Nogales teacher all enter Nogales Sonora as temporary 

visitors who leave as soon as they arrive. Tourists to Nogales Sonora are predominately 

daytrippers. Students reported that their americano plant managers live in suburban 

communities of Arizona. They commute in each day to their job and return to Arizona as 

soon as work is over. Similarly, Escuela Nogales teachers are not permanent members of 

the Nogales community. They arrive to conduct their classes and leave immediately 

following. So the tourist imagery can be construed as a categorical resource for 

maintaining americano as the perpetual Other.  

 From the student interview excerpts and tourist discourse above, we begin to form 

a rich description of the content of these nationalist border practices, reified in two polar 

categories, americano and mexicano. Americanos appear for the most part to be 

understood as light-skinned, light-eyes and hair, English speakers and an aversion to 

speaking Spanish. Furthermore, following tourist imagery they appear to be sojourners, 

temporarily in the Nogales area, either as day commuters in their capacity as plant 

managers or as English instructors. Standing in polar opposition, and meeting the 

principle of mutual exclusivity, is the mexicano category. People in this category 

generally have darker skin, hair and eyes. They speak Spanish and they grew up within 

the borders of Mexico. This last criterion is important because it hints at the distinctions 

students make between mexicano, paisano, and Mexican-American. 
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What lies between polar nationalist categories? 

What happens however when the nationalist borders are not so clear-cut and are fuzzy? 

This is the case for further subcategories of individuals to which the Escuela Nogales 

students subscribed. The two additional categories fall between the two polar categories 

introduced above: americano and mexicano. Similar to what Eckert (1989) found in her 

ethnographic study of a Detroit-area high school, the two polar categories are the central 

ones against which all other categories must define themselves. I argue that something 

similar is happening in this case. What is more, since these pertain to nationalist practices, 

the two polar categories are understood to represent nationalist purity and authenticity, 

and nationalist standard practices locate national authenticity in a national standard of 

subjectivity and language. It follows that anything in between those two poles is less 

authentic and of less value because it does not maintain the important criterion of mutual 

exclusivity. If the two nationalist categories were to overlap or to collapse on one another 

their ability to identify self-nation in relational terms of the other-nation would be taken 

away.  

 Along with the two polarizing terms of americano and mexicano, I encountered 

additional terms such as pocho, paisano, and much less often, Mexican American. My 

particular positioning as an outsider to Nogales served me well as I found that students 

did not react surprised when I asked the seemingly obvious questions about social 

categorization practices in their communities. I asked students during formal and 

informal interview such questions as: My friend living in Tucson was born in Hermosillo 

but has lived in Tucson all of her life. She says she is Mexican. Does that sound okay to 



 
 

124 
 

you? or Someone asked me the other day if I was a pocho? I didn’t know what that was. 

What does that word mean? or very simply, What does the word paisano mean? I heard 

someone say that last week but I don’t know what that is. Is it a region of Mexico ¿o qué? 

This line of questioning allowed me to delve more deeply into these specific terms and to 

also see how they relate to the two polar terms of americano and mexicano. 

 

Mexican-American category 

In my interviews with students, they communicated the two terms, Mexican-American 

and pocho to be equivalent. The only difference being the potentially offensive 

connotation of pocho when used intentionally to insult another person. The Mexican-

American and pocho terms were both understood to refer to Mexicans who had either 

been born in the United States or had spent a large amount of time there. The perception 

was generally that these individuals begin to lose their Mexican customs and language 

(i.e., Spanish) due to their long-term residency al otro lado. I was very surprised to touch 

upon in interviews with students the animosity and tension that they felt between 

themselves and Mexican-Americans. My surprise is certainly detectable in my 

conversation with Ernesto during an informal interview. When I suggested that 

mexicanos were having trouble with americanos, Ernesto quickly refuted that and instead 

pointed to Mexican-Americans as those with whom they have trouble. This was a 

revealing comment as it allowed Ernesto to differentiate americanos from mexicanos on 

the one hand and also to place Mexican-Americans on a higher position of irritation 

compared to the americanos. Considering how he felt about americanos, the Mexican-
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Americans must have been especially challenging to his patience. I will quote his 

comments in detail because they are so rich in articulation and also largely representative 

for what other students expressed in interview. 

 
Example: Ernesto interview 
(1) Ernesto:  When the the people born in mexico for example or also born in the 

states but are are from from Mexican parents or not not all just some 
some some of them um when they they they get the papers when they 
stay legal in the states and they they get the green card they say or the 
passport they they get us citizen they came arrogant to mexico they they 
say ah I am american in Spanish says it’s convenenciero si cuando they  

(2) Bryan:  ah cuando sea conveniente 
(3) Ernesto:  cuando when they want they are American  
(4) Bryan:  right 
(5) Ernesto:  when they need they are Mexican so  
(6) Bryan:  they are Mexican [[laugh]] 
(7) Ernesto:   that’s most of them what they  
 
The view that Mexican-Americans are a source of tension for residents of Nogales, as 

expressed in Ernesto’s commentary above, was corroborated by officials working at the 

American Consulate in Nogales during formal interview on 11/18 (from interview notes). 

 
Here there’s not an image that learning English somehow compromises your 
Mexican-ness. The problem is with Mexicans who live in the US. It’s a big deal 
to get a work visa for the US. People who move to Arizona they are like ‘they 
made it. they are living the American dream’. They want to come back and show-
off. 

 
This tension between Mexican-Americans and mexicanos was more fully explored 

through interviews and narratives in Vila (2003). By way of interviews, Vila 

demonstrated that Mexican-Americans exhibit a complex relationship with the mexican 

category as it is both a source of pride but also a potential liability within the larger social 

framework of American society. In reverse, Vila (2003) sampled negative attitudes that 
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residents of Juárez hold toward Mexican-Americans in that they take on an air of 

superiority vis-à-vis Juárez residents. Vila writes: ‘For inmigrantes like Norma, Mexican 

is your skin, not your location. In her interview, and others like her, she saw the really 

poor people as Mexican Americans: “They have no dignity!”’ (131). Vila highlights the 

fact that a shared cultural/linguistic practice does not make for a shared identity. Clearly, 

the situation for Mexican-Americans is complicated due to tension between their identity 

practices as members of a national people (mexicano) and as members of a state 

(americano). As they embody this tension between the nation-state arrangement (when 

according to nationalism they ideally coincide), Mexican-Americans are placed between 

two grand nationalist narratives and are rendered ‘double-others’ (Trueba 2004). Other 

students at Escuela Nogales made similar comments that echoed the sentiments of 

Ernesto and Norma above. Their comments betray a general distaste for hybridity. This 

applies to national identity, cultural practices, and certainly for linguistic practice. 

Spanglish is discredited along with those who embody some extent of hybridity as well. 

During an informal interview with an Escuela Nogales school administrator who had 

grown up in Sonora, he noted to me that it is extremely difficult at times to define himself 

to his friends. They label him as americano but he resists and feels he must defend 

himself. This difficulty of being in-between is of course well documented in the literature 

on multilingualism (Kanno 2000, King & Ganuza 2005, Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco 

2001). The situation for students who embody a challenge to nationalist border practices 

has been further discussed in the literature on Third Space (Gutiérrez et al. 1999), 
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Generation 1.5 students (Harklau, Losey, & Siegal 1999, Waugh 2008), and transnational 

students (Hornberger 2007, Trueba 2004). 

 

Spanglish 

The term Spanglish is to refer to the explicit mixing of Spanish and English codes either 

intra- or inter-sententially. From the perspective of the students at Escuela Nogales, 

Spanglish more often refers to the insertion of English lexical items into an otherwise 

standard Spanish utterance (intra-sententially). It may also refer to the use of false 

cognates. Examples of Spanglish that students provided include: carro, troca, chequear, 

and parquear. Spanglish was an important issue that revealed how just as national 

subjectivity is standardized, so too is the national language understood to be spoken by 

the national subject. That is, despite interlingual contact and a growing bilingual ability in 

these students, language learners are still prone to follow nationalist border and standard 

practices to maintain a strict separation between two ideally mutually exclusive standard 

varieties. Take for example the case of King & Ganuza (2005) which reports the standard 

language ideologies held by a group of transnational students who inhabit two national 

communities (Sweden and Chile) for respective halves of each year. Despite their 

transnational positioning, students nevertheless located linguistic purity and authenticity 

in clear nationalist distinction thus discrediting their own linguistic practices.  

 In formal interview on 10/30, Lorenzo lamented that his sister who was living in 

Las Vegas increasingly was using more English with her Spanish. He explained that 

Spanglish (e.g., explellar, parqueadero, and chequear) is not good because it is neither 
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Spanish nor English. He further spoke negatively of the tendency of people (i.e., 

mexicanos) to change themselves when they ‘go over there…cuando está alla, quieren 

sentir sentido en nacionalidad. Sentirse americano. Algunas personas tienen vergüenza de 

su idioma’ (repeated from above).  

 He bolstered his perspective on the importance of maintaining identidad mexicana 

in a diary entry dated 11/24.  He wrote, ‘Considero en mi opinión muy personal, que el 

gobierno Mexicano debe mantener una campaña constante de promoción de los valores y 

costumbres mexicanas en los consulados Mexicanos en otros países’ [I consider, in my 

very personal opinion, that the Mexican government should maintain an ongoing 

campaign of promoting Mexican values and customs in the Mexican consulates in other 

countries]. Lorenzo’s comments reveal the perspective that Mexican individuals do best 

to maintain their linguistic and cultural practices when outside the political borders of the 

United States. This suggests that changing oneself to adapt to new national identity 

practices is a negative thing from Lorenzo’s personal opinion. Perhaps it is a form of 

symbolic treason against the state/nation complex. This logic would then have to follow 

the assumption that one cannot maintain dual national identity at the same time, or that 

bi-nationality is something that is undesirable. This position helps explain why one of the 

important criteria to the label of mexicano is that one lives within the political borders of 

Mexico. The assumption here—and I believe that Lorenzo’s comments exemplify a 

common perspective across the students attending this class—is that when one lives in 

the United States, one loses out on important Mexican cultural and linguistic practices.  
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 Students differed in how they related themselves to Spanglish, and it depended on 

whether or not they also identified with the Nogales Sonora area. Students from outside 

Nogales such as Lorenzo had a general attitude of disdain towards Spanglish. On the 

other hand, a couple of students who had lived in Nogales for a large portion of their lives 

were more willing to take ownership of Spanglish. Félix, Ernesto, José, and also Rosario 

took ownership of Spanglish, but importantly did not necessarily advocate its perception 

as legitimate language. In informal interview, Ernesto on 11/11 accepted that everyone 

speaks Spanglish in Nogales. His admission was very telling because on a previous 

occasion on the school campus in front of the other students, he distanced himself from 

ownership of Spanglish. His refusal to take ownership of Spanglish was brought into 

sharp relief because one of his fellow students immediately owned up to it and began 

sharing with me Spanglish phrases such as parqueadero and carro. Ernesto in informal 

interview spoke of his nephew who lives across the border in Rio Rico, Arizona. Since he 

is bilingual, as Ernesto explained, his nephew could not speak either well. To 

demonstrate his point, he told me how he exchanges emails with his nephew. Ernesto 

would write in English and his nephew corrects his writing. In exchange, his nephew 

would write in Spanish and Ernesto would correct his writing. Nowhere did it visibly 

occur to Ernesto that speaking and writing a language are two different creatures and that 

his nephew’s apparent lack of ability may only apply to written standard Spanish. 

Furthermore, it is apparent that his nephew has strong enough written standard English 

skills to correct his uncle’s language use. So, this commentary was puzzling to me for its 
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inconsistency and for falling into the trap of defining language ability primarily in terms 

of performance of a written standard.  

 José on 12/11 held a slightly different view of Spanglish. When I asked what 

Spanglish was, he explained that it is spoken by people who have roots in America (e.g., 

Rio Rico and Amado, two suburban settlements north of Nogales Arizona). He then took 

ownership of Spanglish noting that he and his friends always code-switch back and forth, 

mixing Spanish and English.  

 So the treatment of hybrid language use was a little more nuanced than I initially 

perceived. Students from outside the Nogales area expressed a distaste for hybrid identity 

and hybrid language practice, such as Spanglish. On the other hand, some students who 

have long histories in the Nogales Sonora area take a slightly different view and take 

ownership of Spanglish, but do not necessarily treat it as ‘correct’ language. That is to 

say that Spanglish can be a marker of identity but was not accepted as a viable linguistic 

practice of symbolic power; that position is reserved for the standard language(s). I sense 

that the mixture of Spanish/English was interpreted as an informal form of talk, suitable 

for street talk but not for classrooms. It was also perhaps interpreted as deficient language 

practice as the individual apparently is not able to separate their languages. (Hence, the 

mistaken notion that bilinguals are somehow confused or cannot perform either language 

‘correctly’.)  
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Paisano category 

The category of paisano was something else I explored in my interviews with students. In 

general, I found that paisano is a term reserved for those mexicanos who live in foreign 

countries, and they are assigned this term when they return to Mexico for a visit. There is 

an important distinction between paisanos and Mexican-Americans and it was made most 

eloquently by Lorenzo. During formal interview on 1/31, he explained that paisanos have 

their mind in the US but their heart in Mexico. People called pocho have their minds in 

the US but their body in Mexico (Lorenzo was not familiar with the term, Mexican-

American). Essentially, the paisano holds Mexico in their heart. The mind is the place of 

pragmatics and of calculated strategies for the purpose of maintaining an income and 

raising a family. The heart is the place of deep familial connections, values, and beliefs. 

Thus a paisano is more or less mexicano while a Mexican-American is only half-there.  

 Other students developed the picture of paisanos for me. Gloria on 12/4 and in 

informal interview explained that paisanos are people born in Mexico but live in other 

countries. When asked, she said that paisanos are a little less pure than mexicanos. Teresa, 

also on 12/4, reiterated Gloria’s views. During an informal interview, she stated that 

paisanos are less pure because they do not live in the country and that the costumbres are 

different al otro lado. This definition remained consistent across all students I spoke with 

at Escuela Nogales.  
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Percentage activity 

To further flush out the subtle distinctions and to also double-check my understanding of 

how these categories relate to one another, I asked four students to participate in a 

percentage activity where they assigned a numeric value to the relative Mexican-ness of a 

given description or label. Two students (Carlos and Victor) completed the activity on 

1/24; two more students (Lorenzo and Rosario) completed the same activity the following 

week on 1/31. The results were very revealing, not only for their general consensus 

across these four students but also for the criteria their answers underscored.  

 The procedure to the activity was the following. Each student was presented with 

a list of six descriptions and specific labels of people. For each one, the student was asked 

to consider what percentage mexicano they would assign to that description/label. Their 

results were largely coherent across all four individuals. The results are presented in the 

table below. The descriptions are arranged on the left and the labels are arranged on the 

right according to their most frequent percentage. 

 
TABLE 4: Percentage activity  
 

Most frequent cited 
percentage 

Descriptions of people Specific category labels 

100% 
mexicano 

Una persona que nació en Nogales 
SON, no habla inglés y nunca ha 

ido al otro lado 

 

90% (avg) 
mexicano 

Una persona que es 
completamente bilingüe y que ha 

vivido toda su vida aquí en 
Nogales SON. 

Paisano (heart in Mexico but 
mind is in USA) 

50% 
mexicano 

Los niños de las personas que 
tienen muchos años viviendo al 

otro lado y tienen un pasaporte de 

Pocho (mind in USA but body 
in Mexico) 
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los EUA. Tambíen dicen: ‘somos 
mexican-american’. 

40% 
mexicano 

Una persona que tiene dos 
pasaportes (Mexico y EUA). Dice: 

‘soy los dos’. 

Mexican-American 
(not all familiar with term) 

 
All four students responded immediately to the first description (Una persona que nació 

en Nogales SON, no habla inglés y nunca ha ido al otro lado [A person who was born in 

Nogales Sonora, does not speak English and has never been to the other side.]) as being 

100% mexicano. This served as a baseline for me to see what criteria made someone 

mexicano. Next was the term, paisano. The students struggled with this some as one 

student listed them as 100% mexicano, another 80% and two more at 90%. The primary 

reason for lowering a person’s Mexican percentage in this case was related to the fact that 

the paisano, by definition, does not live in Mexico. For two students, they understood the 

paisano as only living in the United States for work. Of course, this was then contrasted 

against the Mexican-American who is in the United States to live.  

 The hypothetical description (Una persona que es completamente bilingüe y que 

ha vivido toda su vida aquí en Nogales SON [a person who is completely bilingual and 

has lived their entire life here in Nogales Sonora]) also averaged around 90% Mexican-

ness. Two respondents explained that such a person is not completely mexicano because 

they spend so much time interacting in English. On the other hand, another student 

explained that a language alone does not threaten one’s Mexican-ness. It’s more about the 

cultura, not la lengua. The next category, (Los niños de las personas que tienen muchos 

años al otro lado y tienen un pasaporte de los EUA. Tambíen dicen: ‘somos mexican-

american’ [Children of those who have many years on the other side and have the US 



 
 

134 
 

passport. They also call themselves ‘Mexican-American’]) was given a 50% mexicanness 

by most students. This is because they were born in the United States and may not have 

any real interest in Mexico, and maybe has never visited the country. In this same general 

range was the label, pocho. This was a person whose mind is in the USA but their body is 

in Mexico, following Lorenzo’s description. So it appears to be someone who lives on the 

Mexican side but who has extensive ties to the US. Thus they appear hybridized, 

somewhere in between, and potentially distasteful.  

 Finally, the category of a person with two passports (Una persona que tiene dos 

pasaportes (Mexico y EUA). Dice: ‘soy los dos’. [A person who has two passports 

(Mexico and USA). They say, ‘I’m both’]) was judged slightly less mexicano and more 

americano. This is because, as one student explained, since the person has papers for the 

other side they must have been born there. So, again the students express a general 

problematic with defining someone as bi-national or of dual nationality. While such 

individuals may be able to make such professions according to the state operations, they 

are not on the other hand able to make similar claims to the nation. Their authenticity as a 

viable token of the national type is called into question when one begins crossing borders. 

The Mexican-American term was also deemed low on the scale, as is shown in the figure 

above. Two students explained that this term alone shows that someone is more 

American than Mexican because to use the term Mexican-American is offensive to 

Mexicans because Mexico is part of America (in terms of North, Central, and South 

America). So the use of this term undoubtedly indexes a subjectivity and categorizational 

paradigm that is more typical of the other side. Furthermore, during this conversation, 
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one student commented that the United States also is a troubling term because Mexico is 

also a nation made up of united states: los estados unidos de méxico. Thus, terms such as 

Mexican-American and the United States can also be construed as an example of 

americanos attempting to lay claim to the entire continent or to claim a uniqueness that is 

unwarranted.  

 It is very clear that students enter the language classroom with preset social 

categories that are linked to nationalist precepts. The categorizational practices that they 

engage in are explained by the nationalist overtones to their everyday living (Billig 1995) 

but also by their personal experiences living at a geopolitical border and working in bi-

national factories where nationality means important status distinctions. It is argued that 

their engagement with nationalist categories reflects the students’ privileged position vis-

à-vis the general Nogales Sonora community. How they interpret who counts as being 

americano/mexicano has some effect on the way they interact with the classroom 

practices of Escuela Nogales. I have made an argument for a preference for clear 

categorization and an orientation to two polar categories, defined according to nationalist 

principles. In other words, the categories and sub-categories are socially-constructed 

products of nationalist border practices. As students enter the classroom I propose that 

they look to validate the class according to the reproduction of these nationalist 

categories in the classroom practice. For example, if students come in to a class taught by 

a mexicano, it is very possible that the class may carry far lower value in their minds 

because it is not involved in reproducing the ‘authentic’ American national subject and 

language. 
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Nationalist categories in the classroom 

The second half of this chapter will focus on the instances during classroom discourse 

when nationalist categories that were identified via ethnographic exploration were later 

made salient to classroom practice. At this point, I plan to demonstrate via discourse 

analysis that nationalist categories were made salient during classroom practice and to 

consider their function for reproducing nationalist border practices. Also, the highlighting 

of nationalist categories in classroom practice will foreshadow the nationalist standard 

practices that will be covered in detail in the next chapter. The ethnographic background 

that I collected during my participant/observation of the Escuela Nogales classroom 

serves as a valuable backdrop against which I can analyze the classroom discourse using 

Critical Discourse Analysis.  

 

Teacher-centered nationalist border practices 

Nationalist categories were evoked by both the teacher and students during the classroom 

practice that I observed. The teacher’s references were more frequent in the classroom 

discourse because his talk was most prevalent throughout the entire corpus. In what 

follows, I will consider the situations where the teacher and students both oriented toward 

the nationalist categories of americano and mexicano. I identified these instances in the 

use of explicit lexical items such as America, Mexico, and depending on the context, 

pronouns such as we and they. I treat these as examples of nationalist border practices 

because the evoking of these categories followed a presumption of distinction according 
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to nationalist precepts. Classroom observations found that the instructor often started 

lesson units by activating students’ local knowledge and asking them to draw connections 

to the lesson content currently under discussion. However, this practice was 

predominately grounded in a distinction or mutual exclusivity between notions of 

authentic Mexico and authentic US. This lesson-opening routine did not always draw on 

distinction, but when words such as in Mexico or here were included in the discourse, the 

participants appeared to adopt a shared orientation to that nationalist distinction. On the 

part of students, they used pronouns such as they or we or in Spanish to craft a distinction 

between themselves as a monolithic group and the teacher. I wish to also emphasize that 

the distinction-making practice on such occasions included a reflexive collectivization 

effect (e.g., positioning the class as a single unit contra the teacher). In what follows, I 

will first consider in detail the nationalist border practices instigated by the instructor and 

will then consider the instances where students made salient nationalist categories in their 

discourse. It will be important also to keep in mind that in all examples I present below, 

both sides attune to nationalist categories (e.g., self/other dyad) regardless of who 

introduced a category to the classroom discourse.  

 The teacher made relevant nationalist categories (e.g., used explicit terminology 

such as Mexico or Mexican that positioned students in distinction to the teacher) during 

classroom instruction at least once during 11 of 13 classroom meetings. The examples to 

be presented below are representative of these specific instances. To be fair, the amount 

of time spent on explicitly delineating one category from another was dramatically short, 

given the full 26 hours of classtime over the course of 8 weeks. There were many 
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instances when the teacher did not necessarily make an explicit distinction along 

nationalist lines in order to interact with students (e.g., talk about technology at work or 

about driving a car). Nonetheless, this should not discount the utility of these examples 

because following Billig’s (1995) banal nationalism, nationalist categories are so natural 

that they do not always need to be made explicit during classroom instruction.  

 Before moving forward, I wish to underscore the fact that the categories were 

apprehended on the grounds of distinction. That means that the two categories of 

mexicano and americano always appeared together as one was consistently rendered 

against the other for the purpose of discerning the boundaries of both.  This reflects 

nationalist border practices that privilege relational identity work and mutual exclusivity. 

In the examples, evocation of one category implies the necessary Other such that a 

reference to America privileges a contrastive comparison with Mexico.  

 

Example: How is it to talk to people in USA? 

During classroom instruction on 11/11, the following exchange occurred between the 

teacher and students. I observed the teacher use these types of exchanges at the onset of a 

new unit in order to activate the students’ prior knowledge and to encourage them to 

make a connection between novel class content and established personal knowledge 

(from audio). 

 
(1) Teacher:  how is it to talk to people in USA?  
(2) demanding? 
(3) assholes? 
(4) Danilo:  sometimes 
(5) Hector:  cannot help you with specific products 
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(6) we think in Spanish translate to English 
(7) sometimes bad 
(8) they say. no I can’t help you 
 
This exchange is a representative example of how nationalist categories were made 

explicit during classroom instruction. First, the teacher and Hector are both clearly 

orienting towards categories of Other. The teacher asks what it is like to talk to people in 

the USA. This choice of the lexical sequence of ‘people in the USA’ (Line 1) specifically 

locates Americans in the US because implicitly that is where English-speaking practice 

takes place. I link this reference to later discussion of how the teacher orients the class 

towards an instructional endpoint that posits a monolingual, monocultural American 

national community (Chapter Seven). Also relevant in regards to nationalist border 

practices is the teacher’s line of questioning that presupposes students have something to 

complain about regarding their interactions with people in the United States. This is an 

example of how nationalist border practices lend individuals to presupposing distinction 

across geopolitical borders. The excerpt also demonstrates an example of the teacher 

Othering Americans for the students in the way that he labels ‘people in the USA’ as 

‘demanding’ (Line 2) and ‘assholes’ (Line 3). I claim that such a rhetorical move disarms 

the students, thus establishing a line of alignment between the teacher and the students in 

their immediate context. Take note, however, that while the teacher does demonstrate 

awareness of student frustration, he locates English speakers on the other side and not in 

Nogales. This overlooks the fact that students use English on a daily basis at their 

workplaces so ‘people in the USA’ are not the only ones who speak English. 
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 In Lines 5-8, Hector takes up the offer and elaborates on his perspective. The 

pronoun contrast of we/they (Lines 6 and 8) is of course to clearly disassociate students 

like Hector (the rest of the class) from those Others (the americanos who speak English): 

We think in Spanish. Translate to English (Line 6). Notice that Hector also gives it as 

matter of fact that we have to translate while they do not. And the burden of 

communication appears, from Hector’s short narrative, to be on those in the same 

position as Hector. In his reference to specific products and providing a direct quote, one 

cannot help but feel that Hector is recounting a specific workplace experience.  

 

Example: What makes a good employee in Mexico? 

Soon afterwards on that same day (11/11), the teacher engaged with students in further 

dialogue about the maquila workplace (from audio). 

 
(1) Teacher:  what makes a good employee in Mexico?  
(2) Im asking cause I want to know 
(3) (0.3) 
(4) Teacher:  are there problems at maquilas?  
(5) different in the way things work?  
(6) no problems? 
(7) Student:  yes. problems 
(8) Rosario:  paid well 
(9) Lorena:  services are cheaper here 
(10) Teacher:  were talking about people 
 
In this exchange, the teacher expresses genuine interest in work conditions in the 

maquilas and especially in the intercultural exchange between American and Mexican 

workers (Lines 1-2; 4-6). This, I confirmed in formal interview later. Take note that just 

like in the previous excerpt, the teacher evokes a Mexican/American dichotomy on the 
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presumption of distinctiveness between the two categories. To keep the conversation 

going, the teacher cites potential problems at maquilas, specifically in terms of 

differences.  The student responses in Lines 8 and 9 list potential benefits of the maquila 

industry but this response does not follow the teacher’s original question in Line 1, thus 

he re-directs the conversation in Line 10. It is not entirely clear how the students 

interpreted the teacher’s question in Line 1 but Rosario’s response in Line 8 could be 

explained as a suggested benefit to working at maquilas in Mexico. If this were true, this 

could be an attempt to refute the teacher’s assumption that there are problems at maquilas. 

Again, it is not entirely clear. Second, Lorena in Line 9 responds that  ‘services are 

cheaper here’ either referring to benefits available to companies that set up maquilas or in 

reference to reasons to live in Nogales Sonora in that [residential] services are cheaper. 

The exact interpretations of each student to this episode are again not clear from the data 

at hand. Still, the primary point here is that Mexico is apprehended by the teacher with an 

assumption of distinction which follows nationalist border practices as I have presented 

them. An additional notable observation is that the evoking of Mexico in Line 1 conjures 

up standardized visions of the Mexican nation-state as opposed to the variation in 

workplace values across region, industry, gender, and social class. What is more, the 

students at Escuela Nogales are employed at maquila factories which are by definition 

binational (or transnational) operations, thus dividing workplace values according to 

national type may be difficult to do. 

 Three further examples of when the teacher evoked nationalist categories for the 

purpose of distinction-making are the following. On 10/30, the eve of the American 
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presidential election, the teacher asked the class, ‘In your country who decides who is 

president?’ It appears that this was intended to elicit conversation, but pay attention to the 

type of participation it elicits from students. It is eliciting English participation that 

presupposes student Otherness vis-à-vis the americano instructor. Moreover, the students 

are positioned as a national collective in the expression ‘your country’.  

 Prominent events that are on the mind of the instructor were incorporated into 

light class discussion at the beginning of each class I observed. For example, on 10/30, 

the teacher asked students what would be happening the following Thursday. The 

answer: ‘We’ll have a new president’. The pronoun we is salient because it creates a 

distinction between teachers and students along strict nationalist lines. The instructor, and 

all of his fellow national subjects (we), were poised to have a new president.   

 

Example: Thanksgiving for Nogales Sonora?  

Later as the Thanksgiving holiday drew near, the topic of this holiday practice became a 

classroom opener and closer. For example, on 11/17, the instructor remarked to the class 

that Thanksgiving would be coming up and that ‘me and Bryan’ would be eating turkey. 

The teacher immediately followed up with: ‘Do you guys have that?’ Again, like the 

previous excerpt, the students were positioned as Others to explain how their practices 

contrast with those presented by the instructor. Also, this is one occasion when the 

instructor positioned me as a fellow national subject.  

 In a verbal reminder on 11/20, the teacher had the following exchange with 

Rosario in front of the class at the start of the class meeting: 
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(1) Teacher:  there will be no class on Thursday because it is Thanksgiving 
(2) Rosario:  do you eat a lot of food? 
(3) Teacher:  yes. I will eat a lot of food 
(4) every American eats a lot of food on Thanksgiving 
(5) um. after that 
 
The comment on Line 4 (‘Every American eats a lot of food on Thanksgiving’) 

homogenizes the entire American population to match the teacher’s particular 

subjectivity. Since he will eat a lot of food, it is advanced in his discourse that all other 

Americans will eat a lot of food because the instructor is positioned to be representative 

of the American national collective. Furthermore, the statement demonstrates the 

presumption of distinction when the students in the class are actually quite familiar with 

the holiday practice. This I learned through my ethnographic interviews. The students I 

spoke with consistently mentioned that they celebrate Thanksgiving when they are 

invited to the other side by friends or family. It appears to be a middle-class or upper-

class phenomenon as one employee at the school noted that Escuela Nogales students 

have relations on the other side and probably celebrate Thanksgiving, but people like 

herself (and most people in Nogales from her perspective) do not.  

 The topic of holidays was interesting to me because of the way that holiday 

practices tend to follow individuals back and forth across international borders and 

therefore challenge nationalist border practices attached to geopolitical borders.  Before 

and after class I tried to frequent the retail shops and restaurants that my students 

mentioned in our conversations. During several visits to the commercial chain, Soriana, I 

found Halloween merchandise in October and Christmas merchandise during December 

in the entry aisles to the store. So, like the instructor, I was deceived by nationalist border 
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practices to equate cultural borders with geopolitical ones. Nationalist border practices 

effect the quick propensity for distinction and the assumption that so-called American 

holidays somehow magically (a) remain the proprietary of geopolitical borders, and (b) 

are practiced exclusively by those who self-identify with the American nation-state.   

 Another example of how the teacher apprehended Mexico for contrastive 

purposes is the following exchange that occurred on 11/24: 

 
I hear you can buy tequila at Wal-Mart here. Is that true? You can’t buy tequila at 
Wal-Mart in the States. At least I don’t think. 

 
I was not able to pick up the students’ responses to this statement but the statement alone 

is instructive. The statement that tequila can be bought in Nogales Sonora but not in the 

states is to contrast American and Mexican practices. Furthermore, the statement conjures 

up images of Mexico as a place of leisure and lax laws so often associated with Mexican 

border towns along the Mexico-US border. For example, Nogales Sonora was portrayed 

as a convenient stopping point during American prohibition (1920s-1930s) for 

individuals to enjoy their spirits (Arreola 2001). Also, cities like Tijuana and Ciudad 

Juárez have been characterized for their supply of prostitution to American military 

soldiers, stationed just across the border in San Diego and El Paso respectively (Vila 

2000). So, this comment plays into themes of Mexico as a place of lawlessness and free 

morals. It turns out that the instructor was incorrect about his assumption. It is possible to 

purchase tequila at Wal-Marts (that sell food products) in Tucson. The point here is not to 

fault the teacher for an incorrect assumption (about which he expressed an uncertainty to 

the class). Rather the point here is that nationalist border practices bring to the fore 



 
 

145 
 

generalizations based on distinction over coherence which leads to sometimes faulty 

assumptions. This is exactly how nationalist border practices function to reproduce 

nationalistic realities of distinction in banal discourse.  

 

Locating students according to nationalist principles 

An additional manner in which the teacher carried out nationalist border practices is in 

the way that he evoked nationalism to locate students in geographical space that 

coincides with the mexicano nationalist category. Furthermore, the students are located 

across a nationalist boundary that is understood to be located at the geopolitical border.  

 Locating students is of course part of the previous classroom examples thus far 

because it is the first step in establishing common ground for the talk to continue. For 

example, students are positioned alternatively as proprietors of national knowledge of 

Mexico in the previous examples and as Mexican Others. Following theories of 

indexicality, the teacher’s act of locating students is at the same time reflexively locating 

the teacher. The following examples demonstrate how the location of individuals in 

nationalist space allows for classroom practice to proceed. For example, the teacher 

frequently located students in relation to nationalist borders in order to advance 

hypothetical examples in the interest of vocabulary development.  

 

Example: That would be a chance meeting (11/24: 1.07.40) 

The following excerpt took place on 11/24 and demonstrates how students are attached in 

classroom discourse to specific geographic regions. To meet outside of that region is 
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reason for surprise, according to this hypothetical example. Speaking on the difference 

between a chance meeting and a planned meeting the teacher explains: 

 
(1)  Teacher:  if I tell you we will meet tomorrow at 5 o clock 
(2) here 
(3) that is a planned meeting 
(4) a chance meeting is if Im driving through Nogales 
(5) and I stop to get food and you are there 
(6) and we 
(7) see each other. 
(8) thats a chance meeting. 
      {deleted} 
 (9)  if youre at an airport 
(10)  in New York City 
(11)  and you see a friend from Nogales 
(12)  that would be a chance meeting 
(13) yeah? 
(14)  very unusual 
(15) okay:: so 
 
The excerpt presented above comes from a hypothetical example the teacher was 

employing to discuss expectations and what one may say when surprised. In the Nogales 

example, the teacher contrasts a planned meeting (Lines 1-2) and a chance meeting 

(Lines 4-8). The latter example is slightly different in that students are positioned as 

being surprised if they were to see a friend from Nogales at the New York City airport. It 

is a subtle nationalist border practice, but the presumptions that inform this hypothetical 

example are predicated on conventional geographic borders of nation. It is relevant that 

the teacher selects New York City for a hypothetical site of the chance meeting because it 

is located in a foreign nation-state from the students’ perspective. What is more it 

constructs a contiguity of parallelism between the teacher’s hypothetical border crossing 

(Lines 1-8) and that of the students (Lines 9-14). Furthermore, the selection of a ‘friend 
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from Nogales’ (Line 11) is also informative because its selection is a product of 

nationalist border practices that turn attention away from the possibility that students may 

have friends in the New York City area or that they may have a chance meeting in 

Nogales, or at the airport in Hermosillo, or at the airport at some other location. A further 

potential scenario could be that students meet a friend from somewhere outside the 

Mexico/US dyad at a location also outside of the US and Mexico. As an instructor it is 

difficult to think of hypothetical examples on stage and to do so countless times during 

the course of each class meeting. Therefore, I acknowledge that given more time to 

construct a hypothetical episode (as I have done here), the teacher would have formulated 

something very different. But for the purposes of analysis, the quick hypothetical 

example on the spur of the moment provides insights into the social categories and the 

positioning practices that lie along the surface of the teacher’s attention. In the case of 

this hypothetical example (and others like it), the instructor makes salient two nationalist 

categories that are grounded in geographical space (Mexico/US), and the crossing of 

those geopolitical boundaries (i.e., entering into the national Other space) brings to the 

fore the potential of unexpected meetings.    

 

Student-centered nationalist border practices 

This final section will give attention to the instances when students publicly evoked 

nationalist categories during class. When the students made nationalist categories 

relevant they typically were often responding to the teacher’s nationalist reference. The 

previous examples presented thus far provide clear illustrations of how the teacher 
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evoked nationalist categories and the students responded by aligning in joint-attention to 

the nationalist categories. This first example shows how the students share a joke about 

López Obrador while leaving the teacher outside of the joke. Although I am framing this 

example as student-centered, it is vital to point out that the exchange begins with a 

teacher-initiated nationalist border in using the term, your country (Line 1).  

 During a 11/24 class meeting, the vocabulary word activist appeared in the 

textbook chapter. To initiate a discussion of the word where students are prompted to 

consider the term’s meaning and to use it in conversation, the following exchange 

occurred (from audio). 

 
Example: López Obrador (11/24: 20.12) 
(1) Teacher:  can you think of any examples of any activists in your country 
(2) in Mexico? 
(3) Teacher:  who 
(4) [[indiscriminate talking]] 
(5) Student:  yes 
(6) Teacher:  yes. who? 
(7) Rosario:  ahhh 
(8) Bernardo:  López Obrador 
(9) Aurora:  ha ha ha 
(10) Lorena:  [[laughs]] 
(11) Aurora: hablas mal                [you shouldn’t say that] 
(12) Teacher: who? 
(13) Bernardo:  López Obrador 
(14) Teacher:  whos that? 
(15) Bernardo:  hes ahh 
(16) Students:  [[chuckles]] 
(17) Bernardo:  the vice-president 
(18) Lorena:  [[laughs]] 
(19) Bernardo:  [[laughs]] 
(20) [[students laughing]] 
(21) Teacher:  the vice-president is an activist? 
(22) Rosario:  {indistinct} 
(23) Teacher:  Is everyone laughing about the activist in Mexico?  
(24)  is that what youre laughing about?  



 
 

149 
 

(25) number:: 
 
Again, as was seen in the previous exchanges, the teacher draws students into a 

conversation by asking them to tap into their previous knowledge. He does so according 

to nationalist border practices, evoking the two polar categories of americano and 

mexicano, and specifically positioning all students in the class as members of a collective 

about which each has the power to comment (Lines 1-2). Bernardo says sarcastically, 

[Andres Manuel] López Obrador which garners a series of laughing interjections on the 

part of the fellow students. I first interpreted Bernardo’s remarks as being sarcastic 

because of Aurora’s admonishing response in Line 11 (hablas mal [you shouldn’t say 

that]), and Bernardo supported that interpretation in a later informal interview. He 

confirmed that it was intended to be sarcastic. As background, López Obrador was the 

other candidate for president of Mexico in what was a contested election result in 2006. 

In protest to the results that listed him as the loser, López Obrador attempted to establish 

an alternative national government in the central square of Mexico City. The reader will 

note that the teacher never quite understands why everyone was laughing and decides to 

move on to the next question in the workbook (Line 22-24). What is most salient about 

this exchange is the way that the teacher is led to abandon the conversation without ever 

fully appreciating the humor behind the López Obrador comment. In this manner, the 

students are positioned as national insiders to the joke which reflexively positions the 

teacher as the national Other.  

 In this example, there could be many reasons why the students did not elaborate 

on the humor behind the comment. One reason could be that the students respected the 
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general class routine of staying on-task and to explain such a comment would take the 

class away from valuable instructional time. Another reason could be related to the fact 

that Spanish was highly marked in this classroom and that the explanation of the 

humorous comment was problematic because it would require the overt use of Spanish 

during classtime. Also possible is that the more vocal students of the class were 

formulating an explanation in English but the teacher closed down the topic before they 

were ready to perform on the classroom ‘frontstage’ (Hancock 1997; see Chapter Seven). 

 One explanation that correlates to nationalist border practices is that on the part of 

the students, this situation became an opportunity for class-wide alignment work in the 

form of an insider’s joke between mexicanos. The fact that the americano teacher 

‘doesn’t get it’ is even more impactful in terms of creating nationalist distinctions in 

discourse. This is a reminder that nationalist categories always work in tandem: mexicano 

identity is most salient when placed in contradistinction to an Other (e.g., americano). 

  

Example: Pass away (12/4: 31.52 ) 

In what follows, I will present a second example of student-initiated nationalist 

categorization in classroom discourse. In the excerpted text below, the students clearly 

delineate the distinction between an English (i.e., American) expression and the 

corresponding Mexican one. The conflation of English to American and Spanish to 

Mexicano is warranted based on the interview data I collected from students. This 

excerpted exchange took place on 12/4 as the students were going over their homework 

sentences together in class with the teacher. These are student-generated sentences that 
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they wrote for homework where they had to use a phrasal verb in a sentence. The 

italicized portions of the transcript represent written text being read aloud.  

 
(1) Teacher:  {Aurora} 
(2) Aurora:  pass away 
(3) Teacher:  is that good or bad? 
(4) Aurora:  bad 
(5) Teacher:  horrible  
(6)  not a good thing 
(7)  so your sentence 
(8) Aurora:  my grandmom pass-ed away  
(9)  in 19-98 
(10) Teacher:  good  
(11)  passed away 
(12)  what does it mean? 
(13) Student:  pass away 
(14) Teacher:  my grandmother passed away in 1998  
(15)  what does that mean? 
(16) Aurora:  pass away to a new life 
(17) Maria:  a new good life 
(18) Students:  [[laughter]] 
(19) Teacher:  so this is interesting because  
(20)  this is a social difference 
(21) Teacher:  when is it appropriate to yeah? 
(22) you have the verb. pass away and you have. die  
(23) they both mean the same thing 
(24) can you always say both? 
(25)Bernardo:  pass  
(26) pass away means to leave  
(27) leave something 
(28) Teacher:  no 
(29)  pass away means to die 
(30)  but are they always interchangeable? 
(31)  are they always both appropriate? 
(32)  do you understand? 
(33)  are they always okay? 
(34)  no 
(35) Danilo:  I think 
(36) Teacher:  which one is more harsh? 
(37) which one is harsh? 
(38) Students: die 
(39) Teacher: die 
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(40)   pass away  
(41)  if I want to say something polite 
(42) I would say 
(43) oh I’m sorry to hear that your grandmother passed away  
(44) I would not say I’m sorry that your grandmother died 
(45) Students:  [[laughter]] 
(46) Teacher:  yeah sorry about your dead grandmother 
(47)  youd say Im sorry that your grandmother passed away 
(48)  José:  its difficult 
(49)  because in Spanish 
(50) we can use 
(51) its more confusing to say  
(52) pass on 
(53) your mom passed on 
(54) like pass to the other side  
(55) Teacher:  {indistinct} your mother 
(56) Students:  [[laughter]] 
(57) José:  its different  
(58) Teacher: its another way very good 
(59) José: yeah  its the opposite 
(60) Teacher:  its a polite phrase 
(61) its sort of a more mild 
(62) yeah 
(63) proper way to say  
(64) someone died 
(65) died is very extreme 
(66) yeah. okay 
 
On this occasion, a student in the class was able to articulate a distinction publicly along 

nationalist lines: ‘Its hard because in Spanish we can[t] use’ (Lines 49-50). In the 

example above, the teacher is describing a social distinction between the verb ‘to die’ and 

its phrasal variant ‘to pass away’ (Lines 21-24). José in Line 48 picks up the distinction 

and contrasts it with Spanish speakers (Lines 49-50) and implicitly Mexican Spanish 

speakers. He continues, noting that it is the opposite (Line 59) and commenting that the 

phrasal verb ‘to pass away’ would be entirely inappropriate in a Spanish linguistic 

context.  
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 According to the teacher during formal interview, something similar happened in 

a previous session at Escuela Nogales. He remarked that students had spoken up during 

the previous course about the conventions of writing cover letters for a job. The teacher 

reported that the students rejected writing a cover letter using boastful terms, even if it 

was in English. It was at this time that the teacher reported feeling very American while 

instructing Escuela Nogales classes. This is to say that nationalist border practices were 

made relevant to him because he was not expecting the response (i.e., resistance) on the 

part of students. This follows banal nationalism: nationalist border practices are made 

conscious in breaches. So when the teacher is articulating nationalist borders they may 

not register as loudly as they do when he encounters dissonance. Also important is that 

the instructor evoked this experience in response to the question: Are there times when 

you feel really American during class?. Thus, the teacher felt more American when 

students explicitly expressed a Mexican subjectivity. This directly corresponds to 

nationalist border practices of relational identity work. The notion of American is 

rendered most translucent when it is placed in contradistinction to Mexican.   
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CHAPTER SIX: 

ANALYSIS OF NATIONALIST STANDARD PRACTICES 

 

Introduction 

In conjunction with nationalist border practices, the classroom discourse at Escuela 

Nogales advances nationalist standard practices in the interests of co-constructing a 

shared orientation to a specific imagined community of practice inhabited by idealized 

americanos. It will be demonstrated in this chapter that the teacher articulated notions of 

a nationalist standard language and subjectivity and that he successfully took up a 

position of native-speaker, a single embodiment of the two standard concepts. 

Specifically, the teacher employed the following methods to carry out this aim: (1) 

linking the concepts of America and English to first-person pronouns (e.g., I and we), (2) 

objectification of American English, (3) mystifying standard American English, and (4) 

elaborating on the notion of a native-speaker intuition. The students interpreted the 

teacher as a native-speaker which was crucial to his functioning as an indexical conduit 

that connected the local classroom practice to the imagined community of americano 

practice external to the classroom. 

 

Coherence of nationalist standard subject and language 

 Nationalist standardization practices manufacture a standard subject and a 

standard language. Parallel to the preference for the nation and the state to coincide, 

national standards of subjectivity and language are rendered authentic when they closely 
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align with one another. The principle of singularity works to bring these two together 

rendering natural their contiguity so that an authentic American naturally speaks 

American standard English. When the nationalist standard subject and language coincide 

they point together to symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1986, 1991) on the grounds of their 

(misrecognized) national authenticity. Speaking specifically to language classrooms like 

Escuela Nogales, the most authentic language instructor is one who can faithfully 

perform both the national subject and national language in a coherent way. 

 The importance of coherence between the national standard and the national 

language can be identified in the practices that mark those who are unable to or are 

forbidden from projecting both simultaneously. Lippi-Green (1997) and Pennycook 

(1994) have both made the observation that speaking the standard alone does not always 

allow one to circumvent social discrimination based on non-linguistic variables (e.g., 

ethnicity, skin color, religious affiliation, gender, nationality, among others). This further 

explains why East Asian language teaching markets have notoriously shown preference 

to native English speakers who fulfill the entire profile: white, English standard speaker 

(misunderstood as their ‘native language’), and primarily monolingual. Standard 

subjectivity and standard language must match up in order for one to achieve ratification 

as authentic American and, by extension, one with privileged access to symbolic capital 

of the nation-state field.  

 In what follows, I will present classroom discourse evidence outlining the co-

construction of the nationalist standard subject and language. The two are interconnected 

and imply one another. Therefore, the discussion and evidence presented will at times 
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highlight the construction of the standard subject; other times it will highlight the 

standard language. Further still, some occasions will relate to both simultaneously.  

 

The nationalist standard subject and language 

Before speaking specifically to the nationalist standard subject, it will be helpful to 

remind the reader that my conceptualization of nationalist standard practices first follows 

the general principles of nationalist practice (nation-state dyad, comprehensive 

organization) and second the further principle of singularity. The reader will recall that 

nationalist standards call on a central point to stand in metonymically for the entire 

nation-state community, and as such, every point found within the nation-state 

community is compared against the central standardized point for evaluation.   

 The idea of a national subject as opposed to a national individual is in reference to 

poststructuralist treatments of identity (reinterpreted as subjectivity; see Norton Peirce 

1995, Weedon 1987). Different from conventional understandings of identity, 

subjectivity interprets the individual as a site of multiple intersecting discourses, resulting 

in a complex and tensive kaleidoscope of subject positions. No individual is completely 

determined by social structure nor are they completely free from it (see Chapter Two). 

With this in mind, a national subject is understood for our purposes as referring to anyone 

who takes up the particular positions that orient towards the principle narratives of the 

nation-state and (mis)recognizes the symbolic capital associated with the given nation-

state. Being ratified as an exemplar of the national standard subjectivity is predicated on 

the collection of signs appropriated to an individual (or inanimate object) in a given 
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social context. Ratification to the national standard subjectivity connects one directly to 

the symbolic capital (social, cultural, linguistic) tied to the nation-state when seen as a 

Bourdieusian  field (Bourdieu 1977b). Depending on the particular context, one may 

more or less achieve the standard national subjectivity through appropriation of white 

norms, as is the case in Australia according to Hage (1998). In contrast, achieving the 

standard subjectivity may be restricted by biological lineage in the case some nation-

states such as Japan (Lie 2001).  

 As discussed above in Chapter Two, the predominant national subject markers 

associate with the American nation-state historically have pointed to a white, middle-

class, predominately male subjectivity over time (Lippi-Green 1997, Motha 2006, Nieto 

2002, Shuck 2001). Previously marginalized understandings of American subjectivity 

have been advanced in the discourse community as of late (e.g., multicultural discourses), 

but when not implemented with a critical eye these alternatives can fail to decenter the 

white norm (Bryan 2006, Hage 1998, May 1999, Nieto 2002) and only serve to reinforce 

the centrality of the white American subjectivity. Similar to the establishment of the 

national standard subject, the standard language is derived from a prestige variety which 

is elevated to the status of standard language.  

 

Native speaker label  

Let us now more closely consider nationalist standardization practices in the state-

authorized language classroom. I contend that the nationalist standard subject and 

language are brought together in the construct of the native speaker teacher. The native 
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speaker teacher ties together these two standard practices to render, in the case of 

classrooms like Escuela Nogales, an authentic American. The native speaker teacher, 

understood as one who practices cultural and linguistic American authenticity, comes to 

represent the embodiment of nationalist standard language and subjectivity combined. 

Blommaert & Verschueren (1992) portray the native speaker construct as one part of the 

cluster of indexical features inculcated in determining one’s national authenticity. Thus, 

the native speaker concept is directly implicated in nationalist border practices of 

determining who is part of the national collective and who is not. Consider for example 

the case of Germany (Piller 2001) and the questionable use of linguistic shibboleth 

testing to determine national identity of refugees to Australia (McNamara 2005).  

 In a situation where classrooms endeavor to introduce students to a foreign or 

exotic culture the native speaker role is vital in order to engender authenticity to the 

classroom practice. This is to say that the situation is different between intranational 

teaching situations and international ones. Foreign Language (FL) classrooms may still 

show a tendency to prefer a native speaker teacher because they are able to present to 

students the version of national authenticity they expect (see Meadows 2008 on the 

familiar exotic). 

 The native speaker construct pulls together nationalist subjectivity and nationalist 

language in that America and English are presented as mutually-implicating. It is the 

explicit collocation of nationalist and monolingual ideologies to project an American 

nation-state unified by a single standard English language (Silverstein 1996). 

Contemporary promoters of English-only (see Crawford 1992) may argue that the nation-
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state of America has always been monolingually English, but sociohistorical research has 

uncovered a strong bilingual tradition (Heath 1977). The explicit association of English 

with standard national subjectivity only came about during the Americanization 

movement of the early 1900s (Pavlenko 2002). So, it is an ideological move that links 

English with America and in turn contributes to the authority and legitimacy of the 

classroom practices these individuals at Escuela Nogales were engaged in. Students 

appreciate and benefit from the monolingual English image because it matched the 

distinction necessary to differentiate it from Mexico in a mutually exclusive way. They 

are looking for real English spoken by real Americans—not that Spanglish stuff.  

 As the model national subject, a native English speaking teacher is afforded great 

credibility in their ability to make wide generalizations about either the English language 

or about the American cultural community, for their linguistic practice becomes an index 

of ‘correctness’ (Silverstein 1996). It is important to recognize that the instructor of the 

observed classroom was positioned by students as an idealized native speaker, in practice 

an index to the very specific americano community desired by the students. This was 

crucial because if the teacher were not able to take up a native speaker position, then his 

ability to embody an index to the americano community would have been impossible. 

Details of how the students expressed their perception of the instructor will be discussed 

towards the end of this chapter. 

 While the native speaker teacher is often afforded wide authority to make broad 

generalizations, those same generalizations are often constrained in order to fit neatly 

within geopolitical boundaries of nation-state. As an English instructor, to say that most 
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Americans use the term ‘trunk of a car’ is to suggest that this particular linguistic practice 

magically ceases at a geopolitical boundary and that it is largely consistent across the 

chosen population. The same problem exists for defining the limits of national culture. At 

a recent international festival on my campus I consistently observed national languages 

(e.g., German, French, Japan) attached to specific geographic locations framed as nation-

states (e.g., Germany, France, Japan) as if the linguistic and cultural practices existed 

nowhere else but within the geopolitical boundaries of these nation-states.  

 

Nationalist standards and classroom practice at Escuela Nogales 

In the classroom that I observed, the teacher used a variety of methods for positioning 

self as idealized national standard subject and national standard language speaker. I 

contend that this was vital to his ability to continue conducting the class because it was 

precisely in his ability to perform American national subjectivity and nationalist standard 

linguistic practices that he was able to maintain the faith and trust of the students. If he 

were to fall out of character (e.g., speak in Spanish that sounded too fluent, begin using 

marginalized dialect, etc.), he would have been questioned by the students for not being 

effective or appropriate because he would then no longer be positioned as an indexical 

link to the idealized americano community. This has nothing to do, by the way, with 

authenticity of diversity in terms of social practice.  

 At the Escuela Nogales classroom observed for this study, nationalist standards 

were advanced in classroom discourse in the following ways: (1) linking of 

America/English to first-person pronouns, (2) standard language objectified, (3) standard 



 
 

161 
 

language mystified, (4) development of native-speaker intuition. I will close with 

evidence that the students at Escuela Nogales recognized the instructor to be a legitimate 

representative of the americano community and thus able to embody a link between local 

classroom conditions and the americano community existing externally to the classroom.   

 

America linked to English  

In the classroom discourse, the instructor occasionally made explicit the link between 

America and English and successfully positioned himself as a legitimate representative of 

the imagined americano community of practice, imagined as monolingual and 

monocultural. This process is reflective of the fact that the pedagogical authority of a 

particular institution or instructor only extends as far as their ability to ratify a 

representativeness of the social practices associated with national standards (Bourdieu & 

Passeron 1977: 24). If the instructor were to not sufficiently embody the symbolic capital 

located at the standard center of the nation-state community, then it would follow that the 

classroom would be locally understood as in-authentic (i.e., not real learning) and a waste 

of time. Bourdieu & Passeron (1977) note that the entire pedagogical enterprise is 

inculcated with the duty of reproducing the social hierarchy of the nation-state 

community while at the same time disguising its own purpose in doing so. Thus, to orient 

to any other source of symbolic capital (or to directly challenge national standards in 

state-authorized pedagogical frameworks) is to derail the formal classroom from its entire 

foundation.   



 
 

162 
 

 The use of pronouns in discourse is revealing (Benveniste 1996, Jakobson 1971) 

because they are powerful rhetorical tools to position participants in social discourse both 

locally to the given context but also globally to contexts on a macro-scale. Billig (1995: 

88) discusses the powerful metonymic impact of the pronoun we to engender a ‘syntax of 

hegemony’ to impose the particular on the whole (or the specific to stand in for the 

universal). Observations and audio recordings of the classroom at Escuela Nogales 

detected a pattern of collocating the three terms of ‘English + America + we/I’ on the part 

of the teacher. Their frequent appearance in close proximity to one another in classroom 

discourse was not by accident (Bucholtz & Hall 2006) but was to establish an association 

of contiguity so that each term ‘naturally’ is associated with the two others. 

Representative examples from the corpus include:  

 
(10/28) 
IM. That’s what we call it in English. 
 
(10/30) 
In English, I can’t say ‘I is’. I can’t say ‘I plays’. 
We don’t say that anymore. A long time ago in English people said ‘me thanks’. 
 
(11/11) 
In English we say OCD. 

 
The very nature of pronouns means that their anaphoric referent will ‘shift’ (Jakobson 

1971) according to context and speech event. In the classroom at Escuela Nogales the 

first-person plural we was perhaps more frequently used over the course of the eight-

week class to refer to the local context of the classroom (e.g., Where are we? What other 

answers do we have? or Did we do anymore with this review sheet?). Therefore, I do not 

want to give the impression that we was strictly used by the teacher to position himself in 
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alignment to an imagined American national community. Indeed, the apparent reference 

to the local classroom community was far more frequent across the entire corpus. The 

term, we, exhibited various purposes in the classroom practice; one was the function of 

establishing a contiguity connection that positioned the teacher in a direct line with 

English speakers and America.  

 

Example: What else do we also say? 

Not every such instance featured a direct collocation between the first-person plural 

pronoun and either English or America. Other times the terms appeared in close 

proximity to one another. Again, I argue that this linkage could not be by accident but is 

indeed an example of indexical processes. Consider the following excerpt that features 

the teacher aligning himself with an English-speaking community using the first-person 

plural pronoun, we. On 12/9, the teacher elaborated on the term, take in. Where first he 

described take in as in it is too much information to process, he next thought of the 

connotation of ‘taking in a beautiful sight’. In doing this, he used the pronoun we to refer 

to the English speaking community, but the American nation-state is also implicated in 

this hypothetical example via the geographic reference to Tucson. 

 
(1) Teacher:  when you say this expression in English  
(2) it was a lot to take in  
(3) that means its too much 
(4) a lot to take in 
(5) yes? 
(6) what is 
(7)  what else do we also say this when were traveling 
(8) you can take in the sights 
(9) take in sights means 
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(10) you go to see everything that you want to see 
(11) yeah?  
(12)   so if you go to Tucson 
(13)  you want to see the mountains 
(14) take in the sights 
(15) (0.2) 
(16) yes? 
(17) good 
 
I wish to draw a connection between Lines 1, 7, and 12, and to argue that their 

appearance in close proximity (temporal-wise) is not by accident but provide one 

example of indexicalization. Thus, the terms ‘in English’ (Line 1), ‘we also say’ (Line 7), 

and ‘go to Tucson’ (Line 12) all appear in contiguous association in order to draw 

together English—America—instructor. Although this example does not provide a side-

by-side collocation of ‘English+we’ as the previous ones did, it contributes to the general 

collocative effect. 

 

Example: I would never say as a native English speaker 

A further example comes from classroom instruction on 12/2. After passing out a phrasal 

verb handout, the teacher underscored the colloquial quality to phrasal verb usage. Of 

course, this type of comment helps support the teacher’s position as an index to the 

imagined americano community of practice. In this excerpt, the teacher self-identifies as 

a native English speaker through the close sequencing of the first-person singular 

pronoun (I) with the term, native English speaker. I understand native speaker to be 

treated in discourse as a direct claim on the authority associated with national standard 

language and, by extension, the affiliated nation-state. 
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(1) Teacher:  I would never say 
(2)  as a native English speaker  
(3)  I would never say 
(4)  [[modified voice]] when you return from your trip 
(5)  Id say  
(6)  when you get back  
 
With repeated action, the indexical collocation that links English + America + we/I 

becomes a metaphor in the making: the index becomes apprehended as the icon. This 

process has been termed ‘iconization’ by Gal & Irvine (1995) and has also been described 

in political discourse (Meadows 2007). Therefore, over time and through repetition in 

discourse English/America/instructor can all be collapsed to one and serve as the source 

of pedagogical authority.  

 Also notable in the discourse were the references to large, generalized populations 

such as English speakers.  A few examples from the discourse data include: This is how 

people talk and People use this a lot in English. These two patterns were the most 

common but others were found that communicate similar sentiment (e.g., No one says 

that in America and Many English speakers and Every American). This discursal practice 

falls in line with nationalist standard practices because the apprehension of diverse 

communities according to a single term such as Americans or English speakers is 

evidence of the principle of singularity at work. Nationalist standard practices work to 

erase diverse linguistic and cultural practices in order to artificially construct a singularity 

of human subjectivity for those who are incorporated into/apprehended by the nationalist 

practices of a given nation-state.  
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Identifying fellow national subjects 

An amusing example of how the instructor brought together American/English in the 

form of ESL instructor was on 12/4. The teacher noted to the class that a substitute was 

coming to the next class to fill in for him: ‘another gringo will be here’. This was a 

humorous statement because it is a term that students are familiar with but may feel it to 

be offensive if used directly to the teacher. (The students chuckled at hearing this term.) 

What is relevant in terms of constructing the national standard subject is that the 

conscious use of this term draws solidarity between the teacher and the substitute along 

lines associated with the americano category (English speaker, white, non-Mexican). It is 

also relevant that the ‘gringo’ will be in class to serve the role of English teacher. In a 

sense it is to say: This fellow teacher who is coming in next time is also representative of 

the American community and his generalizations, his social practices can be trusted, 

because he indexes America in the same way I do.  

 I was also apprehended by the teacher to be a comparable American national 

subject. For example, on two occasions, the instructor double-checked with me during 

class on the appropriateness of a given spelling (e.g., ‘payed’ versus ‘paid’). At those 

times, he announced to the class what our joint-verdict was, thus clearly implicating me 

as a fellow national subject with particular powers of evaluation. Similarly, the teacher 

commented to students about a particular workbook sentence that even ‘Bryan doesn’t 

know this one’ in an attempt to paint the sentence form as an especially tricky or 

mystified one. In terms of sharing American cultural practices, the instructor made 

explicit to the class during class small talk about Thanksgiving on 11/17: There’ll be no 
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class on Thursday. It’s Thanksgiving. We’ll be eating. Me and Bryan will be eating 

turkey.  Students oriented toward me during the entire scope of my data collection as a 

source of ‘correct English’. While I made a conscious effort to put away my teaching 

persona during participant-observation in the classroom, students regularly asked me in 

side conversations during classtime or during groupwork the ‘correct’ way to pronounce 

a word, the ‘correct’ word for a Spanish equivalent, or the ‘correct’ conjugation of an 

English verb. This I was happy to do, but I found that the context privileged my 

positioning as a fellow American national subject no matter how much I tried to package 

away my teacher positioning.  

 

Rendering nationalist standards as generic  

References to a generic English speaker or American serve to both bring the two together 

and to also naturalize them such that the national standard comes to stand in for all 

conceptualizations of American or American English. Billig (1995) charges metonymic 

principles with the function of projecting a particular subjectivity to stand in for the 

whole and implicates the dialectic of particularity/universality as a fundamental aspect to 

nationalism’s rise to ideological predominance. Bourdieu (1991) treats this leap between 

the particular to the generic as a misrecognition of the legitimacy of the cultural and 

social capital of the elite to stake claim for the entire social field.  

 A telling practice is the use of hypothetical examples. For example, on a class 

handout with a sample business letter was the ‘quintessential’ American generic name, 

John Smith. Much later in the eight-week course, during a short announcement about 
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certificates of participation, the instructor needed a quick name to use as an example. The 

name he conjured up was John Michael Smith. This may be a common practice, but 

extremely relevant if we are considering nationalist practices in the classroom. This is 

because the use of the idealized American national subject as the generic type to every 

token advances its naturalness or inevitability. 

 Some examples from the transcripts include the following. On October 30, during 

class instruction, the instructor associated America with traditional English literary 

figures: ‘In America, people 19 years old. College students write a passive sentence to 

sound smart. “Historians say, Shakespeare wrote Hamlet in 1607”’ (written on board). 

English, America, and conventional figures such as Shakespeare are brought into direct 

alignment in such hypothetical examples. Again on 11/11 the instructor linked the 

practice of English with American periodicals: ‘If you read a newspaper, American 

periodicals this will help you’. Also on the same day, the instructor linked newspapers to 

the pending presidential election in the United States: ‘Next time I’ll bring along some 

newspaper articles to pick out details. Stuff about the election’. Through such moves, the 

image of English and America become synonymous and monolingual English America 

could be constructed in discourse.  

 

Who is in? Who is out? 

Relational identity practices always work in two directions at once. As one positively 

defines the identity of a group member, they are at the same time reflexively defining 

who is not a group member. So in the case of nationalist standards, it is as instructive 
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who is marked as non-standard as it is who is labeled as standard. In what follows, 

specific examples of the instructor marking English speakers will be considered. Looking 

over the entire corpus of class observations, these three instances stood out for their rare 

occurrence but remain instructive nonetheless. 

 Part of standardization is positioning the standard variety as the universal variety 

of a nation-state community. Painted as the language that ‘everyone speaks’ or the 

language of ‘fine culture and education’ creates a marked/unmarked relationship (Waugh 

1982) that serves in the name of degrading non-standard linguistic practice (Lippi-Green 

1997). Part of this process is identifying who speaks the standard and who does not. 

Through discourse and in distinction-making practices, the teacher in this classroom 

reflexively defines who speaks general American English by making clear those who do 

not.  

 

Example: Did you hear them say the word like? (11/24:1.25) 

In a few instances over the course of eight weeks, the teacher restricted the potential 

participants in American English practices by way of marking particular groups with a 

qualifier. For example, the teacher noted that young people say ‘like’ a lot in reference to 

an audiotape exercise included in the textbook.  

 
(1) Teacher:  one more thing  
(2)  did you hear them say the word like?  
(3)  this is very this is very this is very authentic  
(4) Danilo:  like 
(5) Teacher:  like 
(6) Gloria:  like expression? 
(7) Teacher:  it doesnt mean anything 



 
 

170 
 

(8) José:  like 
(9) Teacher:  its 
(10) you use it in conversation when youre nervous  
(11)  or if youre explaining something  
(12)  so youll hear certain people say it  
(13)  teenagers they say  
(14)  well like you know  
(15)  yesterday he was being a jerk and  
(16)  like  
(17)  like I couldnt figure out why  
(18)  like why  
(19) why he would do that 
(20)  so they just throw in like to fill in space  
 
 
Example: Where they say things different from me (11/20: 13.45) 

A further non-speaker of American standard is the British English community which the 

teacher made specific on 12/2 while introducing a list of phrasal verbs to the class. 

Specifically he remarked, ‘some of these expressions are British English. We don’t say 

those in America’. Importantly, the acknowledgment of British English, as a recognized 

alternative standard language variety helped to maintain the classroom practice within the 

realm of nationalist standards.  

 
(1) Teacher:  is everybody clear 
(2)  on how to pronounce [[writing ‘should’ on the board]] 
(3) Aurora:  [ʃold] 
(4) Bernardo:  [ʃʊd] 
(5) Aurora:  [ʃʊd] 
(6) Teacher:  how do you pronounce this word [[writing ‘could’ on the board]] 
(7) Aurora:  [kold] 
(8) Bernardo:  [kʊd] 
(9) Teacher:  [kʊd] 
(10) Aurora:  [kʊd] 
(11) Teacher:  [wʊd] 
(12) Student:  [wʊd] 
(13) Teacher:  [ʃʊd] 
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(14) Students:  [ʃʊd] 
(15) Teacher:  now there are probably 
(16)  portions of the United States  
(17)  and other parts of the world 
(18)  England 
(19)  where they say these things different than me 
(20)  but the way I hear it is like the word 
(21) [[writing on board]] wood 
(22)  yeah?  
(23) would? 
(24) Gloria:  yes 
(25) Teacher:  could would should.  
(26)  thats how I hear it. 
(27)  thats how most people pronounce it  
(28)  there might be some differences 
(29) okay:: 
 
Also notable is that the teacher positions himself as a non-speaker of British English, one 

who hears /would/ and /wood/ to be homophonic (Line 20). I interpret the teacher’s 

follow-up in Line 26 (that’s how I hear it) and Line 27 (that’s how most people 

pronounce it) to reinforce the alignment the teacher practices between himself and the 

American national standards.  

 Another reference to non-standard speakers was on 11/20 when the teacher 

stylized a Southern-sounding dialect to underscore the malformedness of sentences such 

as ‘I will Nogales’ and ‘I can’t English’. The combined use of malformed construction 

along with the Southern dialect work together to communicate a sense of incorrectness. 

The ritualistic association of Southern dialect with non-standard speakers is not difficult 

to find in discourse communities located within the United States (see Lippi-Green 1997). 

 In the interview data, students and administrators expressed the belief that they 

were learning general English. This I confirmed in formal interviews with the teacher and 

program administrator who both explained the sequencing of Escuela Nogales is to 
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establish a base of general English before students are later introduced to business 

English in the more advanced classes. In informal interviews I queried students as to 

what kind of English they felt they were learning. All responded they were learning the 

general English, the basic one for most situations.  This is very important because it is a 

product of the standardization practices. Just as the general English speaker is never 

explicitly delimited, neither is the standard speaker. Neither have to be because they take 

up the default position, the unmarked, and thus endowed with the ability to stand in for 

the entire field (Lippi-Green 1997). This, of course, is despite the specific location of a 

standard variety in sociohistorical space (i.e., standard varieties are not inherently 

universal).  

 

Attaching America/English to geographic space 

The instructor frequently used American geographical locations in the hypothetical 

situations he constructed for the class. New York City was mentioned twice, one time 

being featured in an audio listening practice exercise. The Grand Canyon was mentioned 

another time (11/24) and finally Europe. On 11/25, in response to a student question 

during group work, the teacher used Phoenix as an example of a driving location:  

 
‘would’ talks about possibility…so for example I say I will drive my car to 
Phoenix tomorrow that’s a definite, positive I will do this for sure. ‘I would drive 
my car to Phoenix’, that there’s a condition—if I have money to pay for gas. If 
my friend comes with me. So it’s future but it’s speculation, yeah.  

 
This is relevant because these references to geographic locations conventionally 

associated with the United States result in an American-centered depiction of the world. 
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This follows Bourdieu & Passeron’s (1977: 33) conclusion that pedagogical action 

conflates the position of elites with reality in such a way that students are rewarded for 

appropriating and thus perpetuating the centrality of that very specific interpretation of 

reality. These locations were not used to the exclusion of other locations. Nogales was 

mentioned three times during classroom instruction in order facilitate student reaction on 

two occasions and to present a hypothetical example in another. These instances were 

treated in the previous chapter on nationalist categories in discourse. 

 

Example: y’know airlines 

Also on 11/20 during a discussion of the modal verb, must, the teacher gave a list of 

businesses that require things of their customers. The brief transcript is featured below. 

What is relevant here is the way the teacher conjures up American-based airlines to make 

his point. This again reinforces an American-centered subjectivity which is appreciated 

by students because it is exotically distinct from Mexican national subjectivity. 

 
(1)  Teacher:  airlines 
(2) places that give rules 
(3) yeah 
(4) like the  
(5) like Continental 
(6) y’know airlines 
(7) US Air 
(8) United airlines 
(9) they might say 
(10) you must arrive on time for your flight 
(11) you must 
(12) makes it stronger. 
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The use of national placenames, (e.g., ‘you must see the Eiffel Tower’ on 11/20 when 

speaking of France) illustrates the conventionalization of locations within the nationalist 

global framework. Place names (e.g., Washington DC, Mexico City, Tokyo) and 

landmarks (e.g., the pyramids, Big Ben, the Kremlin, the Great Wall) come to stand in for 

entire nation-states in the international global order. Billig (1995: 73) insightfully points 

out that individual distinction in the world of nations is absolutely essential: There can 

only be one Paris, one Eiffel Tower, and only one Teotihuacan. As mutually exclusive 

labels, these placenames and landmarks come to stand for the nation-state, both in that 

they index the nation-state (indexicality) while at the same time capturing its supposed 

essential nature (iconicity). In the classroom context, they become shorthand, convenient 

ways to make reference to specific locations along the international network. This can 

provide a practical function by allowing students and a teacher to quickly reference 

locations and to move on. However, the conventionality of these placename references 

and landmarks also provide a discursive device to ‘flag-wave’ (Billig 1995), reinforcing 

to the ubiquity of the nationalist framework.   

 Still regarding geography, I discovered in my participant-observation that the 

pronunciation of placenames was tailored to reflect a particular national subjectivity. A 

particular concern of this teacher and others was the pronunciation of the city name, 

Tucson. Prior to my audio recording the class I observed, the instructor corrected one 

student who referred to the city of Tucson as [túk.son]. He corrected the student and then 

asked the class to repeat after him, [tú.son] and not [túk.son]. The student’s pronunciation 

of Tucson was directly in line with the rest of the Nogales community. During my time 



 
 

175 
 

with the students inside and outside of class, students used the [túk.son] variant on a 

regular basis, always when speaking in Spanish and usually in English. To see how the 

community would respond, one week into my regular visits to Escuela Nogales, I began 

using the variant [túk.son] consistently whether in the middle of a Spanish or English 

utterance. No one corrected me. I believe that the pronunciation [túk.son] is a direct index 

to Spanish phonology and when used by an individual evokes a Spanish-speaker 

subjectivity (see Agha 1993, Ball 2005). Since Spanish is often associated with Mexico 

in the Arizona/Sonora region, it is reasonable to assume that the Spanish connotation is 

linked to that of Mexican subjectivity thus resulting in an indirect indexical link between 

the variant [túk.son] and a Mexican subjectivity. 

 What must be pointed out is that the variant [túk.son] is used by a whole range of 

people living on the American side of the geopolitical border. For example, one particular 

incident occurred in another classroom in Tucson I was observing subsequent to the 

Escuela Nogales course. On the first day of class, each student was introducing 

him/herself to the class in round-robin style where each person takes a turn and the rest 

listen. At one point and after hearing five students use the variant, [túk.son], the teacher 

stopped the introductions to teach students the ‘correct’ way to say the place name. He 

modeled the other variant, [tú.son] and asked the students to repeat after him in choral 

reading. Three of these students had lived in Tucson for years. However, in the English 

classrooms that I observed, only certain subjectivities and experiences counted.  

 To see the world in terms of a particular national subjectivity is to also promote 

the naturalness of the nation-state and the worldview it provides through these labels. 
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Thus, the name of a city like Tucson can also become a site of national subjectivity 

negotiation as teachers find themselves compelled to ‘correct’ students’ mispronunciation 

of a place name. This correction is despite the often bilingual population inhabiting the 

physical national space that uses the [túk.son] variant. In other words, the English teacher 

promotes a very specific interpretation of the placename, not the most correct one, or 

perhaps not even the most common (depending on the community). However, it is the 

variant that is privileged by the dominant version of American subjectivity.  

 

Nationalist standard language objectified 

Lippi-Green (1997) identified standard language objectification and mystification as two 

of a series of processes that articulate standard language ideologies in classrooms. 

Participant-observation at Escuela Nogales detected both processes underway.  

 

Objectified in its modification  

Standard English must be enregistered and then objectified in order to be reproduced in 

state institutions of learning. Part of objectifying speech is bringing it to the explicit 

attention of students and talking about it in a way that artificially removes it from its 

literal denotative functions. The standard variety is objectified so that classroom 

participants can then use the metapragmatic functions of language (Morson & Emerson 

1990, Silverstein 2003) to evaluate language use as either correct or incorrect. A teacher 

talks about English as if it were an object that could be placed on shelf, something that 

exists outside of their own practice. This is why the focus on worksheets, textbooks and 
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contextless sentences about imaginary people makes sense because the purpose of the 

practice is not to communicate using English but to communicate about English. As such, 

the kind of English linguistic practice of the classroom becomes particular to the 

classroom, an exemplar of academic discourse (Gee 2004), a variety of language very 

distinct from non-classroom situations. This artificial condition will become relevant in 

the next chapter, but for the time being it will suffice to take note that the language of the 

classroom is referred to by the teacher during classroom practice as an artificial language 

distinct from the authentic language contexts outside of the classroom.  

 As an object of classroom joint-attention (shared between teacher and students), 

the standard is modified in particular ways to bring certain aspects of language to the 

attention of students. One method is for teachers to slow their rate of speed when 

speaking with students. Additionally, teachers may also stress particular segments of 

words and hyperpronounce vowels and consonant clusters that would be dropped or 

reduced by the teacher outside of the classroom.  This register of speech has been termed 

alternatively, motherese, foreigner talk, or teacher talk (Ferguson 1971). Teacher talk is 

modified speech that is characterized by a slowed rate of speech, hyperpronunciation of 

consonant clusters that would be reduced outside of the classroom, and frequent 

backchannel checks (see Zuengler 1991: 234). This is one method for constructing a 

modified version of English that is particular to the language classroom. This teacher 

engaged in this practice in the classroom as did other teachers I observed in passing 

during my time at Escuela Nogales. I also tend to employ this register when I assume my 

teacher persona. 
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 Here is an example of teacher talk as produced by the teacher I observed at 

Escuela Nogales. This excerpt comes from an opening small-talk session where the 

teacher was explaining the contents of an upcoming quiz and then course evaluations. 

The excerpt is dated 12/9. The underlined portions indicate a slowed-rate of speech 

relative to the surrounding co-text. 

 
We’re going to review in the book. We will look at the homework just so we can 
practice phrasal verbs. Phrasal verbs are definitely on the test. The quiz I gave you 
we will just look at It’s not important so we will just look at it for practice. Okay? 
The test is points. The quiz we’ll just look at it. So we’ll review in the book. 
Today we are also going to have evaluations. Where you evaluate the class. So I 
will give you something and I will leave the room, okay. I have to go to the other 
classes too? Because all the classes have to be evaluated. And then I’ll come back 
here where we’ll do some more and get ready to take the test, yeah? 

 
Correct answer Activity  

Once objectified, the legitimacy of standard American English can then be advanced in 

classroom practices. One activity observed at Escuela Nogales was the correct answer 

activity which was an essential component to reproducing the standard language and 

directing the students to the symbolic ‘correctness’ of the standard language. It was a 

chance for the teacher to model for students the national standard subject adopted for this 

classroom.  

 The correct answer activity coincides with the general purpose of pedagogical 

activity in state-authorized classrooms: reproduce an orientation to the symbolic capital 

of the nation-state (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977). National standards are reinforced at 

multiple sites across the nation-state community when they are advanced as indexes of 

correctness. However, the very notion of correctness is grounded in the social practices 
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(linguistic and cultural) of the elite and not to an objectifiable truth. Thus, the particular 

subjectivity of the elite, once rendered as generic, is re-contextualized as objective 

correctness and is reproduced in pedagogical contexts in cyclical fashion: the grounds for 

power reproduction is derived in the very power relations that gave rise to power in the 

first place (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977: 13). When locked in such logic, to challenge the 

standard is to be ‘wrong’ or ‘incorrect’, not merely different.  

 At Escuela Nogales, the correct answer activity first established joint-attention to 

a textbook or workbook exercise shared by the teacher and students. The workbook or 

textbook exercise typically involved a fill-in-the-blank type activity where students were 

prompted to use key vocabulary items to complete or to construct sentences and then 

write them in their books. Correcting homework was a regular part of each class and 

typically followed group work activities (see below). Towards the beginning of the 

course, the teacher experienced many call-outs during this activity. However, as he 

learned the students’ names, he began calling on students individually, thus reducing the 

amount of call-outs. In my notes I made a comment on 11/11 (the fifth class in the 

sequence) that the call-outs had started to decrease in frequency. The teacher made a 

conscious effort to give everyone a chance to answer at least two to three questions a 

night.  

 Simply for illustration, sample images of textbook (left) and workbook (right) 

pages are featured immediately below. 
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ILLUSTRATION 4: Textbook sample images 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Example: IRE routine (11/24: 27.00) 

On 11/24 the teacher was reviewing with students a homework assignment from the class 

workbook. This excerpt demonstrates the basic systematics of the correct answer routine: 

(1) teacher call-on student, (2) student responds with answer (often read from written 

text), (3) teacher evaluates student response. The evaluation response may include a 

recast for the student to then repeat orally. Call-outs were not uncommon. Italicized text 

below indicates written text that is being read aloud. 

 
(1) Teacher:  number five 
(2)  five 
(3) {Aurora} 
(4) Aurora:  Nobel Peace Prize winner  
(5)  are visionary  
(6)  who has wonderful ideas  
(7)  to bring peace to the world 
(8) Teacher:  good 
(9)  visionaries 
(10) Bernardo:  visionaries 
(11) Teacher:  [vision.nar.eez] 
(12) Aurora:  visionaries  
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Following these basic three steps (which replicate the Initiation-Response-Evaluation 

[IRE] sequencing identified in Sinclair & Coulthard 1975), the exchange would follow 

one of two directions: (a) the teacher elaborates on the vocabulary item by providing a 

hypothetical example or by providing additional contexts in which the word could be 

used, or (b) another student calls out an alternative answer. This next excerpt 

demonstrates an example of (b). Below, when the teacher completes the IRE sequence 

with a negative evaluation (line 9, mmm?), surrounding students call out an alternative 

answer, to which the teacher provides another evaluation. Thus, the call-out initiates an 

additional IRE sequencing. On the other hand, extension (a) leads into an extended 

teacher sequence of turns, but then eventually leads back to an IRE sequence. Italicized 

text below indicates written text that is being read aloud. 

 
Example: Student call-outs (11/24: 26.00) 
(1)Teacher:  number three {Lorena} 
(2) Lorena: my brother is um 
(3)  um is what? 
(4) Bernardo:  completely 
(5) Lorena:  completely visionary 
(6)  is completely visionary about world  
(7)  events 
(8)  he doesnt even read the newspaper 
(9) Teacher:  mmm? 
(10) Aurora:  my brother is completely 
(11)  apathetic 
(12) Bernardo:  apathetic? 
(13) Aurora:  apathetic about world events 
(14)  he doesnt even read the newspaper 
(15) Teacher:  good  
(16) apathetic 
(17)  very good 
(18) number four? 
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During the correct-answer activity, students called out over each other. Consistently, if 

the person called on did not have the answer, other students were usually ready to call out 

the correct answer. This was an annoyance at times for the teacher as he would respond 

‘wait’ or simply ignore the students who were calling out. For a time, this was a very 

common phenomenon in the classroom practice and could at times result in the drowning 

out of student voices. It was clear that the teacher noticed that and tried to give the quieter 

students the extra space they sometimes needed to formulate their responses.   

 

Routine rendered visible in breach events 

Routines and systematics are always rendered most visible in breach events (Garfinkel 

1967). I will next present a few examples of breaches to the correct-answer activity 

systematics. These are atypical examples and they stand out because of the surprised 

reactions of the teacher or fellow students. On 11/11, during classroom instruction, the 

following exchange took place which disrupted the teacher’s position as the primary 

evaluator of front-stage pronouncements: 

 
Example: Thats right 
(1) Teacher:  if you read a newspaper. 
(2) American periodicals  
(3) this will help you. 
(4) Danilo:  thats right 
(5) Teacher:  [[laughs]] 
 
The teacher responded to Danilo’s turn (Line 4) with a laugh and a pause in his 

sequencing (Line 5). This was a breach because it was unusual that a student would make 

an evaluatory statement in English to the teacher. Typically, this was the teacher’s 
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position. Therefore, the teacher’s laughing response can be understood as evidence of a 

breach to the classroom IRE routine. 

 A second breach instance demonstrates the systematicity of IRE and the focus on 

reproducing the correct answer according to the text workbook. In this situation which 

took place on 11/25 during classroom instruction, the teacher was working with modals 

of certainty. In this particular exercise the teacher framed the activity as not necessarily to 

determine the correct answer but to articulate the level of certainty of each particular 

phrase. This presented for students a breach from the conventional IRE sequencing 

because they were more accustomed to verifying their written answers with the teacher, 

not discussing the level of certainty of a particular statement. Italicized text is written text 

read aloud. Students respond with uncertainty of their own, and the teacher completes 

this exchange responding to his own prompt (Lines 12-16). 

 
Example: Wait no no no (11/25: 54.02) 
(1) Teacher:  first. before you answer  
(2)  I want you to read it and tell me  
(3)  if its a very  
(4) strong statement 
(5)  or just a hmmm statement [[hand placed horizontally and then wavered]] 
(6)  yeah? 
(7)  Jim Thompson lived in Thailand for twenty two years 
(8) José:  he must have live= 
(9) Teacher:  wait no no no [[hand stretched out toward José]] 
(10) I just wanta  
(11) strong statement or 
(12) hmm [[hand outstretched and oscillating]] 
 [0.2] 
(13)  its a fact 
(14)  he lived there 
 [0.1] 
(15)  yeah 
(16)  very strong 
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A third example took place on 11/13 during classroom instruction. In this breach, the 

purpose of the teacher’s question was challenged and also a parody was made of the 

teacher’s occasional questions about Spanish glosses. The parody in this excerpt appeared 

to create a playful frame of the student teaching the teacher. The breach and the sudden 

moment of confusion sparks laughter from the teacher and students.  

 
Example: In Spanish? (11/13) 
(1) Teacher:  What is tread? 
(2) Danilo:  in Spanish? 
(3) Teacher:  in English [[laughs]] 
  
Students asking for correct answer  

Students demanded the correct answer during the correct answer activity. When class 

conversation took attention away from clearly stating the correct answer, students 

actively sought the answer to write down in their textbook or workbook. Students either 

initiated side sequences with a neighbor or engaged the teacher directly for the answer. 

This observation leads to the inference that the correct answer was highly valued by the 

students of the classroom, and by extension, the correctness that is associated with the 

national standard language and subject. 

 Below is an example of students asking for the spelling of a novel vocabulary 

word. This sample is taken from 12/9. In line 15, Rosario self-selects and asks the teacher 

to write the word on the board so that she could write it down in her notebook. 

Additionally, line 19 displays an instance when a neighboring student initiates a side 

conversation in order to ask me to model or to evaluate their pronunciation of a novel 

word.  
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Example: Stubborn? 
(1) Teacher:  stubborn?  
(2)  everyone know stubborn? 
(3) Student:  no 
(4) Teacher:  stubborn means  
(5)  you do whachu want to do.  
(6)  it does not matter what someone else tells you  
(7)  youre very stubborn.  
(8)  yeah?  
(9)  not flexible 
(10) Lorenzo:  stubborn [[hushed voice directed to self]] 
(11) Teacher:  so my father is very stubborn 
(12)  people would say  
(13)  I take after my father 
(14)  okay? 
(15) Rosario:  can you write on  
(16) Teacher:  [[writing on board]] stubborn 
(17)   s t u b b o r n 
(18)  stubborn 
(19)     Bernardo:  stubborn 
(20)     Bryan:   stubborn 
(21) Rosario:  s t b 
(22) Teacher:  s t u 
(23) Rosario:  uh huh 
(24) Teacher:  b b o r n stubborn 
(25) Rosario:  stubborn 
 
 
Nationalist standard language mystified 

A second aspect to standardization noted in classroom observation is language 

mystification (Lippi-Green 1997: 67). Mystification refers to the representation of the 

standard variety as being so difficult that one needs certain individuals with particular 

qualifications to aid others in acquiring it. A corollary of this is objectifying the language 

and positioning it beyond the control of any one person. This quells student resistance or 

any inclination to act to transform the standard variety. Plus, objectifying the language as 

beyond the control of the teacher also frees the teacher of the responsibility to instruct 
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students in aspects of the standard variety that they may find difficult to explain: the 

standard is the way just because it is. And this is no explanation at all but an unfortunate 

case of circular logic. 

 I identified aspects of mystification of the standard variety in the classroom 

discourse at Escuela Nogales.  Explicit examples were few and the entire set of samples 

is featured below. During class on 10/23, the instructor stated to the class, ‘Don’t blame 

me. It’s English. It’s not me’. This was repeated at several points during the course of the 

class, especially when confronting a challenging grammatical point or prepositional 

usage. A second example was found on 11/13 when the instructor talked about the 

progressive form: ‘people say ‘ing’ way too much. English is not simple. I know’. During 

the second half of the class on the same evening, and during a review of key content for 

an upcoming quiz, the instructor again mystified the variety of English he was teaching: 

‘It sometimes confuses us too. Don’t worry’.  

 

Example: Confusing? 

On 12/2, the instructor had this exchange with Sergio following the completion of a 

correct answer activity: 

 
(1) Teacher:  confusing? 
(2) Sergio:  yes 
(3) Teacher: [[laughs]] 
(4) clear as mud 
 
In this excerpt, the teacher gives the impression that there is nothing more to do 

instruction-wise. Some aspects of English are just confusing and beyond one’s initial 
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grasp. I know this teacher well and his laugh in Line 3 was not intended to belittle the 

student but to sympathize with him, to perhaps suggest that together they had reached the 

limit of his abilities on this particular point. 

 Occasionally during the course of the class when the instructor would detect a 

large majority of the class feeling frustrated with a particular grammatical form, the 

teacher responded empathetically, ‘Don’t blame me. It’s not me. It’s English’.  Students 

reacted warmly each time he made this pronouncement. This type of statement feeds into 

the objectification of the standard variety as something that exists outside of both 

microinteractions and the entire classroom context, thus priming the notion of standard 

English for metapragmatic discussion. I particularly bring attention to this because from 

the theoretical position adopted for this analysis, language only exists in social practice 

and is entirely produced, carried out, and reproduced by human beings. Thus, while there 

is a regime of conventionalization and there is an illusion of rigidity to linguistic structure, 

the theoretical precepts of social practice theory allow for resistance to structure through 

human conscious agency. Thus, in theory, linguistic structure is entirely dependent on 

individual human beings’ practice and whether or not that practice reproduces or fails to 

reproduce existing structure.  

 A third aspect to mystification is placing the notion of meaning outside of the 

individual teacher. Like asking students to not blame the teacher for its unusual or 

illogical features, mystification is also advanced in discourse that places meaning outside 

of the instructor. This is a common phrase that I hear in language learning situations and I 

hear myself using too, ‘globo means balloon in Spanish’. This suggests that the meaning 
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of a word is somewhere outside of the immediate utterances of the two individuals 

negotiating meaning in face-face interaction. This type of argument releases the instructor 

for taking responsibility for the connotations and denotations of a particular term. When 

in fact they might do better to take such responsibility because for any term there will be 

a range of interpretations, some more contested than others. To acknowledge this, one 

option is for instructors to locate meaning in their personal regular linguistic repertoire, or 

idiolect (e.g., I say ‘houseboat’ for that or I use ‘sorry’ when I don’t hear someone well). 

This remedies several shortcomings as I interpret them. First, taking ownership for 

meaning implies that others may use the term differently, as we know is the case given 

the linguistically diverse communities in which we participate. Second, this style of 

expression models for students to take ownership of their own language use, and in 

taking ownership students may find a way out of correct/incorrect, good/bad judgments 

of language (or at least become more aware of the relative nature of linguistic 

correctness). Third, stressing meaning as located within an individual further implies that 

there is potential to modify or transform any linguistic practice.  

 

Constructing native speaker intuition 

Also on a few occasions, the teacher expressed an intention to develop in students a 

‘feeling’ for language. This is in other words a native-like commonsense about what is 

right or wrong in a language. This proved to be too much for the students at the time but 

still functioned as a visible endpoint for students. From the 11/25 class, as the students 
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were finishing up a group exercise on the certainty of expressions of prediction, the 

teacher announced to the students:  

 
One more minute…don’t don’t analyze too much. Just think what this is saying. 
Is it very certain, very confident or not very confident statement. Okay. We’ll see 
if your intuition is correct. 

 
Also on 11/20, the teacher mentioned to students to use their intuition about language. 

This time, the students were having a hard time understanding the difference between ‘so 

that’ and ‘because’ since both are involved in giving reasons. The teacher passed out a 

handout with some extra exercises for them to try:  

 
I want you to understand that for me as the teacher it’s difficult to explain. The 
difference between so that and because. But I’m going to try because they both 
express reason. Yeah? Reasons for doing something but they’re different. Yeah? 
You can’t use the same all the time. So we’re going to explain it a little bit.  

 
Immediately upon handing out all of the worksheets, the teacher then gave these 

instructions:  

 
I do want you to do this on your own. Use your intuition. Do what you think is the 
correct answer and then we’ll go through it together. Okay?  

 
 

Example: Can I say that? 

In the exercise that followed on 11/20, the teacher invited students to use a variety of 

clues to discern the appropriateness of because or so that according to each answer. 

Italicized text is written text that is read aloud. 

 
(1) Teacher:  {Bernardo} 
(2) Bernardo:  I cannot come because the weather is bad  
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(3) Teacher:  very good  
(4) everyone have that? 
(5)  does anyone just have because? 
(6) Gloria:  we dont understand because of 
(7) José:  what is the difference? 
(8) Teacher:  because is what’s the difference? 
(9) Gloria:  in the second one 
(10) Teacher:  okay  
(11) lets just look at number one and two 
(12) Gloria:  {indistinct} 
(13) Teacher:  in the first one we have  
(14)  because I forgot my briefcase 
(15)  think about it.  
(16)  can I say  
(17)  I came back because my briefcase? 
(18)  is that possible?  
(19)  I came back because my briefcase 
(20) Student:  {indistinct} 
(21) Teacher:  I came back because of my briefcase 
(22)  can I say  
(23)  I cannot come because of the weather is bad  
(24)  can I say that?  
(25)  because of the weather is bad? 
(26) Gloria:  yes 
(27) Carlos:  no 
(28) Teacher:  I came back because the weather is bad 
(29)  so what do you have in one  
(30)  that does not exist in the other? 
(31)  what is the difference between the end of sentence one  
(32)  and the end of sentence two? 
 
In this exchange and its continuation (immediately below), the teacher was trying to bring 

attention to the distinction between nouns and relative clause in these two constructions 

(which were also written on the board). Soon after, the teacher again evoked the idea of a 

‘feeling’ for language: 

 
that’s something you’ll want to develop, that ‘feeling’ for language. If I have that 
noun and hear somebody say, that’s not right and they ask you why? Just say it’s 
just not right, yeah? That’s good. If it doesn’t sound right, that means you’re 
starting to hear things, yeah?  
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This excerpt illustrates several things. First, it is the culmination of the idea of native-

speaker intuition about language: what sounds right and what does not. The teacher 

explicitly uses pronouns to locate himself as the type of person who has this intuition, but 

at the same time also invites the students to see themselves as potentially having the same 

type of intuitive ability about English. This is an endpoint that the teacher envisions for 

his students. The reader will recall that the teacher in interview reverberated discourses of 

a national heartland that portray the United States as more monolingual, monocultural 

(and implicitly less tolerant of variation from the standard) as one moves away from the 

border regions. The heartland metaphor is interesting in and of itself because it projects 

nationalist standard practices (i.e., the fixing a single feature against a diverse landscape) 

to geographical space. Thus, the geographic center of the nation-state comes to also 

iconically correspond to the center of cultural and linguistic practices (see Gal & Irvine 

1995 for a discussion of iconization). For the instructor, it is clear that native-speaker 

intuition is a final stage of development, the point where students would no longer rely on 

a teacher or a textbook to use English ‘correctly’. They would just know it. Finally, the 

teacher’s expressed difficulty in defining the difference between because of and so that 

plays into the standard language ideology, a mystified language variety spoken intuitively 

by native speakers.  

 

Students recognize the American national subject 

The recognition of the standardized national subject in discourse is a two-way street. As 

the instructor worked to reproduce the national subject through his discourse, students 
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were also meeting the instructor half-way, interpreting the national subject in his 

classroom practice. Based on my informal and formal interviews and the time I spent 

with students, it is fair to conclude that students entered class with a specific expectation 

of learning from an authentic American and that they discerned value in the classes that 

they were attending precisely because of this national authentic quality. What I want to 

also point out is that nationalist border practices search for national authenticity in 

mutually exclusive terms that contrast one nation-state community’s authenticity against 

another’s (i.e., works in relational terms). So, the most authentic American sign is that 

which is the most distinctive from the Mexican signs students interpret for themselves.  

 In interviews, students commented that they chose Escuela Nogales because the 

teachers were native speakers who made the students think in English. When asked to 

contrast their Escuela Nogales class with others available in the area, the majority said 

that these classes were much better because the teacher was not Mexican so they know 

pronunciation, how to do conversation, and common expressions. They also complained 

that Mexican teachers use too much Spanish in class and this is not good because English 

class should be for training one’s ears to English and to force oneself to use English.  

 To elicit these opinions, I asked students the following questions: (1) How is this 

class at Escuela Nogales different from other classes you’ve taken? (2) Why did you 

choose to take classes at Escuela Nogales? (3) Who is a really good English teacher you 

have worked with or who is the ideal English teacher? Their responses pointed to several 

things. First, the majority of students appreciated the English immersion rule in the 

classroom because it forced them to use English and to think in the language. For 
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example, Lorenzo in formal interview on (10/30) noted that one learns English faster if 

one tries to think in English and to avoid translating word for word. In a similar tone, 

Sergio commented during an informal interview on (12/2) that he liked the class because 

the teachers were different; they make the students do more than just chorale reading: 

‘nos hacen pensar en inglés’ [they make us think in English]. Building on this theme, 

Aurora also commented that it is necessary to speak only English in the classroom ‘para 

esforzarnos, obligarnos para aprender inglés’ [for us to strive, to force ourselves to learn 

English].  

 Second, the teachers at Escuela Nogales were juxtaposed against Mexican 

teachers of English. For example, Lorenzo in an informal interview remarked on 11/13 

that ‘other schools have Mexican teachers and speak a lot of Spanish. This school has the 

highest levels, la más alta’. Aurora expressed something similar in a formal interview on 

11/20: ‘It’s very important to only speak English. We need to practice. Another class with 

Mexican only speak too much Spanish in class’. Another representative example is found 

in Gloria’s comments during formal interview on 12/9: ‘Better to study with Americans 

because know how to use verbs and know pronunciation. Mexican people say [work.ed] 

when it’s [workt]’. Also, Lorenzo in formal interview on 10/20 commented that a better 

teacher speaks English as their native language.   

 It was in fact essential that the classroom teacher be understood as a legitimate 

native speaker because this afforded him the ability to serve students as an indexical 

conduit to the imagined American national community of practice to which the students 

were orienting. As stated above, it is most probable that if the teacher had been someone 
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who did not meet the qualifications of the americano community, the students would 

have interpreted the classroom practice very differently. Namely, they may not have seen 

it as valuable and legitimate language classroom practice because it does not place them 

in association with the specific version of the American national community that they 

desired.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: 

ESTABLISHING A LOCAL INDEXICAL SPACE TO THE IMAGINED 

AMERICANO NATIONAL COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE 

 

Introduction 

This chapter will demonstrate how classroom discourse, drawing on nationalist border 

and standard practices, co-constructed an indexical space such that local classroom 

practice was linked to participation in the imagined americano community of practice. 

Following that, the language distribution of the classroom will be closely considered 

because it was characterized by a stark discrepancy between monolingual ideals and 

multilingual realities. The argument will be made that the discrepancy is related to 

student adherence to nationalist border practices which, in this case, enticed students to 

reinforce borders of language and culture because of the social and economic potential 

value to their privileged position in the Nogales Sonora community.  

 

Imagined national community of practice 

The term imagined national community of practice is in reference to the synthesis of 

Anderson’s imagined communities theory and Wenger’s community of practice model 

(Kanno 2003, Kanno & Norton 2003). Specifically, it brings to the fore the socio-

psychological construction of nation-states in social practice. It is imagined because no 

single member will ever meet every other member of the community yet they seem 

nonetheless real (Anderson 1983: 6). Also, the conceptualization of the nation-state as 
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social practice highlights the political struggle within the community over the authority to 

define it. The notion of the imagined community of practice has been used in applied 

linguistics literature in the past (Kanno 2003, Kanno & Norton 2003, Kinginger 2004, 

Norton 2001) and has provided compelling arguments for the integral role imagined 

communities play in the interactive/reflexive positioning of learners who participate in 

formal language classrooms. These studies consider both the imagined communities that 

students are to be prepared for as well as the student self-positioning in relation to 

past/present and also future imagined communities. One example is featured in Kinginger 

(2004) which recounts a student of French who found herself sorely disappointed during 

her study-abroad experience to the nation-state of France because of the striking 

disconnect between the imagined community she had been preparing for and the one she 

experienced in materiality. Norton (2001) offers two examples of students who refused to 

further participate in their ESL classrooms because of a disconnect between the imagined 

communities they associated themselves with and the imagined communities advanced 

by their instructors. For example, Katrina reported that she no longer attended her 

English class because the teacher positioned her as ‘just an immigrant’ who implicitly 

could not participate in content classes outside of the ESL sequence. This conflicted with 

Katrina’s self-positioning as one who is a legitimate potential member of the larger 

student community on her campus. Another student, Felicia, felt unrecoverable insult 

when the ESL instructor did not include her imagined national community (Peru) in a 

class discussion of major nation-states of the world.  
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 The community of practice model is grounded in a sociocultural theory of 

learning which takes as a primary assumption the view that learning takes place through 

social interaction: Learning is the process of developing increased participation in novel 

discourse communities (Moll 1990, Vygotsky 1978). Following this perspective, the 

community of practice model asserts that learners require legitimate peripheral 

participation in order to develop propensity to fully participate in novel communities of 

practice (Lave & Wenger 1991, Wenger 1998). Thus, learners are to be afforded 

opportunities of legitimate but modified participation in a community of practice. Ideally 

over time these novice practitioners will internalize the resources of the community so 

that they can then self-regulate and take a position of full-participant in a given 

community of practice. Another way to look at it is to say that one becomes an American 

English speaker by practicing being one in American English communities of practice. 

This model of learning is more complex and socially-incorporating than acquisition 

models that conceptualize learning as a mechanical process of inputs and outputs.  

 The shift in status between novice and expert is the ideal situation according to 

the communities of practice model. However, I propose that nationalism disrupts this 

transfer of status precisely because nationalism is a social organizing system that 

privileges stasis over dynamicity. Indeed Lave & Wenger (1991: 42) make room for 

sociocultural forces that place a strain on the productive transfer between novices and 

experts as is called for in the model. Speaking specifically to the link between 

nationalism and formal language classrooms, one can say that nationalism encourages 

language learners to appropriate the values of the national community of practice but 
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with the understanding that they will never reach full and legitimate participation in the 

national community. This is because nationalism in the language classroom promotes 

notions of the native speaker and national authenticity and both of these notions require 

relational identity work. That is, the native speaker necessarily requires a non-native 

speaker. Likewise, national authenticity requires a national Other, a national inauthentic. 

As a result, language learners are earmarked from the very beginning for perpetual 

outsider status when their learning is framed entirely according to nationalist principles. 

Wenger (1998: 166) refers to such a situation as marginalization and stated that 

marginalization is unconducive to learning because it indicates that there is no movement 

between novice and expert positioning.    

 

Local community indexically linked to imagined national community of americanos  

The community of practice model accepts that individuals are members of multiple 

communities of practice simultaneously and that communities of practice are interlaced 

such that no individual community exists in complete isolation. Thus, it is prudent to 

characterize the classroom practice at Escuela Nogales as being involved with not one but 

multiple communities of practice. Two communities of practice that could be discerned 

from the data are that of (1) a local community of practice in terms of a classroom 

community located in Nogales Sonora, and (2) an imagined national community of 

americano practice (i.e., America) that exists outside of the immediate classroom 

environs.  
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 This is explainable via two notions: (1) the inherent dialectic to social practice, 

and (2) indexicality. Social practice theory recognizes an inherent dialectic to human 

social practice. One manifestation of that dialectic is the tension between local/global 

relevancies of social practice. That is, all face-to-face communication is embedded in a 

deep sociopolitical milieu such that each utterance has a pertinence to multiple levels 

simultaneously. Regarding the classroom that I observed at Escuela Nogales, I interpret 

the local classroom as a practice space where students could enjoy modified participation 

in a much more expansive conceptualization of an imagined national community of 

practice. In accordance with nationalist practices, the imagined national community being 

oriented to in classroom practice is a very specific one, populated by monolingual 

American English speakers who live monocultural daily lives within the specific 

geopolitical confines of the United States.  

 The semiotic process that links these communities together is indexicality 

(Duranti 1997, Silverstein 2003). Indexicality is the semiotic process that brings two 

objects into a contiguous relationship, establishing a connection that precludes chance 

association. The proverbial example of an index is smoke and fire. The appearance of 

smoke, in the majority of situations, necessarily suggests that fire is near, and the co-

existence of the two is not by chance. Duranti (1997) describes how home practices of 

Samoan immigrant families in California can invoke in family members the norms, the 

parameters, and the context of homelife in Samoa, a location physically and temporally 

distant but nevertheless present according to the local participants. Similar processes are 

undoubtedly at work in the Escuela Nogales classroom.  
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 In the case of Escuela Nogales, the two communities were tied together through 

nationalist practices of border and standard which rendered the local classroom practice 

as an understood legitimate approximation of the larger americano community. For 

example, the imagined national community of americano practice oriented to in the 

classroom devalued hybrid practices and favored mutually exclusive borders. Importantly, 

the imagined national community of americanos must remain wholly distinct from the 

locally understood mexicano community. Similarly, and following nationalist standard 

practices, singularity of cultural and linguistic practice was valued and understood to be 

‘correct’ according to this particular imagined national community. Furthermore, the 

classroom teacher was co-constructed as a model representative of this specific imagined 

national community through his ability to take up a native speaker subjectivity (see 

Chapter Six). As such, he provided an embodied indexical connection between the local 

classroom practice and the global imagined national community, a connection that the 

students demonstrate high value towards. 

 In what follows, I will describe in detail how this classroom worked to co-

construct an indexical connection (Duranti 1997, Silverstein 2003) between local 

classroom practices with the imagined national community of americano practice. The 

first section will consider the role of the teacher’s discourse in the co-constructive 

process. The teacher articulated in his discourse (1) the distinction between authentic 

English and classroom English, (2) specific vocabulary acquisition strategies, (3) a shared 

hypothetical space in an americano environment, and (4) students as future potential 

participants in monolingual americano communities.  
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Modified participation: Not real English  

The conditions of the local classroom practice provided a grounds for students to 

interpret the local classroom practice as indexically linked to the imagined national 

community of americano practice that exists outside the classroom. Thus, the classroom 

practices made up a practice space for the learners to engage with the americano 

community but in a safe environment where they could make mistakes and where their 

status as privileged members of mexicano communities was not jeopardized. Crucially, 

this classroom (and others like it) was founded upon an inherent paradox: preparing one 

for participation in authentic English situations by engaging in inauthentic English 

practices.  

 At several points during the eight week course, the instructor made explicit that 

the language of the classroom did not completely coincide with the language of English 

speakers in ‘real’ situations. Most often these pronouncements followed the whole-class 

completion of a CD listening activity. After nearly every recording, the teacher made a 

comment about how fast the rate of speech was in the audio recording but was also close 

to everyday conversation. In other words, the teacher positioned himself as an index to 

the imagined community of English speakers, as one who could make statements about 

the entire community. More importantly for the present discussion, this is an example of 

the tension between inauthentic practices in the classroom in the interests of authentic 

practices outside of the classroom. In statements such as these, the teacher made very 

clear that the classroom practice was to be recognized as inauthentic but that it would 
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prepare them for later authentic participation in americano communities outside of the 

classroom. 

 
Example: I dont usually say [un.in.te.res.ted] (11/24: 22.10) 
(1) Teacher:  you dont  
(2)  when you say it quickly  
(3)  I dont usually 
(4)  say [un.in.te.res.ted]  
(5)  I say [un.in.tres.ted]  
(6)  [intrested]  
(7)  we dont really say [in.te.res.ted]  
(8)  usually in [[finger snap]] rapid speech 
(9)  its [intrested]  
(10)  [intrested] 
(11)  yeah 
(12) Sergio:  okay 
(13) Teacher:  its smooshed together 
(14)  we say that  
(15)  do you know that word 
(16)  smooshed?  
(17)  smooshed means [[hands clap together]] 
 
 
Example: Where people speak fast (12/2: 1.32.15) 

On 12/2, the teacher gave further commented on the difference in speed between 

classroom English and the English of everyday speech. 

 
(1) Teacher:  usually phrasal verbs  
(2)  when you hear them  
(3)  are smooshed  [[hands collapse on each other]]  
(4)  together 
(5)  like many things in English 
(6)  where people speak very fast 
(7)  [wajado] 
(8)  what.did.you.do 
(9)  [wudja]. right? 
(10) hey [wudja] do this weekend? 
(11) you dont say  
(12) what.did.you.do.this.weekend 
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(13) you say [wadjado]  
(14) many times these things get together [[hands collapse]] 
(15) yeah? 
(16) Danilo: like could have...coulda 
(17) Teacher: yeah coulda 
(18) Danilo: yeah 
(19) Teacher: coulda woulda shoulda 
 
Other occurrences include the following. As the teacher introduced a podcast audio 

recording on 11/13, the teacher commented to the class: ‘This is how people talk. super 

fast’. He later noted on the same day that there was a ‘big difference between textbook 

and the way people talk’. This remark followed a whole-class sentence completion 

exercise concerning past and present perfect constructions. 

 

Vocabulary development 

Vocabulary development exercises comprised a dominant feature of the class. The 

teacher took deliberate time to bring attention to specific strategies to aid students in their 

ability to decipher isolated words in English. My inference that the ultimate purpose 

behind this strategy was to raise student autonomy was confirmed in formal interview 

with the instructor. During classroom instruction, I observed the instructor direct students 

to context clues, prefixes/suffixes, and the transfer potential between their Spanish 

knowledge and their English knowledge. The direct evocation of Spanish during 

classroom instruction was less prevalent for reasons related to the English immersion 

policy of the classroom. Seen through the lens of imagined communities, instructional 

practices that are justified on the grounds of eventual participation in communities 

outside of the classroom in turn provide clear indication that classroom participants were 
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orienting towards a global imagined community while engaging in social practice locally 

in the classroom.  

 

Example: Someone who does not care 

Below is a representative example of a vocabulary development activity, taken from 

11/25 video/audiotaping. In this excerpt below, the teacher was prepping the students for 

an upcoming quiz and was reviewing key vocabulary words from the previous class 

lesson. The unmarked routine followed the IRE format: the teacher called on a student 

with a novel vocabulary term, the student explained the term using English, and the 

teacher provided an evaluation.  

 
(1) Teacher:       {Hector} apathetic 
(2)  what is it? 
(3) Hector:  its a person  
(4)  who dont care anything. 
(5) Teacher:  exactly  
(6)  someone who doesnt care 
(7) who does not care 
(8)  yeah? 
 
 Vocabulary development was also advanced by bringing students’ attention to 

prefixes and suffixes.  The teacher made a concerted effort to raise students’ awareness of 

vocabulary so they could figure out new words without relying on textbooks. As 

indicated above, this instructional practice was traced to the teacher’s desire to prepare 

students for independent participation in a monolingual americano community of practice.   

 
Example: Figure it out (11/25: 1.59) 
(1) Teacher:  what do you think amoral means? 
(2)  this is not a word youre going to need tonight  
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(3)  but I just want to see if you can [[point to board]] 
(4)  figure it out 
(5)  moral 
(6)  do you know what it means? 
(7) Gloria:  yes 
(8) Teacher:  yeah 
(9)  someone whos good [[walking toward class]] 
(10)  and what is  
(11)  someone who is amoral 
(11) Student:  no morals 
(12) Teacher:  yep 
(13)  no morals 
(14)   without morals. yeah?  
(15) so many times [[back to whiteboard and back to students]] 
(16)  that means youre removing something 
(17) without yeah?  
(18)  make sense?  
(19)  okay [[returns to whiteboard]] 
 
In this instance, like others similar to it, the teacher prompts students to focus on prefixes 

and suffixes to decipher a word. In this case, students are asked to take ‘a-’ and associate 

it with the connotation of ‘without’. Therefore, ‘amoral’ can mean ‘without morals’ 

(Lines 13-14). This is consistent with the teacher’s intention of boosting students’ ability 

to operate independently of textbooks and other advisement, a clear nod to the imagined 

americano community outside of the classroom. Again the teacher uses generalized you 

to leave the potential for student participation in this hypothetical example. The term, 

someone is also generalized, allowing for a wide range of potential participants. This 

series of pronouns, like other generalizers, sets up a general frame which allows for the 

highest possible amount of potential participation in an imagined national community of 

practice (see immediately below).  
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Establishing shared hypothetical space 

The teacher regularly used hypothetical situations to help students come to a shared 

understanding of a particular word. Often this was with generalizers such as you but 

oftentimes this was made more personal by using the names of the students in the class. 

This is a relevant routine because it brought the students into a shared symbolic space—a 

shared subjectivity. And, according to students’ stated need for an ability to participate in 

monolingual English practices at their workplaces, it follows that this practice was 

welcomed. I interpret this practice as a method for establishing a shared hypothetical 

space wherein the students were invited to temporarily assume an American national 

subjectivity. In this section, it will be argued that the teacher’s use of hypothetical 

situations that employed a generalized you carried the function of implicitly positioning 

students in the imagined americano national community of practice through indexical 

processes. It will be further suggested that the teacher’s hypothetical scenarios indexed 

the desired American national community of practice because the teacher embodied the 

preferred criteria of American national standard language and subject. If the teacher did 

not, his ability to stand in for the American national authentic and to create valid 

hypothetical scenarios would be called into serious question.  

 To demonstrate this routine, I will point to an exchange on 11/25 when the 

teacher was having trouble introducing the term, stranded. A common strategy in the 

teacher’s vocabulary instruction was to first isolate a word as carrying either a positive or 

negative connotation. Then he would provide more detail about the word. In this excerpt, 

he provides some elaboration: ‘when you are alone and completely isolated’ (Line 18). 
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He then produces a few examples, ‘on a deserted island (prompted by a student), on the 

side of the road’ (Lines 23 & 24). As he turns to complete the exchange, a student’s 

comment prompts him to provide a more lucid example for the students to help them 

remember (transcribed from video). 

 
Example: Dont leave me stranded! 
(1) Teacher:  stranded  
(2) okay first of all  
(3)  is it good or bad?  
(4)  stranded 
(5) Danilo:  bad 
(6) Teacher:  bad 
(7)   not something youd want to be 
(8)  stranded 
(9) Rosario:  oh I remember 
(10) Teacher: yeah [[points to Rosario]] 
(11) Rosario:  [[looking through textbook]] 
(12) Teacher:  when you are?  [[back up against white board]] 
(13) Danilo:  when you are? 
(14) Rosario:  when you are:: 
(15)  e::h just like being alone  
(16)  in a bad place 
(17) Teacher:  uh huh 
(18)  when you are alone and completely isolated  
(19)   isolated  
(20)  just yourself [[gestures a circle in front of body]] 
(21) Danilo:  on a deserted island 
(22) Teacher:  exactly  
(23)  you could be stranded on a deserted island [[counting on fingers]] 
(24)  you could be stranded on the side of the road   
(25) yeah?  
(26)  if your car is broken  
(27)  yes? 
(28)  stranded  
(29)  its not a good thing. [[looks back toward white board]] 
(30) José:  when you are alone. right? 
(31) Teacher:  yes 
(32)  if if two  
(33)  say for example [[walks back toward class]] 
(34)  two girls, yeah [gestures numeral two]  
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(35)  lets say {Teresa} and {Nidia}  
(36)  are at a bar [[gestures a box in front of body]]  
(37) yeah? 
(38) and two two boys come up      [[gestures walking legs with fingers]] 
(39)  {Carlos} and {Danilo}  [[pointing to students]]  
(40)  and they say. hey girls  
(41)  hey hey                                     [[gestures a swiveling hip]] 
(42) Students: [[scattered chuckles]] 
(43) Teacher: hey baby hows it goin?  
(44) Students: [[more students chuckle and laugh]] 
(45) Teacher: and and {Teresa} says  
(46)  whoooa  [[gestures covering face and quickly walking away]] 
(47) and runs away  
(48) Students: [[scattered chuckles]] 
(49) Teacher: {Nidia} would say 
(50)   dont leave me stranded [[gestures two hands out in front of body]] 
(51)  yeah?  
(52)  that’s another time you might use it  
(53)  youre by yourself 
 
This example demonstrates two things. First, speaking pedagogically, the teacher used 

personal stories as a rhetorical device to lure students into his specification of the 

semantic meaning of the word, stranded. The humor was also effective as the students 

were likely to remember the story and then the use of the word if it were laced together 

with emotional content. Second, in terms of imagined communities, the teacher 

positioned students using the general you to establish them as potential users of the word 

in Line 48: ‘that’s another time you might use it’. Placed within the context of this 

classroom, the index would be to a particular interpretation of an imagined americano 

national community understood to exist outside of the classroom.  
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Future members of community 

The modified condition of the classroom practice in relation to the americano community 

of practice outside the classroom was further highlighted in the way that the teacher at 

times positioned students as potential/future participants in English speaking 

communities. One example is provided below. Over the scope of the entire course, such 

instances were few. On 12/2, the instructor was discussing phrasal verbs with students 

and giving them an idea of how commonly they are used, given the specific americano 

community of practice being oriented to in this classroom.  

 
Example: You’ll see these all the time 

Important because you’ll see these all the time. They’re a common feature of the 
English language. You’ll get confused if you don’t understand them. We use these 
all the time in the English language. 

 
On other occasions, the students were told, in second-person frame (you) and in future 

tense, that they will never say or they will never hear something. Compare this to a 

construction that suggests current membership in the community (e.g., you never use). 

Also compare this to the observation that the teacher used present-tense construction in 

conjunction with first-person references (e.g., we use these all the time) as seen in the 

example above. It must be acknowledged, however, that there were other times when the 

teacher referred to students using present tense and second-person referent. One example 

took place on 11/20 when the teacher was introducing new vocabulary words to the class.  

 
Example: Do you use them when you are speaking English? (11/20: 25.20) 
(1) Teacher:  this might be a stupid question  
(2)  but do you guys know all of these? 
(3)  do you use them when you are speaking English? 
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How is one to explain the mixed use of present tense and future tense constructions in his 

addresses to students? It can be argued that the distinction between present and future 

tense reflects a shift in orientation toward communities of practice. Namely, the present 

tense is to refer to the immediate conditions of the classroom and/or the environs of the 

students’ workplaces. This is arguable according to the fact that the teacher was well 

aware that students were attending the classes because they needed to use English at their 

places of employment. Thus, the present tense could be indexical to local conditions at 

area maquila factories. In contrast, the future tense construction suggests an orientation to 

the americano community desired by the students and is indexed through the teacher’s 

native speaker subjectivity. Thus, the combined use of present and future tense in these 

situations worked to establish students on a trajectory (Wenger 1998) from novice 

participation to full participation in the imagined community of practice outside of the 

classroom.  

 So far I have presented the argument that the teacher through his discourse 

constructed for students a local classroom context that established an indexical link to the 

imagined americano national community of practice. This section gave close attention to 

the teacher’s construction of a peripheral place for students. The following four 

observations about the teacher’s instructional practice were made: (1) marking the 

English of the classroom as not real, (2) giving attention to vocabulary development, (3) 

establishing a shared space locally but linked to the imagined community of americano 

practice, and (4) positioning students as potential future members of the americano 

community. The next section will present an analysis of the language distribution at the 
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Escuela Nogales classroom which will provide additional insights into the relationship 

between local classroom practice and the imagined americano community of practice.  

 

Language distribution at Escuela Nogales classroom 

Perhaps the most productive insight into the shared orientation to a monolingual 

americano community of practice can be found in the language distribution that was 

practiced by classroom participants. The way the language distribution was constructed in 

this classroom is especially interesting for its complexity and engagement with 

discrepancies between multilingual realities and monolingual ideals. Despite the 

professed English immersion policy of this classroom, participant-observation made it 

very clear that this was in practice a bilingual classroom. First, students regularly used 

Spanish during classroom instruction in side-conversations so that they could keep up 

with the pace of the class. Second, the teacher occasionally used Spanish during 

instruction for pedagogical purposes but professed in interview that this was something 

he preferred not to do. The language distribution presents a compelling example of the 

influence nationalist principles can exert over classroom practices. Where Spanish 

appeared to be absolutely essential for sustaining mutual engagement in classroom 

practice, its value to the classroom was not only unrecognized but was discredited. The 

disconnect between policy and practice presents three valuable insights: (1) the 

discrepancy points to the shared value attached to the monolingual americano community, 

(2) English immersion between teacher and students points to the co-construction of the 

teacher as an idealized representative of the americano community, and (3) the irony of 
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this discrepancy underscores the workings of nationalist border practices to erase cultural 

and linguistic diversity.  

 

On code-switching 

This classroom was characterized by a consistent feature of code-switching, understood 

to be ‘an individual’s use of two or more language varieties in the same speech event or 

exchange’ (Woolard 2006: 74). Participant-observation of the classroom over eight 

weeks rendered the following observations regarding the language distribution of the 

Escuela Nogales classroom: (1) the instructor predominately used English to address the 

class during instructional time, (2) the students only addressed the instructor using 

English and participated in the correct-answer activity during classtime using English 

only, (3) on limited occasions, the instructor used Spanish to address the class during 

instructional time, (4) students used a mixture of Spanish/English during groupwork 

activities, and (5) students solely used Spanish in side-conversations during classtime and 

any exchanges that carried out phatic functions (e.g., talk about the weather, or current 

events) inside/outside of the classroom. The distinctive functions interpreted here for 

each linguistic code (i.e., English/Spanish) can be expected in bilingual or diglossic 

communities (Ferguson 1959).  

 Given the observations presented immediately above, it can also be said that the 

distinctive use of L1/L2 in this classroom follows the backstage/frontstage analysis first 

offered by Goffman (1959) and recently re-considered in the context of ELT by Hancock 

(1997). According to Hancock’s (1997) analysis of an English language classroom in 
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Spain, the L2 of the classroom was preferred for frontstage purposes (e.g., public 

statements in front of the class that were intended for evaluation by the instructor) and L1 

of the classroom was preferred for backstage purposes (e.g., statements not intended for 

public consumption or for evaluation by the instructor). The result of such distinction-

making practices renders one code marked (e.g., L1) and the other code unmarked (e.g., 

L2). Following Waugh (1982: 311), markedness is one resource for establishing a 

hierarchy of semiotic relations in that one option (e.g., the unmarked) becomes preferred, 

the zero-interpretation, the selection most frequently apprehended to stand in for the 

whole. On the other hand, the marked option transmits specific information particular to a 

given context and is less frequently induced in discourse relative to its unmarked 

counterpart (see also Woolard 2006: 79).  The point about frequency is salient here 

because according to classroom observations, English was the unmarked and most 

frequently selected code in terms of frontstage classroom speech (e.g., teacher’s 

instruction, student responses during the correct-answer activity). This is not to say that 

English was the most frequently used code within the entire classroom environs, however. 

During classtime, the students engaged in frequent side-conversations conducted entirely 

in Spanish, the otherwise marked code of the classroom. These side-conversations proved 

to be absolutely essential because they allowed students to maintain enough 

comprehension to allow them to continue participation in the classroom practices. 

Therefore, while specific tabulations of frequency of L1 versus L2 are not available, the 

claim to be defended here is that  English (the unmarked) was not necessarily the most 

frequently used code during classroom practice, contrary to the general understanding of 
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the marked/unmarked distinction. I still maintain that Spanish was practiced to be the 

marked code in the classroom because students (1) engaged in Spanish using a whispered 

tone or at a volume level inaudible to the majority of the class, (2) switched back to 

English when the instructor was near during groupwork, (3) selectively used Spanish 

with me, (4) did not use Spanish with the instructor, regardless of the communicative 

difficulties their linguistic code choice presented. At this point it is timely to point out 

that I had a difficult time making accurate document of students’ Spanish usage during 

classtime for the four reasons stated above. Namely, my subjectivity as an outsider and 

English speaker tended to suppress student-student Spanish language interactions when I 

was present. 

 This clear distinction between English for audible frontstage use and Spanish for 

closed backstage use can be traced to the teacher’s explicitly stated English immersion 

policy which is not only his policy but standard operating procedure for every classroom 

in the Escuela Nogales program. One effect of this policy is that it renders Spanish as 

highly marked in terms of legitimate classroom practice and therefore delivers students in 

close association with the particular imagined national community of americano practice, 

one that is monolingual, monocultural, and distinct from its mexicano counterpart. For 

this reason, it is also possible to perceive the use of English during classroom practice as 

both tending to the immediate local classroom community as well as the imagined 

American national community of practice that is understood to exist outside of the 

immediate locality. That is, to use English in this context is to also index the endpoint of 
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these classroom practices, full participation in the imagined americano national 

community of practice.  

 Giving attention to code-switching during classroom practice should underscore 

the contradiction between the classroom as a stated monolingual space (i.e., English 

immersion policy) and the reality of multilingual practice on the part of students and 

instructor. I suggest that a primary reason for not acknowledging the bilingual practice of 

the classroom is because nationalist logic posits that it is through monolingual practices 

and the rejection of bilingualism, binationality (and most certainly hybridity) that 

students achieve full participation in imagined national communities of practice. 

Following the nationalist principles set forth above, it is allegiance to nationalist 

standards and borders and the complementary rejection of hybridity that one is ratified as 

a legitimate proprietor of the symbolic capital associated with the nation-state. According 

to the students’ clear adherence to nationalist principles, it is reasonable to assume that 

the open or unmarked use of Spanish in the classroom could have rendered the practice 

space of American monolinguality in fact real again, a reversion to multilingual realities 

of the Escuela Nogales classroom context (i.e., classroom populated by individuals who 

exhibit a range of abilities in more than one language), and therefore potentially not 

valuable language classroom practice.  

  

English immersion policy 

The school administration that facilitates the Escuela Nogales classes adopts an explicit 

English immersion policy in their classrooms. Among the list of rules that all teachers 
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must include in their syllabus is the sentence: English is the one language we all share in 

the classroom: use it. According to an administration official in formal interview on 1/16, 

English is prohibited to be spoken by instructors during classtime. Students are 

encouraged to converse solely in English, but as these students are adults, it is not 

reasonable to vigilantly police student language use. Indeed, this teacher’s approach to 

the Escuela Nogales classroom followed administration policy. During formal interview 

on 11/12, the instructor noted that he prefers to avoid L1 during classtime but it might be 

okay for an occasional word or grammatical point. Furthermore, using a lot of L1 is 

actually not in the interests of the program since its primary selling point is the fact that it 

is an L2 immersion environment. This makes the Escuela Nogales program unique in the 

Nogales Sonora English language market and a distinction that all students I spoke with 

heralded as a central value of the course.  

 There are of course recognized pedagogical reasons for immersion language 

classrooms, and the combined use of L1/L2 in the language classroom has a long history 

of debate and disagreement in the field of applied linguistics (Turnbull & Arnett 2002). 

The general argument in support of immersion policies is that the language classroom is 

the only place where students are able to receive L2 input that is tailored to their level 

(Krashen & Terrell 1998). Predominant arguments for immersion teaching are predicated 

on the implicit assumption that L1 and L2 acquisition are analogous. However, there is 

reason to distinguish the two. Learning a second language in a classroom context is very 

different from learning to maneuver infant-level banalities, as an infant would learning 

their first language. The cognitive demands on a young adult in a classroom setting, 
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confronted with the abstract concepts of academia, is exponentially more complex than 

those in the context of a young infant.  

 There is some critical suggestion that language classrooms built around 

immersion practices engage in the de-socialization or infantilizing of the young 

adult/adult learner. Golden (2001) describes nationalization courses in Israel that reduce 

adults to children-like status so they may be re-socialized into the national subjectivity. 

Heinrich (2005) in his study of Japanese foreign language textbooks found a prominent 

theme of positioning the language learner as child-like, in need of instruction in basic 

human social values. The point to be stressed here is that immersion pedagogy is often 

tied into socialization policies of nation-state institutions, and the immersion context 

establishes an environment most conducive to reproducing misrecognition of national 

standards.  

 Furthermore, proponents of immersion pedagogy argue that having students 

conduct classroom practice in L2 places L2 at the center of meaning-making. It brings 

students from simply studying the L2 as an objectified practice to actually living the 

language. The pedagogical argument behind this approach is rooted in the natural 

approach methodology (Krashen & Terrell 1988) and tied to later communicative 

approaches (Savignon 1972) which attempt to teach students a new language by bringing 

in the instructional value of context. Thus, as students participate in a classroom 

environment where they are using the language for authentic-like purposes, they are 

learning more rapidly and they are assumedly internalizing the language faster because it 

is very real and meaningful for them. The reverse of this is that students lose a valuable 
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resource for making themselves heard in the classroom when they are forbidden from 

using their L1 in the classroom on principle alone. Immersion style instruction does not 

effectively take advantage of the resources students bring to the classroom; it repudiates 

them as obtrusive baggage to forward progress (Cummins 1994, Nieto 2002). There 

exists a collection of studies that point to the value of L1 use in the classroom if it is 

incorporated in a strategic way to instruction. Byram (1997) points to the potential L1 

brings to the classroom for in-depth critical discussions of topics. Auerbach (1993) also 

points to the backwardness of English-only on principle alone because it rules out a wide 

range of cultural and linguistic practices that students can make use of in the classroom. 

Kramsch (1998) puts it well when she asserts that the true authenticity to any language 

learning situation is multilingualism and not monolingualism. 

 Regardless of my own biases, it was very clear from student classroom 

participation and interviews outside of class that students on the whole preferred the 

English immersion policy for their classroom at Escuela Nogales. As was described in 

student interview responses, students valued the classroom environment that forces them 

to participate in the frontstage classroom activity using solely English. Aurora provided a 

representative sample on 11/13 during informal interview, and other examples were 

presented previously:  

 
It’s very important to only speak English. We need to practice. Another class with 
Mexicans only speak too much Spanish in class. 
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English immersion policy articulated in classroom discourse 

The teacher acted upon the English immersion policy in several ways during the course 

of the class. Participant-observation identified the practices of: (1) encouraging the use of 

English in the classroom, (2) selecting only English language materials, (3) positioning 

self as a non-Spanish speaker. It has been argued thus far that such classroom practices in 

support of an English immersion environment worked to co-construct a local space 

indexical to an imagined national American community of practice that is unquestionably 

monolingual English-speaking. Such a representation is only possible due to the fact that 

the classroom practices also supported nationalist practices of border and standard, and 

the reader will recall that in these practices English is consistently associated with 

America such that learning one is necessarily learning the other.  

 To implement the English immersion policy, the teacher made a conscious effort 

to only speak English in the classroom. This he carried out very effectively throughout 

the eight week course. The teacher’s insistence on using only English (with some 

exceptions; see below) during classtime was of course underscored in comments he made 

during the class. For example, during group work, the teacher would occasionally make 

announcements such as ‘English please!’ or ‘No Spanish’ as he walked around the room 

from group to group. Also, following my two announcements to the class (read in 

Spanish), the teacher clapped, thanked me, and then reminded the class: Okay, no more 

Spanish (11/24). Spanish was marked in other classes at Escuela Nogales as well in 

accordance with the general policy set forth by administration. For example in another 

class I observed at Escuela Nogales, one student responded ‘sí’ to a teacher prompt. As 
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the teacher paused and filled her turn with silence, the students turned to remind the 

student, ‘yes’ ‘yes’. Thus, the English immersion policy, as it is was articulated by the 

instructor, marked the Spanish language as out of place, an intrusion perhaps, in an 

English classroom. In its place, English was advanced as the unmarked code and the 

language of preference. 

 Turning back to the classroom that I observed for eight weeks, the English 

immersion policy was further articulated in the classroom materials selected for 

instruction. All classroom materials (e.g., textbooks, handouts, exams) were written 

entirely in English. In addition to this, there were further articulatory sites of the English 

immersion policy that are worthy of mention. Course evaluations were completely in 

English. I found this surprising, especially when I learned that the same evaluation forms 

were used for all levels of students. Registration paperwork was also entirely in English, 

which again is odd given the fact that the school administration is engaged in multilingual 

development. However, if the school was interested in creating an English immersion 

environment, from top to bottom (i.e., beginner to advanced course levels), it would make 

sense to practice this English-immersion environment from start to finish. In other words, 

the all-English paperwork is part of the larger construction of an English immersion 

community—regardless of practicality. I must comment regarding this observation that I 

also observed the Escuela Nogales administration using Spanish with students during 

registration procedures. So, spoken Spanish is acceptable in order to get students 

registered and placed in the proper course. However, I did not observe anything written in 
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Spanish, and I assume that once students entered their appropriate classrooms, they were 

introduced to an English-immersion environment. 

 The English immersion policy of the classroom was elaborated by self-positioning 

practices on the part of the instructor to construct himself as an ineffective Spanish 

speaker. I argue that this self-positioning practice contributed to his ratification as an 

authentic American national subject, which further corresponds to the nationalist 

category of americano expounded on by students. It is important to note that without 

nationalist practices of border and language being met, the classroom could not 

legitimately serve as an access point to the imagined American national community.  

 The instructor regularly downplayed his Spanish abilities and explicitly 

positioned himself as an outsider to Spanish during classtime. There can be various 

reasons behind this. One could be out of humility as the instructor is a pleasant and well-

liked individual. Another reason could be because of the teacher’s awareness of his role 

as English model speaker vis-à-vis the classroom situation. To slip into a Spanish 

subjectivity may have appeared to be an illegitimate use of the students’ time. They are 

after all paying for the class, the teacher remarked on 11/13 during interview.  One 

example is taken from class audio recording and observation notes on 11/11 when the 

instructor was discussing television and brought up the topic of soap operas, or novelas.  

 
Example: Its not working so far 
(1) Teacher:  I watch Mexican soap operas  
(2)  so I can learn Spanish  
(3)  but its not working so far  
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Also on 10/23, the instructor entered into an extended sequence with the students over the 

term gossip. The following excerpt is taken from class observation notes. 

 
Example: See how bad my Spanish is 
(1) Teacher:  I learned that word in Spanish. chisme  
(2) Lorena:  gossip! 
(3) Danilo:  gossip 
(4) (indistinct):  gossip! 
(5) Teacher:  yea? 
(6) Lorena:  yes 
(7) Teacher:  see how bad my Spanish is 
 
Speaking about a native speaker intuition of the well-formedness of a given sentence, the 

instructor encouraged the students on 11/20 to try to develop that intuition in English. 

This notion of native speaker intuition (i.e., what sounds right) was raised three times 

during classroom observation. As an incompetent Spanish speaker, the teacher 

emphasized that he did not possess a native-speaker intuition regarding Spanish. The 

reference to native speaker intuition on the part of Spanish directly paralleled the 

teacher’s stated goal of developing students’ native speaker intuition in English. In this 

manner, nationalist principles of nationalist standard are reinforced, for the implication is 

that there is nothing worthwhile in between (e.g., Spanglish). The excerpt is taken from 

observation notes and audio recording during class observation on 11/20. 

 
I don’t do that in Spanish. I say whatever…You have to develop that feeling for 
language. 

 
A similar comment came on 12/9 during classroom instruction when the instructor was 

elaborating on the phrasal verb, take in.  This comment was in reference to listening 

ability. The instructor comments in this excerpt that he does not listen well to Spanish. 
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Again, he positions himself as an incompetent Spanish speaker and therefore—

implicitly—an ideal americano. The excerpt is from class observation notes and audio 

recording. 

 
When you say you took most of it in that means you got most of it. So for 
example if I’m listening to Spanish I might say ehh I took most of it in. That 
means I understood most of it but not everything yeah? It happens. It’s a problem 
for me with Spanish, okay:: 

 
 
Spanish linguistic practices in Escuela Nogales classroom 

Through an explicit marking of Spanish and by consciously selecting English as the sole 

mode of communication with students, the teacher was able to articulate an English 

immersion policy for the classroom I observed. However in fact, this classroom was not a 

monolingual English environment at all. Both English and Spanish were used by not only 

the students but by the teacher as well. In this discrepancy lies an identifiable tension: the 

multilingual reality of the local classroom situation versus the monolingual ‘authenticity’ 

of the American national community indexed in local classroom practice. 

 Observation of the classroom reveals that the students regularly used Spanish 

during classtime in side conversations in order to check their understanding of the 

classroom talk or to verify an answer to a workbook exercise. Spanish was a valuable 

resource for the students that allowed them to continue participation in the classroom 

practice. Spanish was also the linguistic code of choice for light-hearted sidetalk or the 

sharing of humorous commentary among students. The instructor at times used Spanish 

during classroom instruction to either expedite the explanation of a new vocabulary item 

or to encourage students to draw connections between their Spanish and English. 
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Crucially, however, the instructor interpreted Spanish practice in this classroom context 

as a step-back and detrimental to the overall progress of student English language 

development. This contention is supported by formal interviews I conducted with the 

instructor and also coincides with his general philosophy of his instructional practice. 

Students also expressed similar sentiment, telling me in interviews that they preferred the 

immersion style classroom offered by Escuela Nogales.  Nevertheless, from classroom 

observations it was very clear that classroom practice absolutely required bilingual 

practices for successful operation.  

  

Language choice in classroom 

The use of English by the teacher and students to co-construct classroom practice locally-

understood to be legitimate is straightforward. Also simple to see is the use of Spanish by 

students in side-conversations to maintain continued participation in the classroom 

practice. More complex are the occasions when (1) students used a mixture of 

Spanish/English during groupwork, (2) the three students successfully used English to 

engage in off-task (i.e., backstage) exchanges directly with the teacher and in plain view 

of the entire class, and (3) the teacher evoked Spanish during instructional practice. Each 

of these observations will be presented in order below. These complex instances provide 

further insight into the way that the class oriented toward a monolingual, monocultural 

imagined American national community of practice that exists outside of the immediate 

environs of the classroom. For this classroom community, the imagined monolingual 

community was to be valued over the multilingual realities that presented themselves 
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both internally and externally to the classroom context. The chapter will close with a 

concluding section that closely considers the discrepancy between monolingual ideals 

and bilingual actual practice. 

 

Bilingual student groupwork   

During some segment of each class, the teacher placed the students in small groups in 

order to complete a reading, sentence completion, or vocabulary matching activity. All 

instances of groupwork involved some amount of bilingual practice on the part of the 

students. This is in spite of the occasional reminders from the teacher: No Spanish!. 

Before discussing in detail how this bilingual practice played out, it is worthwhile to 

briefly outline the general format of groupwork that I observed over the course of eight 

weeks.  

 When placed in groups, students either read through each textbook/handout item 

together and agreed on an answer before moving ahead, or they worked silently and then 

compared answers afterwards. It depended on how well the students knew (and liked) 

each other. Also it seemed that groups of three or four were more talkative throughout 

while pairs could work quietly. These group exercises were always followed with a 

period where the teacher and class together checked answers, what was termed the 

correct answer activity in Chapter Six. There was always a mixture of Spanish and 

English during these group exercises: Spanish largely for communication and English for 

reading or repeating an answer. This distinctive functioning exactly resembles what 

Hancock (1997) found in the English language classroom he observed. Within this frame, 
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English could be interpreted as a standard language with correct answers that the teacher 

alone has control over and could dole out evaluations according to standards of a larger, 

imagined American English community. This is because classroom practice rendered him 

as an embodied index to the imagined americano community by way of his native 

speaker subjectivity. 

 A representative example of student bilingual groupwork will be presented below. 

To set the stage for this excerpt, the three students were completing a group assignment 

where they were to reconcile their shared understanding of a brief English dialog played 

over a CD. In the excerpted portion below, the students are working to decipher the 

sentence below which was read aloud in the audio dialogue: 

 
But, I’ve heard that the (9)_______________ are better. 

 
The missing word that the students were to individually fill-in was perks, according to the 

audio dialogue. After listening to the CD audio dialogue two times as an entire class, the 

students were placed in groups to compare answers. Students were free to change their 

answers during the group discussion and there was no requirement that all answers 

between group members had to match in the end. In the excerpted portion below, the 

students are struggling to decipher the word heard which was first misinterpreted to be 

hard. Next, the distinction between Spanish glosses of hard are considered. They finally 

turn to the instructor to find out what heard means (Lines 37-38). This excerpt illustrates 

a typical exchange between students where they used bilingual resources to complete 

monolingual activities in the classroom. The reader should note that the students code-

switch to English in order to address the instructor. I contend that this was in recognition 
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of the local classroom context. Simultaneously, it was also further indexical to a global 

monolingual americano community of practice, something which the classroom 

participants were orienting to as an endpoint of classroom study. In the excerpt below, 

English translations (where applicable) are found in the right-hand column. 

 
Example: Sí, no suena (12/9: 12.10) 
(1)   Aurora:  nine 
(2)   Bernardo:  [he.ard] como duro o pesado   [[he.ard]. like hard or taxing] 
(3)   Carlos:  {indistinct} como corazón        [{indistinct} like heart] 
(4)   Aurora: [hu::d] 
(5)   Bernardo:  like [gu::d] como que es [hu::d]  [[like gu::d] like how is  
                                                                                                              [hu::d]] 
(6)   Carlos: lo que es difícil es trabajar            [what is difficult is working] 
(7)   Aurora:  difícil [difficult]  
(8)   Bernardo: cuál [which?] 
(9)   Aurora:  heard 
(10) Bernardo:  ah. heard. ese es. [ah, heard. that’s it] 
(11) Carlos:  difícil es hard [difícil is hard] 
(12) h.a.r.d 
(13) Aurora:  h.   
(14) Bernardo:  yeah 
(15) Carlos:  ese es difícil. hard [that’s difícil. hard] 
(16) Bernardo:  hard es [hard is] 
(17) Carlos:  ese es difícil [that is difícil]  
(18) Bernardo:  y este que es. es duro? [and what is this. It’s hard?] 
(19) Aurora:  es duro? [it’s hard?] 
(20) Carlos:  duro difícil. es lo mismo [duro difícil. it’s the same] 
(21) Bernardo:  pero duro es hard que no? [but duro is hard right?] 
(22) Carlos:  sí asi es [yes that’s right] 
 (0.4) 
(23) Bernardo:  sí. no suena                                [yep that doesn’t work] 
(24) Aurora:  no no suena [no, it doesn’t work] 
(25) Carlos:  no suena? [it doesn’t work?]  
(26) Bernardo:  yo entendí como hard                [I understood it as hard] 
(27) hard better  
(28) Carlos:  dice  [it says] 
(29) Bernardo:                          aquí dice harda. mira       [right here it says harda. look] 
(30) [ay.vi] heard hard     
(31) aquí dice [heard] [ay.vi]  [here it says heard. i.v.] 
(32) I have heard. {indistinct} hard  
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(33) Carlos:  es que [it’s that] 
(34) Bernardo:                              seguro no? [that’s it right?] 
(35) Carlos:  está duro pero es                        [it’s hard but it’s] 
(36) heard 
 (0.3)  [[teacher approaches the group]] 
(37) Bernardo:  here is es eh.different than hard? 
(38) different. heerd 
(39) Teacher:  heard? past tense of. to hear 
(40) Bernardo:  oh past tense of hear 
(41) Aurora:  o::h que es duro [o::h it’s hard] 
(42) que es duro es lo mejor  [that which is hard is the best] 
(43) o::h sí [o::h yes] 
(44) Bernardo:  uh huh es el pasado [uh huh it’s the past tense] 
(45) Carlos:  entonces [therefore] 
 
Still, there were instances of groupwork where Spanish was not so clearly dominant. It 

entirely depended on the particular makeup of the groupwork and, importantly, the 

context of the assignment being presented. For example, it is entirely reasonable to claim 

that English between students during groupwork was successful when the activity did not 

require complex cognitive resources. The task presented to the students in the example 

above was not one of those situations. The students were perplexed by the language being 

presented to them in written and in audio format and thus needed their L1 to meet the 

cognitive demands of the activity. However, as Lines 37-38 demonstrate, English was 

specifically chosen for communication with the instructor. The selection of English in 

this situation activates two lines of indexicality simultaneously. On the one hand, it gives 

attention to the local classroom situation and the clearly articulated English immersion 

policy. At the same time, thinking in more expansive terms, the choice of English over 

Spanish reinforces the instructor’s co-constructed positioning as an English native 

speaker and thus idealized representative of the imagined americano community of 

practice (i.e., the token of the general nationalist type). Furthermore, the interaction with 
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this teacher is a way for students to place themselves in association with the americano 

community.  

 The next two excerpts will provide examples of a student group of a different 

makeup that engaged in more English during the course of completing their groupwork 

activity.  An important difference between this group and the one featured immediately 

above is that I was present during the upcoming excerpts. I was not present during the 

excerpt highlighted above (Example: Sí, no suena). In my observation notes, I remarked 

that I was surprised by this group in that they largely conformed to an English-speaking 

environment and used English to read the handouts and to ask each other simple 

questions. In this I interpret an orientation on the part of the students to the value of 

modified participation in the imagined American national community of practice. 

However, there is also the issue of the observer’s paradox: my presence in the group most 

likely influenced the language choice of these group members for that particular context.  

 In this excerpt (12/4), students are working on a phrasal verb handout together to 

match phrasal verbs with sentence blanks. 

 
Example: Put off 
(1) Lorenzo: put off is delayed. no? 
(2) Aurora:   yes. delayed 
 
Even as English was used by this group to conduct simple, ritualized exchanges, I 

observed Spanish was always just below the surface to fill in any gaps in understanding 

or to express a more complex thought or reasoning. In the excerpt below, to make clear 

that looked is the past tense form of look, Bernardo switched to Spanish to ensure mutual 

comprehension with his peer. Italicized text is written text that is being read aloud. 
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Example: El pasado de look 
(1) Lorenzo:  the doctor told my boss to smoking or face serious consequences 
(2) Bernardo: to look after to look 
(3) Lorenzo:  look yes 
 (0.2) 
(4) Bernardo:  past tense 
(5) looked after 
(6) Lorenzo:  look 
(7) Bernardo:  el pasado de look       [the past tense of look] 
(8) Lorenzo:  ah 
(9) Bernardo:  um 
 
According to the discussion and discourse analysis thus far, the use of Spanish in the 

classroom was treated as detrimental to the ultimate pedagogical goal of the class which 

was to establish—at a local level—an indexical link to an imagined American national 

community of practice (e.g., monolingual  English). Therefore, any use of Spanish should 

be marked and in certain terms could be interpreted by classroom participants as a sign of 

failure to maintain shared orientation to the English monolingual target community. Seen 

another way, the use of Spanish in an English immersion classroom, organized around 

contradictions, means a failure to maintain the suspension of disbelief commonly cited in 

the dramaturgical field. Thus, the use of Spanish in this classroom can be an event that 

renders the classroom back to a local multilingual reality—which is the antithesis of the 

nationalist practices of border and standard that brought shape to this classroom and were 

highly valued by members of this student population. 

 Student code-switching suggests that students were very aware of the importance 

of using English with their instructor if they were to be ratified as legitimate potential 

members of the imagined American national community of practice. As introduced above, 

the communities of practice model posits the overlap of communities of practice which 
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leaves room for the claim that student linguistic code choice in the classroom can serve 

functions at the local classroom and imagined levels simultaneously. For example, the 

consistent use of English in their exchanges with the instructor could have served to 

locally position students as good classroom students of English but could also at the same 

time give credence indexically to the monolingual, monocultural americano national 

community of practice. Any choice of linguistic code is imbued with social meaning 

which may indicate a shift in context or an allusion to a paradigm of alternatives (see 

Woolard 2006: 75). In the case of student-teacher interaction, it makes sense that the 

consistent selection of English over Spanish contributed to the joint-construction of an 

indexical link by way of the native speaker teacher to the imagined americano 

monolingual, monocultural community. 

 One playful exchange can underscore the distinction that students made regarding 

when and with whom they may speak what language. In a exchange during groupwork, I 

mentioned to Lorenzo as the teacher was coming back into the class: ‘ya viene [teacher]!’. 

Lorenzo’s playful response was, ‘Speak in English!’.  This single incident, playful as it 

was, reveals an underlying commonsense knowledge of the language distribution within 

the classroom practice: English is for when in the teacher’s presence. The language 

distribution that I observed has further relevancy to the nationalist border practices I 

touched upon via my ethnographic exploration of the classroom community. For example, 

there was a coherence between the language distribution and the general nationalist 

categories that students described in Chapter Five. Namely, students understood that it 

was preferable to speak English with the teacher since he is americano. The instructor 
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meets the physical profile of a non-mexicano. He does not have dark hair, eyes, and skin 

tone. Also, the instructor meets the further qualification of avoiding speaking Spanish on 

principle during classroom instruction. These characteristics iconically correspond to the 

general characteristics defining the americano nationalist category. Thus, the teacher’s 

English-immersion practice, whether or not he was aware of it, most likely bolstered his 

own authenticity as a token of the americano type. And by fulfilling the requirement of 

the americano category the teacher was contributing to the legitimacy of the class as a 

window into the ‘real, authentic’ American community.  

 

Language distribution matches maquila industry 

Furthermore, the language distribution of the Escuela Nogales classroom exhibited an 

important link to the linguistic hierarchy of the maquila industry. I will briefly turn to 

accommodation theory to help explain the iconicity between the two contexts and what 

that could have meant for students’ interpretation of the classroom practice. According to 

Giles, Coupland, & Coupland (1991: 2), accommodation theory attempts to ‘explain 

choices that would not have been made otherwise given a different context’ and 

understands accommodation as a ‘contextually complex set of alternatives, ubiquitously 

available to communicators in face-to-face talk’. Accommodation theory is organized 

around the principle practices of convergence and divergence, neither of which is entirely 

straight-forward or mutually exclusive of the other (Giles, et al. 1991: 10). In the case of 

Escuela Nogales, there was an iconic link between the manner in which the students 

entirely accommodated their linguistic practices to the instructor (e.g., convergence to 
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teacher’s code choice, topic selection and divergence from Spanish use) and their 

reported practices vis-à-vis americano plant managers at area maquilas: student 

interviews revealed monolingual English practices which required students to take full 

responsibility for effecting mutual comprehension. According to accommodation theory, 

such asymmetrical accommodation is a regular feature of employer-employee social 

relations (Giles, et al. 1991: 20). Recognizing this iconicity, I suggest that students 

interpreted further value to their classroom practices because the monolingual English 

immersion policy that overshadowed the classroom practice recreated the conditions of 

accommodation these learners would practice at their workplaces.  

 

Student alignment to imagined community 

The previous section considered student use of English/Spanish in groupwork settings. 

The present section will consider the few instances when students used English in front of 

the class for alignment purposes to the teacher, as opposed to using English to fulfill the 

correct-answer activity. There were a few instances of students using English for 

backstage purposes (i.e., not explicitly for evaluation by the teacher or to participate in 

the correct-answer activity). These instances are notable because they demonstrate 

student alignment practices to the imagined American national community in a way that 

is qualitatively different from other students in the class. Three students (Bernardo, 

Danilo, and José) were able to exchange humorous comments with the instructor during 

classtime in English and in front of the class. This makes these three students stand out 

because this type of exchange was not observed on the part of the majority of the students 
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in the class. I argue that these exchanges were part of these particular students’ alignment 

practices to the imagined national community of practice of which the instructor was a 

primary index. Thus, publicly demonstrating alignment with the instructor necessarily 

can index an alignment to the imagined community of americanos. 

 In informal interview, Danilo and José both stated, like the rest of the class, that 

they were studying English for work-related purposes. Additionally, on other occasions 

they expressed a desire to relocate to Arizona: one student to enter graduate school and 

the other student to reunite with family. In their minds, which were secondary and which 

were primary was unclear, but the explicit statement on their part to relocate to Arizona 

was unusual given the rest of the class. This intention to relocate on the other side may 

have played a role in the way that these two students interfaced with the instructor during 

classroom instruction. Some examples will be shared below.  

 A third student, Bernardo, was more representative of the rest of the class in that 

he explicitly stated that he had no desire to leave Nogales Sonora. However, the 

monolingual enthusiasm in which he pursued his study of English was different from 

those of his classmates.  In formal interview, he expressed to me how adamant he was 

about learning English and how he wanted to always force himself to use English when 

he could. He also reported using English at home with his children. During group formal 

interviews, he always spoke to me in English, and enthusiastically translated for his 

classmates from Spanish to English. On the other hand, he spoke openly in Spanish with 

his fellow classmates and when he could not say something in English to me he would 

mediate through his classmate to get the intended message out to me—rather than speak 
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to me directly in Spanish. This, I interpreted through the lens of nationalist border 

practices. 

 

Example: Like Obama, his slogan (12/9:18.30) 

On 12/9, the following exchange occurred between the class and the teacher. Danilo 

makes an important reference to the then president-elect Obama. This excerpt also 

features the teacher establishing himself as non-Spanish speaker.  

 
(1) Teacher:  I might also say  
(2)  dont give up [[writing on board]]  
(3)  do you know what that means? 
(4) Danilo:  dont give up 
(5) Carlos:  dont try 
(6) Bernardo:  dont give up in English 
(7) Teacher:  give up means surrender 
(8)  give up means  
(9)  to stop trying 
(10)  so if I tell you dont give up 
(11)  that means continue 
(12) Danilo:  like Obama 
(13)  his slogan 
(14) Danilo:  like Obama 
(15) Teacher:  [[laughs]] exactly 
(16)  yeah thats right  
(17)  thats what he said 
(18) Danilo:  {indistinct} 
(19) Teacher:  yeah sí se puede     [it can be done] 
(20)  but Im not going to say that though 
(21)  Im going to say. dont give up [ [laughs]] 
  
This is an intriguing example because the student brings in the American nationalist 

reference, directly connecting the teacher’s ‘dont give up’ comment to the slogans of the 

then president-elect of the United States (Line 12). The teacher affirms the reference and 

translates it into a commonly heard phrase in Spanish: sí se puede (Line 19) and then 
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returns to his role as English enforcer and comforts the class that he won’t be using that 

phrase (Lines 20-21). Based on the teacher’s patterned treatment of Spanish during 

instruction, it is likely that the teacher realized his breach and quickly worked to re-

position himself as the American English index by cleaning up the Spanish sí se puede 

with the English gloss: don’t give up. What should be stressed here is that Danilo makes 

an expression of alignment to the teacher, a ratified American national subject, publicly 

in front of the class. This alignment practice to the teacher indirectly affords Danilo a 

close alignment to the imagined American national community of practice via the 

teacher’s native speaker subjectivity.  

 Bernardo also had a couple of playful exchanges in English with the instructor 

during classroom instructional time. On 12/2, Bernardo made a comment as the teacher 

was passing out a handout with an extensive list of phrasal verbs on it. As the teacher was 

walking around and after just emphasizing the value of this document, Bernardo 

commented out loud when the class was quiet: 

 
Example: Its the bible (12/2: 1.00) 
(1) Bernardo:  its like the bible? 
(2) Teacher:  [[laughs]] 
(3) Bryan:  what? 
(4) Bernardo:  its the bible 
(5)  [[scattered chuckles]] 
 
Additionally, when the teacher brought in a new marker which had more ink and was 

easier to see from the back of the room, Bernardo playfully responded that the faulty 

markers was the reason he was not learning English. This excerpt was captured on 12/9. 
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Example: I got why I dont understand English (12/9: 19.45) 
(1) Teacher:  wow this markers good  
(2) Bernardo:  oh its better! 
(3) Students:  [[chuckles]] 
(4) Teacher:  look at this  
(5)  look at all this other crap 
(6) Students:  [[laughing ]] 
(7) Teacher:  wheres this marker been all semester?  
(8)  okay so: 
(9) Bernardo:  I got why I dont understand English [[laughs]] 
(10) Teacher:  is that why?  
(11)  is that why youve had problems? 
(12)  this marker? 
(13) Students:  [[chuckles]] 
(14) Teacher:  I found the magic marker so:: 
(15) Students:  [[chuckles]] 
  
 

Teacher and Spanish linguistic practice 

Above, it was demonstrated that students regularly engaged in bilingual practices despite 

the official English immersion policy for the classroom. Also, specific instances when 

students were able to use English for backstage purposes were also reviewed. In this final 

section, the teacher’s use of Spanish in the classroom will be addressed. The teacher 

positioned himself as a non-Spanish speaker which served in the interest of the English 

immersion policy and indirectly thickened his correspondence to the americano 

nationalist category. However, there were also times when the teacher incorporated 

Spanish into his instructional practices. According to the teacher’s philosophy of 

instruction, this was not his preferred method of communication in the classroom. It was 

a fallback, a temporary return to the local realities of the multilingual context. The 

teacher marked his Spanish use in a way that privileged the monolingual English 

community that existed globally even as these bilingual practices took place locally.  
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 What is notable about this teacher’s situation was that he held a personal interest 

in Spanish and used slang greetings outside of class with some students. He regularly 

greeted male students before class in the classroom and his former students outside in the 

hallway during break using such informal terms as, ‘¿Qué onda güey?’ and ‘¿Qué onda 

cabrón?’. These he used in jest and the other students replied in kind laughing and 

smiling. Nevertheless, in class his position and his practice was to reinforce an American 

English subjectivity. The teacher held steady to the boundaries of the classroom as a 

shared space indexical to an imagined monolingual American national community of 

practice.  

 Consider this representative example of the instructor’s use of Spanish from class 

on 11/13. Reflected both in class observation notes and audio recordings, the instructor 

asks for a Spanish equivalent for a key English vocabulary word that appears in the 

textbook. He solicits from the class a Spanish equivalent but when the exchange does not 

run smoothly, the instructor backs away and jokes with students that they are ‘here to 

learn English, not for [him] to learn Spanish’ (Line 17). This statement reflects the 

distinction that this teacher makes between ‘classtime’ and ‘outside of classtime’, and the 

relative value of Spanish to English as articulated in the instructor’s discourse.  

 
Example: Team player. bear with us 
(1) Teacher:  team player. bear with us  
(2)  is there is there a Spanish equivalent for that?  
(3)  someone who plays  
(4)  you know someone whos been on a team 
(5)  do you say something like that? yes? 
(6) Gloria:  yes 
(7) Teacher:  yes. what is it? 
(8) Rosario:  leader of a team 
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(9) Teacher:  just a team 
(10) Gloria:  yes 
(11) Teacher:  or do you say like the person 
(12) Gloria:  person 
(13) Danilo:  for example 
(14) Danilo:  {indistinct} been on a team 
(15) Gloria:  um hm  
(16) {indistinct} 
(17) Teacher:  you’re here to learn English not for me to learn Spanish  
(18)  never mind [[laughs]] 
 
Such mixed uses of L1/L2 during classroom instruction on the part of the instructor 

oriented the classroom participants temporarily to the reality of the local multilingualism. 

However, these mixed practices were still understood under the general pedagogical 

framework that establishes a trajectory for classroom practice that ends in 

monolingualism and monoculturalism. Spanish in this local environment was a last 

instructional resort because, following nationalist border practices, Spanish was deemed 

antithetical to being American.  

 To support the assertion that the classroom practice was conducted within a 

framework where Spanish was subordinated to the value of English (i.e., marked), I refer 

to two further anecdotal examples taken from other English language classrooms at 

Escuela Nogales and from the institution’s home campus in Tucson. They clearly 

illustrate an instructor denigrating Spanish during classroom practice. One teacher, upon 

asking students how to say the word, psychologist, in Spanish and after attempting to say 

it two times, countered with ‘well, that’s too hard’ thus ending the exchange. In another 

classroom I observed, the teacher responded to a student’s greeting in Spanish (e.g., hola) 

during classtime by saying ‘whatever’.  
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 The explicit marking of Spanish in the language classroom may have social 

consequences that instructors may not be entirely aware of. Earlier it was established that 

nationalism replicates the social systems of distinction at multiple sites, thus reproducing 

itself through the process of recursivity. Bearing this in mind, I suggest that there is a 

recursive connection between power relations between the United States and Mexico on 

the one hand and the subordination of Spanish to English on another. The subordination 

of Spanish to English in the classroom at Escuela Nogales can be conceivably connected 

to the marginalization of Spanish in the American maquila factories. This asymmetrical 

dyad can again be replicated in English discourses across the border in Arizona where 

Spanish is denigrated in the interest of reproducing positions of white dominance (Hill 

1998, Schwartz 2006). I wish to acknowledge the fact that instructors were working with 

adults with full mastery of Spanish linguistic practices. Therefore the potential affective 

harm that can be inflicted is far less than if it were a K-12 situation for recent newcomers. 

Nevertheless, I take the position that making space for the cultural and linguistic 

resources that students bring to the language classroom does not necessarily preclude 

their learning of a new set of linguistic and cultural repertoires.  

 

Discrepancy in practice 

In the data collected, there was a glaring discrepancy between what students stated they 

desired for classroom practice and the way in which they participated in classroom 

activities in reality. On the one hand, students in interview clearly stated a preference for 

Escuela Nogales classes over classes offered at other institutions in the Nogales Sonora 
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area because Escuela Nogales classes were taught by native speakers of American 

English and were English immersion environments. On the other hand, students in 

practice consistently used Spanish during class instruction in side conversations between 

one another in order to clarify key English terms or to verify the answer to a previous 

workbook problem. Students’ use of Spanish was so pervasive that to absolutely prohibit 

its use in this classroom would undoubtedly bring to a halt sustained classroom 

engagement in the classroom between students and teacher. It therefore follows that 

Spanish was actually essential for successful classroom operations. Nevertheless, 

students made no indication that the joint use of Spanish and English in the classroom 

was a good thing or made any contribution to their development of English linguistic 

practices. The teacher addressed L1 in the classroom not as a resource but as an 

unfortunate fallback. This discrepancy serves as a further example of nationalist border 

practices that compel individuals to erase the complexity of social practice in order to 

maintain clear nationalist boundaries. 

 This discrepancy can be related back to the nationalist border practices of the 

students. The reader will recall that these students expressed disdain of nationalist 

liminality in terms of cultural practices (e.g., Mexican-American) and linguistic practices 

(e.g., Spanglish). Thus, it can be inferred that students interpreted value in their modified 

participation in the americano community—from a distance—and not in the full inclusion 

into that imagined community. This helps to explain why students took pains to practice 

English immersion with their instructor while at the same time maintaining Spanish 

linguistic practices with their classmates. Following nationalist border practices, the 
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choice of linguistic code reifies the distinction between americano America on the one 

hand and mexicano Mexico on the other. It is also relevant that the students found value 

in the classroom practice while admitting that the pace of the all-English instructional 

delivery was often too fast. This establishes a further opportunity for the students to 

practice a nationalist distinction between themselves and the teacher in two ways: (a) rely 

on fellow mexicanos in order to keep up with the americano teacher, and (b) practice 

modified positioning in that imagined community by not engaging the community 

representative (i.e., English instructor) directly in order to influence the pace of his 

speech (i.e., take intentional action on the community). These observations point to the 

value students placed on association with the americano community but not full inclusion. 

Perhaps except for Danilo, José, and Bernardo the students demonstrated in their 

classroom practice and indicated in their interviews that the purpose of the class from 

their perspective was to develop an ability to accommodate to American English 

monolingual, monocultural practices. Importantly, this does not entail the deconstruction 

of their self-positioning in close alignment with the institutions of the Mexican nation-

state. It is indeed ironic that the students express distaste for code-switching reminiscent 

of Spanglish while that is the very practice that provides a means of association with the 

imagined americano community. This irony is in turn erased as per nationalist border 

practices. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: 

DISCUSSION 

 

Escuela Nogales classroom highly successful 

Satisfaction with the Escuela Nogales classroom that I observed remained high from start 

to finish.  Both during the course and at its conclusion, the students expressed that they 

were pleased with the class and satisfied with the experience. The institution that 

facilitates the Escuela Nogales program views it as successful and continues to fund its 

operations. In what ways might that success be mediated through the nationalist 

principles presented herein? The data collected during classroom practice and supported 

by ethnographic investigation indicate that students identified success in the Escuela 

Nogales classroom in that it provided an opportunity to participate in modified fashion 

with a very specific imagined American national community of practice. According to 

analysis of classroom discourse, this community was presented as primarily monolingual, 

monocultural, and importantly, distinct from a Mexican national community of practice. 

For these students who expressed disdain for national liminality in interviews, it follows 

that they perceived value to this particular depiction of what it means to be American and 

to speak American English because it reinforces nationalist borders and their perception 

that hybrid cultural and linguistic practices are illegitimate. Student association with this 

select version of America, which they interpret as being authentic vis-à-vis the hybrid 

realities of the US-Mexico geographical border, placed students in a position to 

rationalize and to further reproduce their position of privilege in the local Nogales Sonora 
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community. This is related to the potential economic and social benefits that an 

association with the authentic America presents to students in regards to their social 

worlds in Nogales Sonora. Following Vila (2003: 318), I accept that the dual practices of 

border transcendence and reinforcement are at hand along the Mexico/US border. This 

classroom must be interpreted as a specific site of nationalist border reproduction.  

 

Nationalist principles set parameters of classroom 

It was outlined above that general nationalist principles (e.g., Volk/Staat union, 

nationalist universalism) set the framework for establishing an indexical link between the 

local classroom practice and an imagined American national community of practice. 

Nationalist border practices provided to classroom participants the nationalist categories 

(e.g., mexicano/americano; paisano, Mexican-American, Spanglish) that 

compartmentalize social practice (cultural and linguistic) into an international system of 

nation-states (imbued with hierarchies of status and power). Working alongside 

nationalist border practices, nationalist standard practices operated in the classroom 

context to delimit what could count as being legitimately American and American 

English. For this classroom, the construct of the native speaker came to encapsulate the 

two standard notions of national language and national subject. As these nationalist 

practices were attended to in classroom practice, they came to set the groundwork for 

students’ modified participation in an American imagined national community of practice. 
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Classroom practice in the interest of status maintenance/advancement 

In developing his theory of the relationship between agency and social structure, Giddens 

(1979) posits that individuals are not dupes and that they possess a certain level of 

awareness of the social structural systems that their social practice works to reproduce. 

This position can help explain the value that the Escuela Nogales students attach to the 

linguistic and cultural practices that they encountered in the classroom. Namely, the 

ethnographic and classroom discourse data support the conclusion that students 

interpreted the English language classroom practice at Escuela Nogales as a potential 

resource for their own social status reaffirmation and/or potential advancement. 

 There are of course valid pedagogical reasons for students to perceive value in the 

classrooms of Escuela Nogales as opposed to strictly social ones. The intent here is not to 

discount the pedagogical effectiveness of the classroom that I observed. However, 

pedagogy is not the only reason why language learners find value in the classrooms they 

attend. When the classroom practice is considered through a lens sensitive to the 

sociocultural aspects of second language learning practices, there is more to be said about 

the value students come to attach to the specific classroom practices of the Escuela 

Nogales classroom. The co-construction of imagined communities in classroom settings 

is highly relevant to students’ investment (Norton Peirce 1995) in classroom language 

learning practices (see also Kanno & Norton 2003; Kinginger 2004). Participant-

observation and close discourse analysis of classroom practice through a critical lens 

determined that the nationalist practices of the classroom oriented classroom participants 

to an imagined American community that vigorously protected mutually exclusive, non-
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permeable nationalist borders along with clearly articulated nationalist standards of 

language and culture. The data point to a perceived correspondence between the students’ 

social status in their home contexts and the equivalent social positioning on the 

americano side that was co-constructed in classroom practice. Thus, the imagined 

communities being offered by this classroom, for students, established a legitimate link 

between their status in the mexicano community and the appropriate equivalent in the 

americano one.  

 As described above, nationalism is both particular and universal (Billig 1995), 

and undoubtedly students saw the nation-state fixtures familiar to them in the imagined 

community they encountered in their American English classroom. The only difference 

would be that the nation-state fixtures depicted in the classroom make up the americano 

version of the mexicano nationalist framework they have benefited from. The conclusion 

is that students interpreted the classroom practice as a connection to a specific version of 

the American national community, one that reflects the social standing the students 

recognize in their own context. Here again, the important process of recursivity makes 

itself relevant. Just as Inoue (2006) identified the recursive reproduction of the social 

hierarchy attached to Japanese standard language ideologies, so too one can interpret the 

students of Escuela Nogales as seeing their own legitimacy reproduced vicariously 

through the authentic American subject co-constructed in the English classroom. As such, 

the classroom becomes an opportunity for students to reinforce their position of privilege 

in the local Mexican nation-state community. Seen in this light, the practices of the 

students at this site run parallel to the reproduction of white privilege in the American 
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nation-state community as explored in linguistic anthropology (Bucholtz 1999, Hill 1998, 

Schuck 2006, Schwartz 2006). Seen through a Bourdieusian  lens, these students have 

every reason to reproduce the conditions of their own elevated position. Just as they have 

benefited from an orientation to the legitimacy of standard language and subjectivity in 

Mexico, these students detect a similar legitimacy in the representations of American 

nationalist standards presented in class (albeit metaphorically). An analogy would be the 

side-step for individuals from one position of elevation to another—or the establishment 

of a bridge that stretches from one elevated point to a comparable one. In between these 

two points, following student perception, is a chasm of inauthenticity, ambiguity, hybrid 

social practices that are to be rejected following nationalist principles.  

 I entered into this project seeking hybridity in classroom practice. The 

ethnographic segment of my methodology provided me with the resources to discover 

that students at this site for the most part looked down upon notions of hybridity and 

national ambiguity (e.g., Mexican-American, Spanglish). When seen through the dual-

lens that brings together nationalism and classroom practices, hybrid practices become 

antithetical to real learning because the very notion of hybridity directly challenges 

conventionalized borders of power and nation that are implicated in the classroom setting. 

Student attitude toward national ambiguity speaks to their self-positioning in close 

association to the standardized center of the Mexican imagined national community in 

particular and the greater nationalist global framework in general.   

 What is important to bear in mind in regards to the US/Mexico border area is that 

the notion of border is interpreted in various ways according to multiple vantage points 
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(Alvarez 1995, Vila 2003). Due to the clean, geopolitical border drawn as a straight line 

on a map, it is easy to be seduced into seeing border areas as constructed by simplistic 

dichotomies that organize individuals on one of two sides. What was demonstrated in this 

study was that the border practiced by the classroom students at Escuela Nogales 

reflected their privileged social status vis-à-vis the greater Nogales Sonora community. 

Given a different community along the Ambos Nogales border region, the interpretation 

of border could be very different.  

 

Social and economic benefit 

The reinforcement of privilege can be accounted for in the potential social and economic 

benefit that the English classes hold for the Escuela Nogales students.  Of course, social 

and economic benefits are often intertwined because one tends to set the grounds for the 

other. For example, according to ethnographic investigation of the community an 

elevated social status is tied to management-level employment at American-owned 

maquila factories operating in the Nogales Sonora area. However, the educational 

credentials that elevated one to management in the first place were of course derived 

from a certain level of social privilege that made tertiary education attainable.  

 Concentrating for a moment on the potential social benefits, there are indications 

that just an association alone with the American nation-state can socially benefit those 

who live on the Mexican side of the Mexico/US border. For example, Vila (2003) found 

in his study of the Juárez-El Paso region that residents of Juárez attributed social status to 

those individuals in the community who could associate themselves with the American 
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nation-state on the other side. An interview with a local employee of the American 

Consulate in Nogales Sonora indicated that such a sentiment is also present in the 

Nogales Sonora area: association with the United States (e.g., possession of a U.S. tourist 

visa, leisure travel to Tucson or Phoenix, having relatives in Arizona) can boost one’s 

social standing in the community. Ethnographic interviews with the students of Escuela 

Nogales revealed that the majority already possessed some direct connection to the 

American nation-state in the form of tourist visas and occasional shopping trips to 

Tucson/Phoenix. This finding, triangulated with the findings of Vila (2003) and the 

interview with the American Consulate, supports the inference that students are poised to 

reinforce and possibly better their social status within the larger Nogales Sonora 

community through their classroom practices at Escuela Nogales.  

 Turning to potential economic benefits, the specific social hierarchies of cultural 

and linguistic practices that emerge from maquila factory organization means that 

students who can accommodate to americano monolingual and monocultural practices are 

in a better position to both keep their jobs and to possibly rise in employment status. 

From my discussion with students, it seems that the white-collar areas of maquila 

organization are hyper-nationalized environments where English is the imposed language 

of interaction and where Spanish is sharply marked. Thus, students absolutely required 

the ability to function in such an environment. Importantly, it was the ability to passively 

participate in such a community that was required. In the maquila environment, the onus 

is on them to comprehend and to participate appropriately given the americano 

parameters. What also should be noted is that the material resources maquila employment 
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brings students also provides them with the ratified grounds for differentiating 

themselves from ‘los inmigrantes’ who have no material possessions as well as 

‘everybody else’ in Nogales Sonora who want to cross the geopolitical border.  

 

Benefit but with limitations 

To extrapolate from the nationalist border practices of the students, it is most likely that 

students experience a delicate balancing act in that it is in their interests to develop 

competencies to participate in monolingual americano social practices without adopting 

the subjectivity of the americano in the process. This appears to be true for students both 

in terms of their individual workplaces and the greater Nogales Sonora community. To 

fully appropriate—as opposed to accommodate to—americano practices would 

assumedly detract them from their elevated position within the mexicano community. 

Worse yet, there is the further possibility that they end up locating themselves somewhere 

in between americano and mexicano, somewhere among the liminality and hybridity of 

the border zone. In their interviews and their classroom practices, students made it clear 

that they were not taking English classes in order to ‘become americano’. Moreover, 

students consistently expressed a tension or dissatisfaction with cultural and linguistic 

practices that did not uphold clear boundaries between one side and the other. In other 

words, to take on too much americano practice, these students could have possibly run 

the risk of being mistaken as something in-between (i.e., Mexican-American).  
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Power reproduction at global level 

The reproduction of power at local levels is of course intertwined with sociopolitical 

arrangements at the global level. The struggle to acquire repertoires of practice associated 

with the American nation-state carries implications for power reproduction in terms of 

globalized markets of material economy. I propose that the Escuela Nogales classroom 

contributes to the reproduction of nationalist practices that ascribe legitimacy to the 

American nation-state to claim material and economic wealth in disproportion to so-

called developing nation-states such as Mexico. The maquila industry is a further 

medium through which the symbolic capital associated with the American nation-state in 

terms of linguistic and cultural practices is recursively reproduced thus contributing to the 

general processes of naturalization. As far as my study is concerned, the social 

hierarchies practiced at maquila sites privilege nationalist border practices that 

consciously position America at the elite position.  

 

Students value national authentic 

 The notion of national authenticity deserves extended comment here. Students cited the 

authentic ambiance of Escuela Nogales as a further reason why they appreciated and 

valued the classroom practices. They contrasted the Escuela Nogales classroom, led by an 

American native speaker of English, against the other classes available in the Nogales 

Sonora area taught by Mexicans, non-native speakers of English. For the students, they 

were learning real English taught by real Americans. In this section, I wish to unpack the 

notion of national authenticity in order to demonstrate that it is a deceptive construct. The 



 
 

252 
 

national authentic is not authentic to the linguistic and cultural diversity one finds in 

regular social practice within the geopolitical boundaries of a given nation-state. Instead, 

it is only authentic to the symbolic capital practiced in that given national community. I 

will draw on Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1977a, 1991) to unpack this argument. 

 I advance the argument that it is the combined work of nationalist border practices 

and nationalist standard practices that renders a particular set of cultural and linguistic 

practices to be authentic to an entire national community which, when subjected to 

empirical sociolinguistic study, reveals dramatic diversity and variation in practice. To 

begin with nationalist standard practices, Bourdieu (1977b, 1991) explains in theoretical 

terms that the holders of social and cultural capital in a given national field attribute their 

own practices as the standard, the centralized point against which all other points must be 

evaluated. As the central point of symbolic capital, those practices come to stand in for 

the entire field so that practicing American-ness, for example, in a legitimate way means 

appropriating the cultural and linguistic practices associated with the standardized center. 

Reflexively, the diversity of human social practice detectable via sociolinguistic inquiry 

becomes erased (Gal & Irvine 1995). The important masquerade, or misrecognition, is to 

be found in the fact that the cultural and linguistic practices of an elite, originating from a 

particular point in the field, are re-packaged as being universal and positioned as an 

appropriate representative of the entire field. Thus, the field is directed toward a ‘cultural 

arbitrary’ (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977) practiced as if it were a non-arbitrary (and 

inevitable) source of symbolic capital. As the cultural and linguistic practices of the elite 

(i.e., symbolic capital) are understood to be synonymous or to stand in for the national 
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authentic, the result is the following: the national authentic presented in language 

classrooms is not authentic to the complex cultural and linguistic variation detectable in 

sociolinguistic empirical study but is authentic instead only to the dominant symbolic 

capital of a given national community of practice. One can conclude that when you pay 

for a state-authorized class, you get state-authorized symbolic capital.  

 Nationalist border practices contribute to this misrecognition in that distinction-

making between nationalist standards further refines the vision of the national authentic 

in language classroom settings. The reader will recall that nationalist border practices 

operate on the principals of relational identity work and mutually exclusive boundaries. 

Given these two principles, it follows that the most authentic representation of America 

in the classroom at Escuela Nogales would be one that reinforces everything that stands 

in juxtaposition to the nationalist standards of Mexico. The America that students 

expressed value in was the America populated by fair-skinned monolingual English 

speakers because it contrasted with the standards of national language and subjectivity in 

Mexico and also to the hybrid and liminal population that resided along the 

Sonora/Arizona border. The classroom practice at Escuela Nogales served to reaffirm 

what has been documented in the critical literature thus far: notions of nationalist 

standards and borders render hybridity and ambiguity as illegitimate social practice in 

regards to educational contexts and other gate-keeping contexts like them. Additionally, 

through the guise of national authenticity, the language classroom can serve the purpose 

of reproducing the nation and the power asymmetries that are inculcated in it.  
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 Nationalist notions of native speaker and national authenticity pose havoc for the 

understanding of the learning process as proposed under the community of practice 

model (Lave & Wenger 1991, Wenger 1998). As the reader will recall, the community of 

practice model posits a novice and expert relationship. Upon entering the community of 

practice, the novice is to receive opportunities of modified participation (i.e., legitimate 

peripheral participation) in the community of practice up to the point where they may 

exercise full participation without such modification. However, if one takes nationalist 

authenticity to its logical extreme, language learners could never take up full participation 

(i.e., expert status) in a nation-state when viewed through the lens of the community of 

practice model. This is because the notions of national authenticity and the native speaker 

both are grounded in statis, quasi-biological criteria of determination that are implicitly 

immutable (Rampton 1990). In general parlance, one is either born a native speaker of a 

language or one is not. Furthermore, following nationalist principles of relational identity 

and mutual exclusivity, the discourse of authenticity necessarily requires a negative 

inauthentic or non-native speaker to juxtapose against a positive authenticity and native 

speaker. Language learners by virtue of entering the community of practice as in-

authentic and non-native speakers remain that way because they are perpetually 

apprehended as the negative to the authentic positive. They become the requisite Other. 

From my critical perspective, I further push the point that language learners, by orienting 

to discourses of national authenticity, reflexively contribute to their continued 

marginalization within a national community of practice.  
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 My general point is that nationalism leads people to organize their social and 

material worlds in very specific ways. For each nation-state, nationalist reproduction 

works at multiple sites over geographic and temporal space to recursively connect 

symbolic capital affordances to specific monolingual, monocultural practices that are 

objectified for consumption at state-authorized pedagogical sites. I claim that the 

language classroom that I observed at Escuela Nogales is one important site to legitimize 

nationalist practices of social organization and valuation. For Bourdieu & Passeron 

(1977) the classroom is one site of transubstantiation of cultural resources into symbolic 

capital. This classroom provides these particular students with the opportunity to 

reproduce their privileged worlds through the medium of nationalism. 
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CHAPTER NINE: 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

General review of study 

This critical study of the relationship between nationalism and formal language 

classroom practices arose from the discrepancy detected between common portrayals of 

national cultures/languages advanced in classrooms and the diversity of social practices 

detectable via sociolinguistic empirical research. This study is situated at the intersection 

of three distinct strands of social scientific research: English Language Teaching (ELT), 

Border Studies, and Nationalism Studies. The novel research site (an English classroom 

in Nogales Sonora) and classroom community (adult engineering professionals of 

privileged social status) enable this study to make a contribution to each of these three 

fields. The central research interest of this study began with the presumption that there is 

a strong relationship between nationalism and language learning practices. Building on 

that fundamental position, it aims to explore how that relationship is played out in the 

discourse of a single English language classroom.  

 Drawing from the theoretical work of Anderson (1983) and Billig (1995), this 

study approaches nation-states as socially-constructed, imagined communities that are 

reproduced in daily social practice. I position nationalism in the purview of social 

practice theory in order to render the term, nationalist practices, which are social 

practices that operate on the presumption of two fundamental nationalist principles (the 

nation/state dyad and the comprehensive nature of nationalism as a system of social 
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organization). The term nationalist practices is further specified under two additional 

terms, nationalist border practices (which operate according to the principles of 

relational identity work and mutual exclusivity) and nationalist standard practices 

(which operate following the principle of singularity). Nationalist border practices 

impose boundaries of language and culture on a semiotic landscape that is entirely 

interconnected. Nationalist standard practices are articulated through notions of a 

nationalist standard language and subjectivity. Furthermore, whereras nationalist border 

practices handle largely intergroup variation (i.e., discerning self-nation versus other-

nation), nationalist standard practices address intragroup variation (i.e., how to manage 

the amount of linguistic variation already present within nation-state geopolitical borders). 

These three terms present new ways to consider the intersection of nationalism and 

language classrooms.  

 Having established an understanding of nationalism that is grounded in social 

practice, critical attention can be given to the relationship between nationalism and state-

authorized educational settings. Previous work has depicted state-authorized educational 

settings as individual sites within a broader network of recursive nationalist reproduction 

and reinforcement. However, a Bourdieusian stance leads to the view that state-

authorized schooling serves to reproduce the conditions of its own production, and 

therefore those judged successful in those contexts are those who can best reproduce the 

prevailing power relations of a national community of practice. Furthermore, state-

authorized educational institutions are directly challenged for the constraint they can 

impose on language learning in that the diversity and variety of social practice is 
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discounted if not erased altogether. In other words, proper attention should be paid to the 

operations of nationalist standard practices vis-à-vis state-authorized educational 

practices. 

 In order to address these issues of nationalism and language learning, this study 

adopted the methodology termed ethnographically-sensitive critical discourse analysis. 

This combined approach strengthens the interpretive power of critical discourse analytic 

methodology by infusing it with ethnographic principles of data collection. The 

ethnographic approach employed for this study made use of participant-observation, 

interviews, and further data elicitation devices such as questionnaires, a map activity, a 

semantic categorization activity, and emails. Ethnographic data collection was integrated 

with critical discourse analysis, which is best understood as an approach to discourse 

analysis that carries a sensitivity to the workings of power in social discourse, the 

relationship of micro contexts to macro social structures, and the implication of academic 

research in the interest of social change.  

 As background for this ethnographically-sensitive critical discourse analysis, 

specific information was gathered on the classroom participants and some salient aspects 

of the Nogales Sonora community. What is particularly noteworthy is that the student 

population exhibited a level of social status and privilege that renders them unique as a 

subject population in a couple of ways. Their privilege was identified in terms of four 

interrelated aspects: education, employment, economic, and social status. For example, 

the students held mid-level management positions at American-owned maquila factories 

operating in Nogales Sonora. The majority had university degrees in engineering. Due to 
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their employment status, the students were afforded an elevated level of material comfort 

in their daily lives. This meant they could send their children to private schooling and 

they could travel to the United States for entertainment and shopping. Students treated 

their study of English as a form of professional development since they required English 

for their management jobs. Also, the students made a point of distancing themselves from 

the hybridity and liminality of the border and aligned themselves closely with nationalist 

practices of border and standard.  

 Of the nineteen students who regularly attended the Escuela Nogales class under 

observation, seven students agreed to meet with me outside of classtime thus graciously 

opening up their lives to me. They became my hosts in the community and I am forever 

appreciative of their kindness and openness. The Escuela Nogales classroom lasted eight 

weeks (fifteen class meetings) and was characterized by both teacher-fronted 

instructional style and groupwork. An English immersion policy was made explicit by the 

instructor which the students fully supported. However, my participant-observation in the 

classroom found that in practice the classroom operated as a bilingual community and not 

a monolingual one. I also took into account the background of the instructor, who has  

extensive language teaching experience both in terms of theoretical training and practical 

experience. His philosophy of teaching posits the learning of general English before 

English for special purposes, the minimal use of L1 in the L2 classroom, and an implicit 

monolingual endpoint for students in his classroom. His willingness to support this study 

with his time and candor was invaluable.  
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In general terms, the study provides an empirically-grounded analysis of how the 

relationship between nationalism and language learning was played out in a single 

English language classroom. The three terms of nationalist practices, nationalist border 

practices, and nationalist standard practices serve as powerful analytical tools for 

deconstructing the intersection of nationalism and language learning and for tracing the 

consequences nationalist principles have for language classroom practice. Critical 

analysis of the nationalism/language learning spans three initial stages: (1) identify 

nationalist border practices as they appear in student interviews and in classroom practice, 

(2) bring attention to how nationalist standard practices are articulated and attended to in 

the classroom, and (3) argue that nationalist border practices and nationalist standard 

practices set the groundwork for establishing a shared orientation to an imagined 

American national community of practice (i.e., americano community of practice) 

understood to be authentic because it is monolingual, monocultural, and distinct from 

Mexico. Subsequent steps to the analysis take note of the important ramifications of 

classroom practice when strictly defined according to nationalist principles. Those 

ramifications are that (1) the local classroom practice was understood by students as 

being indexically linked to the target American imagined community of practice such that 

participation in this classroom placed them in association with the ‘authentic’ American 

national community, and (2) the nationalist borders and standards that define the 

students’ privileged status in terms of the Mexican nation-state were reflected back to 

them in American terms in the course of classroom participation, thus providing students 

with a means for reflexively reproducing the conditions of their own privilege in their 
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local community. Analysis culminated in the conclusion that this particular classroom 

served as a site of nationalist reproduction, which entails the reinforcement of borders 

and symbols of privilege that are inculcated in nationalist systems. In what follows, the 

individual components of this analysis will be considered in more detail.  

 Nationalist border practices are evidenced in student interviews and also circulate 

in classroom practice. Ethnographic interviews revealed student categorizational 

practices according to two polar categories, americano and mexicano. These two 

categories are understood to be the discursal product of nationalist border practices 

because they accord with the two principles of nationalist borders (relational identity 

work and mutual exclusivity). First, the two categories were invoked in discourse entirely 

on relational terms: each category served to define what the other was not. Second, since 

the relational identity work located the two categories on opposite poles from one another, 

all sub-categories between the two were to be discredited, following the principle of 

mutual exclusivity. Indeed, this is an important finding of the ethnographic investigation. 

Student responses during interviews and on additional data elicitation devices revealed a 

general distaste for nationalist liminality, captured in the sub-categories of Mexican-

American, paisano, and Spanglish. Student rigorous preference for nationalist borders 

and complementary distancing from nationalist ambiguity is symptomatic of their 

elevated status because association with nation-state fixtures has played a vital role in 

delivering them to their present status of privilege in the Nogales Sonora community. 

 A critical analysis of classroom discourse finds that nationalist border practices 

provided a resource for the classroom students and the teacher to relate to one another. 
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Both the teacher and students drew on the two polar categories of mexicano and 

americano to situate one another across lines drawn according to nationalist distinction. 

The instructor often drew on nationalist categories when opening up a new unit of study 

or locating students in geographical space. Students consistently responded in kind, 

positioning the teacher as an ideal representative of the entire americano community 

while taking up self-positioning as equally-representative members of a unified mexicano 

national community. The practice of recognizing one another according to nationalist 

borders validates and reproduces a world organized according to nationalist principles.  

 Alongside nationalist practices of border, nationalist standard practices also 

played a role in shaping classroom practice at Escuela Nogales. A critical analysis of the 

classroom discourse finds that the instructor was ratified, in a collaborative way, to the 

position of American English native-speaker, a construct that comprises a single 

embodiment of two nationalist standards, that of language and subjectivity. From his 

position as native speaker (which was highly valued by students), the teacher was 

understood to be an indexical conduit through which students could draw an association 

with an imagined americano community of practice. Importantly, if the teacher were not 

able to ratify native-speaker subjectivity, then the value/legitimacy of the Escuela 

Nogales classroom practice would have been severely compromised.  

 In his instructional practices, the instructor followed a series of methods to 

articulate nationalist standards of language and subject: (1) linking the concepts of 

America and English to first-person pronouns (e.g., I and we), identification work, and 

geographical pointing, and (2) objectifying American English via a correct-answer 
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activity and explicit modification. Also, the analysis detects instances of the instructor (3) 

mystifying the standard American English language as well as (4) elaborating for 

students the notion of a native-speaker intuition, understood to be the ultimate goal of 

instruction from the teacher’s vantage point. The students expressed value in these 

classroom practices because the classroom arrangement upheld nationalist standards of 

language and subject. Nationalism carries an inherent universal quality in that it provides 

a template for individual nation-state franchises all over the world. Thus, the American 

nationalist standards made salient during classroom practice corresponded—in format but 

not content—to the Mexican national standards the students were already invested in 

maintaining.  

 Working in collusion, nationalist border practices and nationalist standard 

practices both served to set the groundwork for the co-construction of an indexical link 

between the local community of practice and an imagined American national community 

of practice. The notion of a imagined national community of practice draws on the work 

of Anderson (1983) and Wenger (1998) to underscore the socially-constructed and 

socially-practiced nature of nation-states. In the case of Escuela Nogales, the specific 

imagined American national community of practice was one that was inhabited by 

monolingual, monocultural native speakers of American English who live within the 

geopolitical boundaries of the United States and sit in polar distinction to the Mexican 

national community. One important way this was accomplished was that nationalist 

practices of border and standard set the parameters for what counts as ‘legitimate’ 

classroom practice and what counts as ‘authentic’ American practice. As the classroom 
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practice at Escuela Nogales met those parameters, classroom participants treated the 

classroom as a legitimate link to the authentic American national community of practice. 

Students in turn ascribed high value to the Escuela Nogales practices because it placed 

them in interface with the authentic americano community and the symbolic capital that 

is associated with it. For students’ local situation, this interface means the maintenance of 

social and economic privilege, if not its advancement.    

 The indexical link between local classroom practice and an imagined American 

national community was crucial because it allowed for a type of buffer zone where the 

students could modifiedly engage with the imagined American community of practice 

without being drawn into full inclusion. That would have posed a threat to their 

privileged association to the Mexican nation-state.  In his discourse, the instructor 

articulated the modified nature of local classroom practice vis-à-vis the imagined 

americano community by means of (1) marking the English of the classroom as not real, 

(2) giving attention to vocabulary development,  (3) establishing a shared space within 

the imagined national community of practice via hypothetical examples, and (4) 

positioning students via pronouns and verb tense as potential members of americano 

communities.  

 The language distribution of the classroom laid bare the discrepancy between 

monolingual ideals and multilingual realities of the Escuela Nogales classroom. It is a 

further example of how nationalist practices shape what counts and what does not in a 

language classroom. Despite the English immersion policy, the classroom clearly 

functioned as a bilingual space. Students regularly engaged their peers using Spanish 
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during classroom activities and the instructor occasionally resorted to using Spanish 

lexical items during classtime (although this was his dispreferred option). Nevertheless, 

both students and teacher displayed an aversion to openly incorporating Spanish into the 

English classroom as a legitimate class resource. Analysis traces the grounds for this 

shared aversion to nationalist practices that locate authenticity and legitimacy in 

monolingual and monocultural norms at the expense of multilingual and multicultural 

social realities. It was nationalist practices that led students away from acknowledging 

that they regularly engaged in code-switching practices during classroom instruction, the 

very kind of hybrid practices they repudiated.  

 One instructive observation in regards to student language choice in the classroom 

is that while students regularly code-switched between Spanish and English in their 

interactions with peers, they nevertheless used English exclusively when interfacing with 

the instructor. The students’ strict adherence to an English immersion policy with the 

teacher speaks to their construction of the teacher as an idealized representative of the 

imagined americano community and their strict adherence to nationalist borders. In other 

words, language choice in the classroom served as a platform for students to reproduce 

the polar opposition between mexicano/americano and by implication the two imagined 

national communities (and the entire international system in which they are a part). These 

nationalist borders, reinforced in classroom practice, helped to maintain americano at a 

safe distance so as not to decenter the mexicano practices to which students adhered. The 

analysis reaches the original insight that if students were to practice or to acknowledge 

practicing the liminality between nations (i.e., linguistic or cultural hybridity), that would 
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mean locating themselves among the national ambiguity that they discredited and also 

displacing them from their privileged position closely associated to the nationalist 

practices advocated by Mexican nation-state institutions. As hybridity and national 

liminality are both devalued in classroom practice, the classroom presents an example 

site of nationalist border reinforcement, the complement of nationalist border 

transcendence. It is one site in a very complex series of locations where nationalist 

practices are reproduced and reinforced.  

 The reproduction of nationalist borders is intertwined with the reproduction of 

privilege for the students of Escuela Nogales. The study underscores the fact that, for 

students, language classrooms are not only about acquiring new vocabulary and 

developing communicative competence. Oftentimes, it is tied to student investment in 

their local situations immediately outside the classroom. In the case of Escuela Nogales, 

participation in the English language classroom served purposes that buttressed the 

socially and economically advantaged positions of the students in their local communities 

in Nogales Sonora. These students valued a particular kind of English language 

classroom practice that brought them into association with a particular portrayal of 

authentic English and authentic America. Importantly, it was a community that privileged 

monolingualism over multilingualism, and monoculturalism over multiculturalism. For 

these students, part of maintaining their privileged status vis-à-vis the Nogales Sonora 

community is steering themselves away from the hybridity and liminality that 

characterizes the border area. Related to the reproduction of nationalist borders and 

standards, this classroom is also to be understood as a site of reproduction of social and 
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economic privilege. This conclusion brings this study in line with the investigation of 

white privilege in the context of the United States.  

 The potential social and economic benefits posed to students are also understood 

to come with very important constraints. Namely, those students who integrate americano 

cultural and linguistic practices to the extent that they blur the rigid boundaries delimiting 

their mexicano identity run the risk of social sanction in their community. This is one 

reason why students were closely attuned to nationalist borders during classroom practice 

because it guaranteed modified interface with the americano community without 

jeopardizing their centralized position in the mexicano one.   

 Finally, Bourdieu’s social practice theory provides a mechanism for 

deconstructing the notion of national authentic and to link it to symbolic capital fixtures 

of individual nation-states and not to the diverse social practices that make up the 

landscape of human communities. This is to say that the so-called authentic America and 

American English advanced in the average language classroom is authentic to nationalist 

ideals and not empirical realities. This is a consequence of accepting nationalist practices 

at face-value and incorporating them into classroom practices as valid avenues to 

authenticity. 

 

Impact on related fields 

The ethnographically-sensitive critical discourse analysis that conducted on data 

collected at this formal language classroom site garners commentary for three interrelated 

areas: English Language Teaching (ELT), Nationalism Studies, and Border Studies. 
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Additionally, this study presents valuable commentary to the interdisciplinary critical 

investigation of power. First, in regards to the field of ELT, the study began with the 

assumption that nationalism and formal language classrooms share a close relationship. 

The purpose of the study is to investigate how that relationship is played out in classroom 

practice. This relationship is analyzed according to the three terms introduced as part of 

this study: nationalist practices, nationalist border practices, and nationalist standard 

practices. These three terms are drawn from the interface between social theory and 

empirical discourse analysis of the data at hand. They are valuable analytical instruments 

because their theoretical underpinning in social constructivism and critical thought 

compel the analyst to attend to local face-to-face interaction between social participants 

while maintaining an awareness of the global social structural systems in which that local 

practice is enmeshed. These terms place at the fore the ongoing construction and 

reproduction of nationalism in social practice and lend themselves to close empirical 

specification of the particular social practices that serve in the interest of nationalist 

principles in formal classroom contexts. Therefore, the terms should be associated with 

those advocated in Brubaker & Cooper (2000) and Bucholtz & Hall (2004), respectively, 

that bring the focus of identity analysis to the social practices that render one’s identity in 

the course of face-to-face interaction.  

 Heller (2008) has recently stated that the future trajectory of sociolinguistics 

involves close examinations of what individuals do with the linguistic resources that are 

available to them. In the case of the Escuela Nogales classroom, students approached the 

classroom practice as a means for reinforcing, if not enhancing, their elevated position 
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within the mexicano community through the modified engagement with a very specific 

americano Other community, one that represents an equivalent social status on the Other 

side. This finding is an important contribution to the field of ELT because it brings 

attention to the interconnectedness between language classrooms and the greater world 

external to the classroom. The two cannot be fully separated. Thus, comprehensive 

analyses require approaching the study of formal language classrooms always with a 

methodological scope that incorporates both broad and narrow perspectives made 

available through ethnography and fine-grained discourse analysis, respectively. 

 The close analysis of the relationship between nationalism and social practice in a 

formal language classroom setting of course also contributes to the field of Nationalism 

Studies. In particular, the study analysis provides empirical support for theories of 

nationalism that treat nation-states as imagined, social constructions and are therefore 

locatable in the discourses of social practice. This study aligns itself with that theoretical 

stance and provides empirical grounds for explaining the manner in which nation-states 

are reproduced in social practice, given a specific classroom site located in a specific 

sector of the Mexico/US border. Specifically, the reproduction of nation-states in 

discourse is delineated along the three key terms of nationalist practices, nationalist 

border practices, and nationalist standard practices. Despite the growing predominance of 

socio-psychological theories of nationalism, there are still too few analyses that address 

in an empirical way nation-state discursal reproduction. This analysis intends to help fill 

that gap.  
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 Also, echoing Bourdieu & Passeron’s (1977) conclusions, formal language 

classrooms can serve to reproduce the nation-state in particular ways and students who 

can appropriate those specific practices marketed by the nation-state can be rewarded or 

they can be sanctioned in educational settings. The student population under investigation 

for this study provide an example of the former.  

  With regards to Border Studies, this dissertation contributes to the richness of the 

field in that it delivers an analysis of a unique population (engineering professionals 

working in American-owned maquila factories and attending English classes for 

professional development purposes) in a unique geographic location (Nogales Sonora 

Mexico). Both are under-represented in the overall Border Studies literature and thus 

provide a valuable opportunity to relate the findings of this study to established ones in 

the literature. This study identifies a stance held by students that hybridity is not a 

valuable resource for symbolic capital appropriation and that hybrid practices have no 

place in formal classroom settings. In this, one identifies a clear example of border 

reproduction, one of two complementary processes claimed by Vila (2003) to be at work 

along the Mexico/US border. Additionally, this study supports the position that the 

US/Mexico border region is a complex social arena inhabited by diverse communities 

(Alvarez 1995, Vila 2003) and that the notion of border entirely depends on one’s 

positioning in relation to surrounding communities. As such, the study of the Mexico/US 

border requires close ethnographic studies of social practices at diverse locations and 

from multiple vantage points. Most of all, it requires the honest acknowledgment on the 

part of the analyst as to the pitfalls of wide, sweeping generalizations about the 



 
 

271 
 

US/Mexico border region, for doing so would suggest a monolithic landscape that does 

not stand to empirical investigation.  

 Finally, this study aligns itself with the cross-disciplinary application of critical 

theory to social scientific inquiry. Following the general conventions of critical studies, 

this dissertation closely attends to power relations between individuals in local 

interactions and the indexical relationship between those local interactions and macro-

level social organization. Also following critical convention, the study conducts a close 

descriptive analysis of power circulation and closes with a call for transformation in the 

interest of remedying the undue influence of power (in this case on language learning 

practices). What makes this study stand out in the general area of critical social scientific 

study is located in the unique population and context selected for this study. Whereas the 

trend in critical studies is to investigate how relations of oppression are reproduced, this 

study closely investigates the reproduction of privilege for those who occupy elevated 

positions of power. In this manner, this study draws parallels to the exploration of 

whiteness in the field of linguistic anthropology (Bucholtz 1999, Hill 1998, Schuck 2006, 

Schwartz 2006). This population and their engagement with English in formal language 

classrooms provide an instructive window into the social practices that engender the 

reproduction of privilege. The continued study of the reproduction of privilege across 

contexts and communities provide a necessary complementary perspective to the more-

established study of the reproduction of disprivilege. The dual consideration of these two 

trajectories, especially for how they complement one another, contributes to the 

continued understanding of the workings of power in social practice. 
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Further study 

Given the implications outlined above, follow-up research is certainly in order.  First, and 

as was mentioned above, the findings of this study must be interpreted as one insight into 

the diversity of communities and contexts found along the Mexico/US border. Naturally, 

future studies that follow a similar methodology but are carried out in settings divergent 

from the Escuela Nogales site can generate points of corroboration and discrepancy in 

regards to the analysis presented herein. This study considers a very specific population 

at a very specific geographic location. Exploration of additional populations at distinct 

locations will be valuable. Some points of immediate interest include the study of (1) 

language distributions within multilingual maquila environments, (2) English classroom 

practices at the US/Mexico border on the part of individuals traditionally marginalized 

between two nationalist communities (e.g., Transnational, Generation 1.5, and Heritage 

Language students), and (3)  English use in border maquilas between individuals who 

both are English language learners (e.g., the situation for Japanese- and Korean-owned 

maquila factories operating in Mexico). Future studies that continue to explore the 

relationship between nationalism and language classrooms in the manner suggested 

above could also further test the utility of the three analytical terms (nationalist practices, 

nationalist border practices, and nationalist standard practices) introduced by this study. 

The terms must be evaluated against diverse contexts not only along the Mexico/US 

border but also across contexts far removed from the region, anywhere that nationalism 

and language classrooms appear to come into contact with one another.   
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Potentials for transformation 

Studies that employ critical discourse analysis address their subject matter along a 

continuum from description to evaluation. Encapsulated in the evaluative mode is often 

an argument for social transformation that could address power inequities detected via the 

descriptive discourse analysis. This study follows that convention. According to Marxist 

tradition, awakening to the workings of social ideologies is the first step in formulating a 

plan of action to transform them. In terms of this study, that entails the critical awareness 

of both (1) the relationship between nationalism and language learning and (2) the way 

that relationship can be played out in a language classroom such as Escuela Nogales. One 

highly desired outcome of this study is to effect a critical awareness in language students 

and their instructors as to the nationalism/language learning link and what that means for 

the language classroom they share. It is accepted that teachers are the more immediate 

audience for this study compared to language students. Therefore, it is hoped that 

addressing teachers directly could initiate a chain of transformation that eventually results 

in language classroom practice that is highly sensitive to the relationship between 

nationalism and language learning. Two issues will be addressed below.  

 The first issue is related to the endpoint of instruction envisioned for students. In 

classrooms such as Escuela Nogales where the idealized monolingual American English 

speaker is positioned as the infallible model of linguistic and cultural competence and is 

referred to as the standard for student assessment, the language learners are placed on a 

learning trajectory that ends in their ultimate failure. This is because nationalist principles 
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inform the classroom with nationalist standards and nationalist borders that vigorously 

defend the distinction between native/non-native, authentic/inauthentic, national 

self/national other. When such notions are rigorously followed in classroom design and 

implementation, language students are rendered to be perpetual outsiders, never to be 

authentic, native, or the national self. Thus, nationalist principles disrupt the community 

of practice model set forth by Lave & Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998) because 

nationalist practices of border and standard suppresses the transfer of status between 

oldtimer/newcomer as described by the model (e.g., legitimate peripheral participation). 

Instead, nationalism works to replicate the social organization already in place. 

Participants to language classrooms are compelled to organize their practice in ways that 

recursively reproduce the nationalist system and thus mirror the nationalist social reality 

external to the classroom.  

 Central to Billig’s (1995) theory of banal nationalism is the claim that nationalist 

ideologies largely circulate just below the conscious awareness of social actors and are 

brought to the surface occasionally creating a cycle of remembering and forgetting. If the 

relationship between nationalism and language learning was spelled out for the sake of 

raising critical awareness, what could this warrant for the individual classroom contexts 

that teachers share with their students? This might entail the reconfiguration of language 

classrooms in a way that embraces rather than shuns the multilingual, multicultural 

authenticity of language learning. Specifically, this refers to the realignment of classroom 

assessment and instructional endpoints away from the idealized native speaker and the 

monolingual and monocultural worlds they are envisioned to inhabit. The construct of 
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native speaker has undergone intense critical scrutiny in the field of applied linguistics, 

having been portrayed as misaligned to language classrooms in its benign form (Kramsch 

1998, Leung et al. 1997, Rampton 1990) or a product of post-colonial oppression in its 

most virulent (Pennycook 1994, Phillipson 1992). Efforts to re-tool endpoints of 

instruction already are underway and are manifested in language programs advocated by 

Byram (1997), Crozet, Liddicoat, & Lo Bianco (1999), and Risager (2007). These lines 

of research provide the theoretical and empirical grounds for language program reform in 

the direction of bringing classroom practice in alignment with multilingual realities of the 

social communities in which students are a part. 

 The second issue concerns the combined use of L1/L2 in the language classroom. 

The position that a student’s L1 can serve as a resource for developing their L2 has been 

documented extensively in language teaching research (see Auerbach 1993, Chavez 2003, 

Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, Alvarez, & Chiu 1999, Liebscher & Dailey-O’Cain 2004, 

Ullman 2005). Analysis above determined that for the case of Escuela Nogales, Spanish 

was absolutely essential on the part of both teacher and students for the maintenance of 

joint-attention to classroom activity. Nevertheless, this important facilitative role for 

Spanish in the English classroom was not fully acknowledged.  

 The adherence to nationalist principles of border can partly explain the negative 

perspective of L1 in this L2 classroom. Both the Escuela Nogales administration and the 

students in interview explicitly noted that one of the major draws of the classes at Escuela 

Nogales was the fact that the classes advocate an immersion environment led by a native 

speaker of American English. From one Escuela Nogales administrator’s point of view, 
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the Escuela Nogales program gives the students what they want when it implements 

English immersion environments facilitated by native speakers of American English. In 

other words, part of what Escuela Nogales provides to students is the Familiar Exotic 

product (Meadows 2008), a coherent set of symbols that reinforces the distinction—

through relational practices—between national Self and national Other. To provide 

otherwise (e.g., non-native American English speaker teacher), the administrator 

intimated, would be an extremely daft move in regards to the longevity of the program in 

the Nogales Sonora language teaching market.  

 But what if these nationalist practices were made explicit in the classroom setting 

and were deconstructed for the undue limitations they place on the cultural and linguistic 

resources otherwise available to students in the language classroom? It could result in a 

classroom that does not see the use of L1 in the language classroom as a problem but 

instead as a valuable resource (Ruiz 1984) in the overall process of language 

development (in this case, multilingual literacy development). It is very possible that 

having been sensitized to the constraints nationalism places on language learning, 

students might come to take ownership of the contributing role their L1 can play in a 

formal L2 classroom. This is even more likely if their teacher were to adopt an inclusive 

and respectful stance vis-à-vis the students’ L1. Classrooms that embrace multilingualism 

over monolingualism create environments that are conducive to the strategic use of the 

students’ multilingual resources. There is no doubt that such an arrangement is in much 

better alignment with the multilingual, multicultural social worlds practiced by students.  
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 Critical awareness must begin somewhere. Thus, it is the intention of this study to 

reach the most immediate audience (language educators and language program 

administrators) with the hopes that their interaction with this study will lead to 

transformation in the way language classrooms are conducted at their particular location.  

Through implementation in language classrooms, it is envisioned that the findings of this 

study will make their way to the consciousness of language students. Of course every 

classroom context is different and student needs vary. Therefore, the actual 

implementation of pedagogical reform in the name of raising critical awareness of 

nationalism will depend entirely on the specific classroom context, the specific instructor, 

and the specific student community. Regardless of the particulars, the over-arching 

principle to be advocated here is the priority of language learning practices over those of 

nationalist reproduction and indoctrination.  

 To this end, this study sets the stage for future collaboration between myself and 

the instructor with whom I worked. The findings of this study can become a scene of a 

valuable dialogue which could in turn inform a set of pilot instructional programs at the 

Escuela Nogales site. Such joint-work would be conducted with the goal of enhancing the 

value that students already see in the Escuela Nogales classroom practice. Given the 

findings of this study and the particulars of this student community, it is entirely 

reasonable to presume that the students of Escuela Nogales would reject modifying the 

school status quo because that may disrupt the social and economic benefits they derive 

from the classroom practices. However, it is difficult to predict how they would feel 

following a series of awareness-raising exercises that drew their attention to the workings 
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of nationalism and its influence on the language classroom. Such activities could also be 

infused with a reflection on the role that language classrooms can play in the 

reproduction of social power both globally and locally. The potential for meaningful 

collaboration is there and remains a hopeful prospect.  

 A further consideration that extends far beyond the scope of this individual study 

is the following. The analysis above concludes that the Escuela Nogales classroom serves 

as a site of nationalist/privilege reproduction, reinforcement, and rationalization. This 

conclusion then begs the question: What role should ELT have in these processes of 

nationalist/power/privilege reproduction? Placed another way, is it within the realm of 

educator responsibility to raise student awareness of these processes? This study adopts 

the position that it is, and this study is a first step in accomplishing that goal by first 

attracting the attention of language educators. This study aligns itself with those who 

argue that language teaching can never be an apolitical process (i.e., always embedded in 

macro sociopolitical relations of power) and that educators are more effective when they 

accept that fact. It is only when educators recognize the social practices that reproduce 

regimes of social hierarchy are they in a viable position to decide how to relate to them.  

 

Reflections 

As I stated in the introduction, this study begins and ends as a reflective study. It was a 

perceived dissonance between my academic training in sociolinguistics and my own 

experiences as an instructor that led me to this dissertation topic. For me, this study has 

brought to my attention the assumptions based on nationalist principles that I bring to my 
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classrooms and the instructional endpoints those assumptions lead me to in my teaching. 

Throughout my data collection at Escuela Nogales I marveled at how recognizable the 

teacher’s instructional practices were. Given another time and setting, the classroom 

featured in this analysis could very well have been my own.  

 As stated above, developing critical awareness of the ideologies that structure our 

social worlds is the first step in formulating a plan of action to potentially transform them. 

Thus, this study has been extremely beneficial to help me identify the discursive practices 

that act in the interest of nationalist reproduction in English language classrooms, better 

yet that the classroom I observed felt very familiar to my own teaching experiences. I am 

now in a position to act on the findings of this study, now in the position to push forward 

towards a re-conceptualization of language classroom practice, a re-understanding of 

what it means to learn a language.  The ultimate goal would be to return the language 

classroom to the business of language development over the reproduction and 

naturalization of nationalist social worlds.  
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APPENDIX A 
TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS 

 
… A three-dot ellipse indicates a slowing in rate of speech relative to preceding 

text. 
 
(0.x) Indicates a noticeable pause in seconds. For example, (0.4) indicates a pause 

of four seconds. 
 
[  ] Text in brackets indicates attention to phonetic detail of an utterance. 
 
[[   ]] Text in double brackets indicates a description of physical behavior that co-

occurs with the excerpted text.  
 
[italics]  Text in bracketed italics indicates translated text. 
 
 The tying symbol indicates a side conversation that co-occurs with the 

participant framework established between the teacher and members of the 
class.  

 
bold Bold-face is to represent exaggerated stress on a syllable or word. 
 
! An exclamation point is used to indicate elevated enthusiasm to a an entire 

phrase or clause. 
 
? A question mark indicates a noticeable rise in tone. 
 
:: Indicates a phonetic segment is exaggerated in length. 
 
italics Text in italics indicates written text that is being read aloud. 
 
{text}  Text in curly brackets (braces) indicates author-inserted text to stand in for 

segment of excerpted text. 
 
   . A period indicates a noticeable drop in tone relative to the cotext. 
 
                   The connector icon indicates overlapping utterances. 
 
Note: Excerpts are referenced in the following way: [Date/File Name: Time], so that 
12/2: 1:36.00 refers to class recording (audio or video) on December 2nd at the one-hour, 
thirty-sixth minute, zero-second mark on the audio/videotape.  
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