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Abstract 

This dissertation is comprised of three articles that discuss the linguistic choices made by 

six Mormon missionaries who had been assigned to work with the Spanish speaking population 

of southern Arizona. Data was collected through interviews, reflective journals, and participate 

observations. The first article chronicles the missionaries’ feelings about a temporary language 

use rule that required them to speak Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm for one week. The 

missionaries experienced elevated confidence as they increased their Spanish use, but also found 

it to be tiring. The rule provided sufficient motivation for them to significantly alter their 

linguistic behavior, but once the week was over they reverted back to mostly speaking English. 

The second article examines how their behavior changed during that week. The missionaries 

explained their temporary goal to the Spanish-English bilinguals they worked with who were 

happy to also alter their language use and accommodate the missionaries’ Spanish speaking 

objective. However, other language learning missionaries outside of the group of six were less 

accommodating and often continued speaking to the missionaries in the study in English even 

when spoken to in Spanish. The third article discusses the factors that influence which language 

missionaries choose to use. They often felt uneasy in initial encounters when speaking to 

someone who might be a native Spanish speaker. Many of their linguistic choices were made 

based on phenotype, but they preferred to speak to a new person in whichever language they 

overheard them speaking. The missionaries also felt that native Spanish speakers rejected their 

invitations to speak Spanish simply because they were white. While race played a large role in 

language choice, both the missionaries and their interlocutors were invested in conversing in the 

language that made the other most comfortable. This paper shows that Spanish language learning 
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missionaries in the United States are eager to improve their linguistic abilities, but often require 

external motivation and community support to use the target language.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, commonly referred to as the Mormon 

church, currently has around 80,000 missionaries serving throughout the world 

(mormonnewsroom.org). Many of these missionaries are native English speakers who are 

assigned to learn another language as part of their missionary service. An increasing number of 

Mormon missionaries are assigned to serve with non-English speaking populations in the US. 

Unlike missionaries serving in Spanish speaking countries, the Spanish language missionaries in 

Tucson, Arizona are not fully immersed in the target language.  For this reason, many 

missionaries do not achieve a high level of proficiency in Spanish and also experience linguistic 

insecurity.   Despite being highly motivated to learn Spanish, many missionaries are unsure of 

how to successfully acquire the target language in a semi-immersive environment. Consequently, 

they rely heavily on English as a means of communication. 

The goal of this study is to better understand how missionaries assigned to learn Spanish 

within the US use their L2 with each other and with non-missionaries. Spanish language 

missionaries in the Arizona Tucson Mission report speaking English for a large portion of their 

day. This study will explore how missionaries respond when asked to speak Spanish for 12 hours 

a day for one week. It will investigate how a language use rule affects their behavior, how they 

negotiate language choice when interacting with bilinguals, and in which contexts they use their 

native language or the target language. This study hopes to provide new insight into the language 

learning experiences of Spanish language missionaries in southern Arizona as well as identify 

some best practices.  
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This dissertation will be comprised of this introductory chapter, three articles about the 

linguistic experiences of six Spanish language missionaries, and a concluding chapter. This 

chapter will give context to the Mormon missionary experience, review the relevant literature, 

and explain the methodology used. The first article focuses on how six missionaries responded 

when asked to speak Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm for one week. It explores the following 

questions: Are missionaries capable of speaking Spanish for 12 hours a day in Tucson, AZ? Does 

a language use rule provide sufficient motivation for missionaries to speak Spanish? This article 

discusses their feelings about speaking Spanish for 12 hours a day as well as their initial 

reactions, the struggles the encountered, their language use goals for the future, and their 

language use after the week ended. The second article focuses on the interactions the 

missionaries had with other missionaries and members of the community during the week of the 

Spanish use rule. It explores the following question: How does a language use rule affect 

missionaries’ linguistic choices? The third article discusses how the missionaries negotiate 

language choice when interacting with other missionaries and Spanish-English bilinguals. It 

explores the following questions: What factors influence the language missionaries choose to 

use? How do their interlocutors respond to missionaries’ language choice? Each of these articles 

is centered around the theme of language use in the context of a Mormon mission in the US. The 

final chapter is a conclusion and discussion of the findings of the three articles. It is hoped that 

this dissertation will illuminate how Spanish language missionaries in the US use Spanish as well 

as provide insights on areas that could improve their language learning.  

The Mormon Mission Experience: Contextualizing the Study 

Serving a full-time mission for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has 

become a widespread practice for its young adult members between the ages of 18 and 25. Both 
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men and women work as missionaries and typically serve from 18-24 months. Most missionaries 

are assigned to serve far from home and mission assignments originate from LDS Church 

headquarters in Salt Lake City, Utah. Missionaries have no input into where they will be serving 

or what language they will be speaking. This means that some missionaries are enthusiastic 

about their assignment while others are disappointed or apathetic. Serving a mission is viewed as 

an expectation for young Mormons, especially men, and they are heavily encouraged to serve. 

For this reason, some young men serve as missionaries due to societal or familial pressures and 

are less dedicated to their missionary labors. Young women, on the other hand, are not under the 

same obligation to serve which means that they often show a higher level of commitment than 

some of their male counterparts. 

Each mission is presided over by a mission president and his wife. The mission president 

assigns missionaries a more experienced companion and the geographical area in which in the 

young missionaries serve. Missionaries must be with their assigned companion 24/7. Since 

missionaries do not select their own companions, occasionally missionaries will be assigned to 

work with someone with whom they do not get along. While missionaries might be with a 

companion for only a few weeks, they often spend a few months together before getting 

transferred to a new area or being assigned a new companion to work with in the same area. 

Throughout their missions each missionary will work with several different companions. 

Missionaries have minimal contact with home while they serve, thus their fellow missionaries as 

well as the mission president and his wife become like family to them. 

Missionaries who are assigned to serve in a foreign language setting spend six weeks at a 

Missionary Training Center to study their assigned language. They are provided with a 

missionary specific language textbook as well as scriptures and other church materials in the 
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mission language. Once they arrive in their mission their formal study of the language is 

complete. However, while on site they are allotted 30 minutes a day to continue to study the 

language independently. They are not allowed to view popular media including movies, 

television, books, or newspapers. All reading material must come from church approved sources. 

Each missionary call letter includes the following directive: “You will also be expected to devote 

all your time and attention to serving the Lord, leaving behind all other personal affairs” (Preach 

My Gospel: A Guide to Missionary Service, 2004, p. 137). This includes consuming any media 

that is not related to a missionary’s purpose.  

All missionaries receive a copy of Preach My Gospel: A Guide to Missionary Service 

which they study throughout their missions. It contains instructions on what to teach, how to 

teach, how to work with church members, how to study the mission language, and a myriad of 

other topics. The chapter on language learning contains the follow instructions: “Help your 

companions experience success and gain confidence in learning the language as rapidly as 

possible” (p. 131). It also warns: “Be sensitive not to say or do anything that might weaken their 

[new missionaries’] confidence, but don’t protect them so much that they do not learn” (p. 131). 

The chapter on language learning gives very broad principles of language learning while 

avoiding a lot of specific suggestions. It also focuses on the importance of diligent effort and 

spiritual preparation in language learning. Language learning is viewed as a spiritual process and 

as an exercise of one’s faith.  

Missionaries approach language learning with the belief that it will be easy. Most of them 

know former missionaries who returned from their missions highly fluent in a foreign language 

and new missionaries assume that they will easily “pick up” their new language. Armed with the 

conviction that they are on God’s errand, they are certain that divine assistance will lead to rapid 
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language acquisition. Shepherd and Shepherd (1998) both served Mormon missions in Mexico in 

the 60’s. They later conducted a sociological analysis of their experiences using their dairies, 

field notes, and personal recollections. They explain, “Although they are provided a good 

foundation in language development, most Mormon missionaries discover upon arriving at their 

destinations that they require several months of additional practice and exposure to native usage 

before they become reasonably fluent in the language” (p. 53). Realizing that language learning 

will take considerable time and effort is often discouraging to missionaries who assumed that 

acquiring a new language would be simple. 

Many missionaries who are assigned to work with the Spanish speaking population in 

Tucson report struggling with language learning. One challenge they face is the large number of 

bilinguals they interact with. Spanish-English bilinguals often choose to speak English with the 

missionaries since the missionaries speak better English than Spanish. Most Spanish language 

missionaries are native English speakers which means that they typically prefer to speak English 

with each other. Since missionaries spend much of their time with native English speakers or 

Spanish-English bilinguals they could easily go an entire day speaking very little Spanish. 

Missionaries who lack the motivation to practice the target language are not compelled to use it 

like missionaries who serve in foreign countries. While Spanish language missionaries in the US 

often find themselves in a semi-immersive context for extended periods of the day, the majority 

their day remains in English speaking contexts.   

In addition to not being fully immersed in the target language, language learning 

missionaries in the United States are unsure of how to study the language. Most of them have 

attended one year of college or less and have yet to develop the study skills necessary to 

effectively continue their foreign language learning through independent study. They are 
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provided 30 minutes a day to study the language, but many of them report that they do not know 

how to use this time efficiently. Another challenge they face is fossilization. That is, they reach a 

stage in their linguistic development in which they can communicate conversationally, but fail to 

continue progressing. Since they often use Spanish only in missionary contexts, they develop 

only the vocabulary necessary to teach lessons and make small talk with people. They are 

capable of using the language in religious conversations, but are unable to converse on a variety 

of topics. There are many missionaries who strive for excellence and who push themselves to 

become proficient in many areas, but the lack of necessity to do this means that less motivated 

missionaries can survive with a limited linguistic repertoire. The challenge is for the missionaries 

to become motivated enough to put forth the extra effort to master the target language.  

 

Second Language Socialization 

The theoretical framework of language socialization provides a useful model of language 

learning. This model posits that learning is socially based and that newcomers to a community 

are socialized into the competencies, norms, and practices of that community under the guidance 

of an expert or experts (Lave, 1991; Wenger, 2000). Duff (2007) is one of the leading 

researchers in the field of second language socialization. She explains that “language 

socialization refers to the process by which novices or newcomers in a community or culture 

gain communicative competence, membership, and legitimacy in the group" (p. 310). In the 

mission context novice missionaries are assigned an expert missionary to work with who will 

teach them how to be an effective missionary as well as help them learn the mission language. Li 

(2008), a colleague of Duff, explains, "By observing and interacting with more expert members 

in language practices, novices develop an understanding of sociocultural phenomena and become 
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competent members of a community" (p. 72). Mormon missionaries are being socialized into two 

communities: the target language community and the missionary community. They are 

simultaneously taught how to act as members of the language speaking community while also 

learning how to function in their role as a missionary. Certain barriers are put in place so that 

missionaries do not fully integrate into the target community. These barriers include a curfew, a 

prohibition on the consumption of popular media, and a dress code. Additionally, linguistic or 

grammatical differentiations between formal and informal address (eg., tú versus usted in 

Spanish) reinforce a social distance between the missionaries and community members if the 

former feel compelled to use the formal address. The missionaries rather than the host 

community becomes the primary community into which they are fully integrated. As such, 

missionaries participate in linguistic communities as peripheral members (Handley et al. 2006; 

Lave, 1991; Morita, 2004).  

 Second language socialization does not focus on learning grammar and memorizing 

phrases, but “is part of a much larger process of becoming a person in society” (Ochs, 2002, p. 

106). For novice speakers, memorizing words and phrases can be part of the initial stages of 

communication. Moore (2011) asserts that memorizing can be creative and transformative and 

provide language learners with the tools necessary to express themselves. Focusing on linguistic 

forms will not necessarily lead to becoming part of the target language community, but it can be 

used to scaffold linguistic and cultural development. Ochs and Schieffelin (2012) explain that 

“even the seemingly simplest interactional routine (e.g. the beginning of a phone call) is far from 

automatic but instead a skillful interactional achievement” (p. 5). Engaging in these interactional 

routines requires both linguistic and cultural knowledge and is essential to becoming a member 

of the community. As Álvarez, Beaven, and Garrido (2008) explain, “language learning is not 
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about trying to sound like a native speaker but rather about taking conscious steps to 

communicate efficiently in intercultural situations” (p. 181).  

 In each missionary companionship the more experienced missionary is designated as the 

senior companion while the less experienced missionary is designated as the junior companion. 

A junior companion does not become a senior companion until he or she is the more experienced 

missionary in the companionship. However, the majority of senior companions in the Arizona 

Tucson Mission are native English speakers who themselves were recently novices. Duff (2012) 

explains that "the level of proficiency of 'experts' in either the learners' L1 or L2 may vary 

considerably, particularly when the language being taught is not widely or commonly spoken in 

the local contexts and when the socializers (instructors) themselves have limited opportunities to 

become highly proficient..." (p. 566). This is the situation in which missionaries find themselves. 

The expert missionaries have had limited opportunities to become highly proficient members of 

the Spanish speaking community and are then placed in the role of expert.  

 Once the novice missionary has passed through the apprenticeship period, he or she may 

advance from being a junior companion to a senior companion. The former novice is now an 

expert who is expected to train a new missionary. Ochs and Schieffelin (2012) explain that 

language socialization does not solely consist of an expert sharing his or her knowledge with a 

novice. They explain, "Regardless of when it transpires across the life course, language 

socialization is best viewed as an interactional rather than unidirectional process" (p. 5). Blum-

Kulka (2008) explains, “The basic tenet of language socialization theory is that children learn 

language and culture through active engagement in meaningful social interactions with adults 

and peers” (p. 87). While much of the research on first and second language socialization focuses 

on children, adults are socialized through similar processes. For example, meal times play an 
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important role in language socialization because language learners have the opportunity to 

overhear and participate in discussions on a wide range of topics (Blum-Kulka, 2008). In these 

kinds of informal situations learners are instructed on what to say, what not to say, and how to 

appropriately express themselves. Language socialization is a two-way process between experts 

and novices (Eckert & Wenger, 2005).   

 As noted earlier, missionaries serve for a period of 18 to 24 months meaning that the 

missionary community is completely renewed every two years as new missionaries arrive and 

old missionaries leave. This arrangement ensures that knowledge and skills needed to be 

effective missionaries are consistently passed on to perpetuate the missionary community. This 

also means that if current expert missionaries adopt a practice a speaking Spanish throughout the 

day, the novice missionaries will adopt this practice, too. Then when they are the experts they 

can perpetuate this practice. However, since missionaries serve for such a short amount of time 

they do not have sufficient time to fully integrate into the target community. Thus, novice 

missionaries can learn a great deal from their senior companions who may not be competent 

enough to fully socialize them into the target community. Duff (2012) explains that in such a 

situation, language learners can end up “getting by without actually internalizing the necessary 

linguistic and substantive content” (p. 567). Missionaries risk being socialized into the role of 

language learner and never becoming experts themselves. Missionaries need competent experts 

in order to do more than simply play the role of language learner. As Gregg (2006) states, “It 

takes a village, as it were, to know a language” (p. 432).  

Both the experts and the novices benefit from providing newcomers with access to the 

target community. Experts and novices both depend on each other and are benefitted by the 

other. Wenger (2000) explains, “In the generational encounter between newcomers and 
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established members, the identities of both get expanded. Newcomers gain a sense of history. 

And old-timers gain perspective as they revisit their own ways and open up future possibilities 

for others” (p. 241). This is particularly true of the missionary community as experienced 

missionaries often lose their excitement for missionary work due to the large amount of rejection 

they receive. Many people whom the missionaries approach are disinterested in their message or 

even antagonistic. Months of consistent rejection often lead to discouragement. The excitement 

of new missionaries often invigorates expert missionaries as they teach new missionaries about 

their roles. Much of what missionaries do is unstructured and in order to become proficient 

speakers of the target language requires a large degree of internal motivation.  

        The lack of structured language instruction means that for missionaries to become 

successful language learners they must learn to self-regulate as autonomous language learners. 

Little (2007) emphasizes the need to "take charge of one's own learning" (p. 15) through 

developing autonomous learning strategies. The skills required to become a successful 

autonomous learner can be taught, practiced, and acquired (Cohen, 2008; Nguyen & Gu, 2013; 

Vandergrift, 2008; Yang, 1998). Missionaries who have had little success as independent 

learners can be trained to be autonomous learners. For example, a number of authors highlight 

the benefit of reflecting on one's language learning through the use of reflective journals 

(Cotterall, 1995; Cotterall, 2000; Little, 2007; Murphy; 2008). Missionaries who are reflective, 

goal-oriented, and self-motivated can be successful language learners. 

In recent decades the process of language learning has been viewed more and more as 

social process. Despite the need to be independent and self-motivated language learners, 

participation in the target community is essential for successful second language acquisition. 

Barab and Duffy (2000) explain that “we have been witnessing a move away from the 
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predominant ‘acquisition’ metaphor that has guided much of the practice in K-12 schools 

towards a ‘participation’ metaphor in which knowledge is considered fundamentally situated in 

practice” (p. 32). Language learning becomes less about learning how to conjugate verbs and 

more about how to participate the target culture. 

In order to fully participate in the target culture, missionaries must be invited to 

participate and shown how members of the community behave by a mentor. Wenger and Synder 

(2000) state that “effective learning depends on the availability of peers and their willingness to 

act as mentors and coaches” (p. 142). Vickers (2007) discusses how a group of native English 

speaking engineering students excluded their nonnative counterpart in a group project. He 

describes how a student named Ramelan was viewed as less competent, not because of his 

language abilities, but because of his failure to demonstrate technical expertise. Vickers explains, 

“Ramelan had to position himself as a competent, expert, core member of the team before he 

could take on the language behaviors typical of such a team member” (p. 637). Once he was able 

to demonstrate that he could function as a member of the group he was afforded full access to 

group membership. Davies (2005) explains, “If entrance cannot be ensured via learning and 

engaging in appropriate practices, then the way in is based mostly on being accepted by those 

who have status” (p. 573). In the case of Spanish language missionaries, this would mean that 

bilingual Hispanics would choose to engage with the missionaries in Spanish rather than in 

English. They would be willing to speak Spanish with the missionaries to help them learn even 

though speaking in English might be more efficient for the group. Davies summarizes, “So 

membership is not simply about practice, it is also about acceptance” (p. 567).  

One challenge missionaries learning Spanish in the United States face is that they are not 

as fully immersed in the target culture as missionaries serving in a Spanish speaking country 
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would be. Indeed, their experiences might even be compared to those of students who participate 

in community-service learning (CSL) opportunities. These kinds of opportunities allow language 

learners to interact with the local Spanish speaking population as they provide community 

service. Lear and Abbott (2009) followed the experiences of students enrolled in a Spanish 

community-service learning class. Students in the program faced a number of difficulties 

including being spoken to in English after attempting to use Spanish, interacting with both 

Spanish and English speakers, and the need to develop content specific professional skills. Not 

only were CSL students socialized as they worked with native Spanish speakers, but they also 

were socialized into the professional environment in which they were working. They were 

socialized into multiple roles simultaneously.  

Missionaries also encounter situations similar to those of college students studying 

abroad. Wang (2010) explores the process of second language socialization that occurs during 

study abroad programs. Wang found that simply being abroad was not enough to create an 

atmosphere for language socialization. The author explains that study abroad students “need to 

have regular and substantive interactions with native speakers, particularly those who can speak 

and write properly in the TL and are willing to play the role of supportive interlocutor in the 

process of SLA” (p. 51). Proximity to the target community is not as important as interactions 

with experts who are willing to socialize language learners. Similarly, Zuengler and Cole (2005) 

conducted a study of language socialization in the workplace stating that “often there are no clear 

or predictable expert-novice roles” (p. 311). They found that different people could be experts in 

different areas and what made their socialization successful was their willingness to ask 

questions and seek guidance from those who knew more. Missionaries must proactively take 

advantage of the opportunities afforded them if they wish to participate in the target culture.  
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Second language socialization is an important process in second language acquisition. It 

is the process through which the language learner acquires the skills to participate in the target 

culture. Novice Spanish language missionaries are socialized by their more experienced 

companions as well as by expert members of the target language community. Senior companions 

may not have reached an expert status in the target language community, but they still function 

as experts to new missionaries because they are more experience. Thus, expert status does not 

imply mastery of the target culture. Rather, expert status is a function of being more versed in the 

target language and culture than the novice missionary. An important part of the second language 

socialization process in bilingual area like Tucson is knowing when it is appropriate to use 

English, Spanish, or a combination of the two.  

Language Choice 

Every day missionaries interact with Spanish-English bilinguals on the street, in stores, in 

people’s homes, and talking with each other. Some missionaries in Tucson are native Spanish 

speakers and some are heritage speakers, but most are native English speakers who are Spanish 

language learners that speak the target language to varying degrees. They need to choose 

whether to address an individual in English or Spanish with little more than the person's 

appearance as a marker of their linguistic identity. They also need to choose which language to 

converse in when their interlocutor is codeswitching. Some missionaries have had negative 

experiences starting a conversation in Spanish with an individual who prefers English over 

Spanish or who is Latino, but does not speak Spanish.  Therefore, many of them hesitate to begin 

a conversation in Spanish.  

Language choice is a reflection of identity and identity in the US is heavily tied to race. 

Strangers who have yet to become acquainted with a particular person may nonetheless ascribe a 
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linguistic identity to him or her solely based on race and phenotype (Bailey, 2000). The situation 

quickly becomes complicated when a Mexican-American is monolingual in English or simply 

prefers English over Spanish. Or in the case of missionaries who are white, but who also speak 

Spanish. The complication arises in initial interactions when one incorrectly ascribes a linguistic 

identity to their interlocutor solely based on phenotype. This can confuse or annoy the person 

who is addressed in a language they do not know or do not like to speak. Callahan (2004) 

explains that non-native speakers can provoke positive or negatives reactions when speaking the 

target language because of their ethnicity. She explains, “Inasmuch as the minority language 

functions as an identity symbol of an exclusive resource and symbol of group membership for its 

native speakers, its use by out-group members may be considered a form of usurpation” (p. 12). 

Thus, native English speaking missionaries attempting to speak Spanish with native Spanish 

speakers must be cognizant of the attitudes and wishes of their interlocutors regarding their 

language choice.  

Social identity and language preferences can be established quickly once two speakers 

begin interacting. Cashman (2005), for example, asserts that social identities are something that 

speakers “do.” Regardless of phenotype one can position himself as a Spanish speaker, English 

speaker, or both. Gafaranga (2005) explains that, “language preference itself is a membership 

categorisation device” (p. 193-4). Through language choice speakers assign themselves to certain 

categories and are also assigned categories by their interlocutors (Hill, 1999; Bell & Gibson, 

2011; Niño-Murcia & Rothman, 2008).  

The language one chooses to use can vary according to the situation and the desired 

audience. Alfaraz (2009), for example, describes the linguistic choices made by a priest 

conducting a bilingual mass. She explains, “In the preparation, the priest’s choices are guided by 
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the cultural, linguistic, and spiritual needs of the parishioners, and they may be limited by 

available resources” (p. 420). The priest engaged in codeswitching during the mass, but these 

switches were less frequent in ritual talk than in non-ritual talk with the former being primarily in 

Spanish to better include older monolingual Spanish speaking congregants. However, he used 

more English when addressing the children and youth who were more likely to be English 

dominant bilinguals.  

Even from a young age bilingual children learn how their language choices position 

them. Fuller (2007) described the language choices of bilingual school children in the US. Two 

bilingual girls always spoke English at school because to them speaking English was part of 

being a good student. Their language choices reflected their desire to be perceived as 

academically advanced students. Governments and other powerful institutions can impose rules 

that greatly affect language choice. Romaine (2012) explains that “the prestige of one language 

over another is a function of the perceived power of those who speak it” (p. 454). English is the 

language of power in Arizona which has direct consequences to how and when Spanish is 

spoken.  

Language choice is also a reflection of one’s self-ascribed identity. Torras and Gafaranga 

(2002) observed that bilinguals in a British pub in Barcelona would alternate between the two 

languages as a way of establishing the medium of conversation. Their language choices in this 

setting were a reflection of their identities. At times students from England would speak Spanish 

to show that they belonged and could function in a Spanish speaking country. However, a British 

pub in Spain is still a very British place and they would assert their identities as Brits through the 

use of English. Language choices are also affected by physical spaces (Fishman, 1965). Torras 

and Gafaranga (2002) explain, “Whether competence-related or ideology-related, language 
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preference is not something set in stone. Rather, it consists of negotiated claims and attributions” 

(p. 540). Language preferences can shift rapidly depending on the claims and attributions that 

one wishes to establish.  

 These claims and attributions can be used as a way to quickly connect with customers in 

an attempt to make a sale. Solon (2013) observed the language choices of vendors at a tourist site 

in Mexico. Vendors were typically the first to speak and had to very quickly ascertain which 

language their customers spoke. One strategy they employed was to greet potential customers in 

both languages and see how they responded. At times codeswitching became the medium of 

communication as novice Spanish speakers tried to employ their basic language skills. The 

vendors would also give discounts to other native Spanish speakers in an attempt to create a 

rapport and sell more items.  

Similar patterns occur in bilingual area of the United States. Callahan (2006) found that 

service workers in stores in New York City quickly accommodated to the customer’s use of 

Spanish, usually by the second turn. This accommodation is likely the result of the service 

worker showing deference to the customer’s language choice. The workers did not always 

accommodate to the customer’s use of Spanish, however. Callahan observed that younger 

customers as well as customers with a Caucasian phenotype were more likely to be addressed in 

English despite their use of Spanish. She explains, “Spanish in the U.S. is not neutral. Spanish 

may be used by ingroup members between themselves and to address others they categorize as 

Spanish-speakers” (p. 47). Those seen as outside of the group who attempt to communicate in 

Spanish may not be accommodated in their language choice.  

In an earlier study, Callahan (2005) interviewed a number of service workers about their 

language choice at work. They report typically responding in the language they are spoken to and 
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it would be perceived as negative if they did not accommodate to the customer’s language 

preference once it was known. She explains, “Assumptions about linguistic competence – similar 

to assumptions about ethnicity – are often based on appearance” (p. 280). A number of workers 

explained that they preferred to first address a customer in English because there were more 

negative consequences for addressing someone in Spanish who does not speak Spanish than 

addressing someone in English who does not speak English. In the United States English is seen 

as the default, unmarked language while Spanish, as a marked variety, has more potential for 

causing conflict or discomfort.  

Van Vaerenburgh and Holmqvist (2013) studied the tipping behaviors of restaurant goers 

in bilingual areas of Europe. They found that “customers expect service providers to display tact 

by serving them in their native language; that is, to minimize the cost and maximize the benefit 

to the customer” (p. 1278). Customers were more likely to tip a server who accommodated to 

their language preference. They also perceived a lower quality of service when served in their 

second language. However, not all customers gave the same weight to their server’s language 

choice and some would tip no matter the language used by their server while others would be 

annoyed or offended. Álvarez, Beaven, and Garrido (2008) explain that “linguistic inaccuracy 

can be easily forgiven, but intercultural incompetence has more adverse effects in the 

communication process among speakers of a different language” (p. 192). Intercultural 

competence entails learning the values and customs of the target culture. In bilingual 

communities this includes knowing which language to speak.  

Language choice is complex when it involves speakers of different ethnicities speaking 

Spanish and English in the US. The language choices made by missionaries may reflect their 

own linguistic abilities, accommodations to the language preferences of their interlocutors. 
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Language choice in the mission context is also affected by the belief that good missionaries 

speaks the mission language. Thus, Spanish language missionaries may feel pressured to use 

Spanish. However, new missionaries enter a context in which language norms have already been 

established and they will likely follow the lead of their senior companions. Their identities are 

also expressed through their language choices.  

Spanish in Tucson 

Tucson’s proximity to Mexico as well as its large Hispanic population have made it a 

highly bilingual city. Jaramillo (1995) discusses attributes of the Spanish spoken in the American 

Southwest which include retention of Spanish among individuals with a low socioeconomic 

status, a greater use of Spanish among first generation immigrants followed by a shift to English 

in successive generations, and the tendency to use Spanish as the intragroup language and 

English as the intergroup or public language. English only initiatives have also contributed to 

create an environment in which English is favored over Spanish. Jaramillo explains that 84.2% 

of those who speak Spanish at home speak English “well/very well” with only 15.8% claiming 

that they speak English “not well/not at all.” The 2010 census reported that 41.6% of the 

population of Tucson identifies as Hispanic with 33.7% of Tucsonans report speaking a language 

other than English at home (Brock & Campbell, 2014). Tucson’s proximity to the border and 

large immigrant population make it a Hispanic, bilingual city.  

Jaramillo (1995) predicts that Spanish will remain an integral part of Tucson. This is 

mostly due to the consistent flow of immigrants to the area, the acceptance of Spanish use in the 

public sphere, the availability of media in Spanish, and Tucson’s proximity to the border. 

Despite the large number of bilinguals in Tucson, Arizona’s educational system elevates the use 

of English while simultaneously discouraging Spanish use and often punishing students who use 
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it at school (Combs, 2012). However, Spanish continues to be a presence in public spaces 

throughout the city.  

Framcom (2012) observed the language choices made by service workers and clients at a 

panadería in Tucson. In one exchange, a client spoke to the worker in English, but used a native-

like Spanish accent when she pointed to the bread she wanted. This signaled to the attendant that 

the customer spoke Spanish who then addressed the customer in Spanish. The customer 

accommodated to the attendant’s use of Spanish, but then switched back to English in some 

utterances. In another encounter a group of youth entered the panadería codeswitching between 

English and Spanish. The attendant, however, addressed the youth solely in Spanish and when 

one of the young men addressed her he also only spoke Spanish even though he had just been 

alternating codes between English and Spanish. In both cases the clients accommodated to the 

attendant’s use of Spanish in the distinctly Hispanic environment of a panadería.  

Language Use Regulation in the Mission Context 

Mormon missionaries are heavily regulated by rules that apply to all missionaries 

throughout the world as well as rules that apply only to their specific mission. Romaine (2012) 

discusses how language choice can be imposed or influenced by institutional authorities. She 

explains that “the language(s) a person learns at school and is educated in are determined by the 

policies of individual governments which favor the dominant state language(s)” (p. 449). 

Similarly, missionaries do not get to choose which language they will be assigned to proselytize 

in. Romaine goes on to say, “As is the case with accent, the prestige of one language over 

another is a function of the perceived power of those who speak it” (p. 454). In the mission 

context, rules come from church authorities who are respected and viewed as servants of God. 

While mission rules are not universally adhered to, the majority of missionaries in this study 
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report striving to keep the established rules. Language use rules may be set by the mission 

president or a senior companion may impose a language rule on his junior companion.  

Missionaries frequently set goals to speak more Spanish, but often fail to maintain those 

goals because they can communicate much more easily in English. Handley et al. (2006) explain 

that “individuals come to embrace or reject opportunities to participate more fully in their 

community of practice, depending on the ‘fit’ or resonance of those opportunities with their 

current senses of self” (p. 645). Missionaries spend most of their time in pairs and away from 

other missionaries. Therefore, if a companionship knows that they are supposed to speak the 

target language but chooses not to do so, no one will know. Missionaries are free to accept or 

reject these rules as the only person keeping them accountable is their companion.  

Missionaries’ language ideologies can guide their linguistic choices. Guardado (2009) 

explains, “Language ideologies are the values and beliefs that individuals and communities 

espouse about the worth of their languages and about how these languages should be used in 

their social lives” (p. 103). New missionaries learn the roles and value of the language they are 

learning from their senior companion and other missionaries. These ideologies are transmitted 

implicitly as missionaries interact with each other and with members of the community. They 

can also be passed on explicitly by means of rules or stated expectations.  

Sherman (2015) describes the language policies of the Mormon mission that covers the 

Czech Republic and Slovakia. He quotes the mission handbook that contains the following 

instruction: “As missionaries in the Czech Republic and Slovakia we are asked to learn the 

language of the people we are called to serve. When we received our callings we accepted the 

responsibility to learn the Czech or Slovak language. We believe that we, as missionaries, will be 

more effective teachers as our language abilities improve. Our goal is to be Czech and Slovak 
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missionaries, not just Americans trying to learn a foreign language. To be such, we must speak 

the language (be it Czech or Slovak) to members (even if they speak English to us), 

investigators, in public, and to each other – all of the time.” (p. 46). The handbook then lists 

some exceptions when it is permissible to speak English. Similar rules exist in many missions 

where the majority of the missionaries are native English speakers. The Arizona Tucson Mission 

has no rules regarding language use by the missionaries.  

My role in this study 

I served as a missionary in Mexico from 2003 to 2005 where I learned to speak Spanish. I 

then spent three years as a Spanish language instructor at the Missionary Training Center in 

Provo, UT where I taught Spanish to new missionaries as well as how to be effective 

missionaries. I have fulfilled many missionary roles as novice, expert, and as a language trainer. 

The missionaries in the Arizona Tucson Mission view me as both an insider and as an expert 

because, just like them, I began as a novice missionary and language learner and then became an 

expert missionary and senior companion. However, even though I was once part of the 

missionary community, I am no longer a missionary. It has been more than ten years since I was 

a missionary and even though I understand what it is like to be a member of the missionary 

community I am no longer a full participant. Despite my extensive experience I am no longer 

viewed as a “senior companion” as that term only applies to full-time missionaries and typically 

to the missionary in the companionship who has been serving the longest. Nevertheless, I am still 

viewed as someone who is knowledgeable of the skills needed to become a successful language 

learner and effective missionary. I have given a number of trainings to the Spanish language 

missionaries in Tucson so many of them knew me before this study. I am seen as someone who 

can help them be better language learners.  
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Methods 

The mission president was very concerned that the Spanish language missionaries are 

using English too frequently in their day to day interactions. Numerous church members have 

complained to him that the missionaries do not speak Spanish well and he was to find a way to 

help them improve. Together we decided to pilot a 9:00 am to 9:00 pm rule in which the 

missionaries would be asked to speak to each other and to bilinguals in Spanish during the hours 

of 9:00 am to 9:00 pm. Requiring them to speak Spanish for just 12 hours a day gives the 

missionaries who are less proficient time in the morning and in the evening in which they can 

fully express themselves in English. This way they are given time to use English to 

communicate, but are also using the target language throughout the day. The 9:00 am to 9:00 pm 

rule permits missionaries to use English when they are speaking with monolingual English 

speakers or with bilinguals who prefer to use English. This rule was piloted for one week and 

this study reports on the effectiveness of the rule, how the missionaries changed their behavior 

during that week, and how they navigated language choice with bilinguals and other Spanish 

language missionaries.  

Participants 

There were six participants in this study. All six participants were serving as Spanish 

language missionaries in the Arizona Tucson Mission at the time of the study. Four participants 

were male and two were female. All of them were in their late teens or early 20s. The six of them 

comprised an administrative unit known as a district. Each of them was from the US and spoke 

English as their native language. They all knew little to no Spanish prior to their missions and 

were learning Spanish as part of their missionary duties.  
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Instruments 

Three data sources were used: interviews (digitally recorded and transcribed), reflective 

journals, and observations. 

Data Collection 

Interviews.  Interviews were conducted prior to the week of the implementation of the 

9:00 am to 9:00 pm Spanish rule which took place in January 2016. Missionaries are required to 

be with their companions at all times so the interviews were conducted by companionship. The 

interviews focused on their their Spanish use, their language learning ideologies, their feelings 

about learning Spanish, and their future language goals. Following the week of 9:00 am to 9:00 

pm Spanish I conducted a focus group with all six missionaries. In the focus group they reflected 

on the success and struggles of the week, shared their opinion of the rule, and discussed plans for 

the future. Roughly six months after the initial interviews I called the four missionaries who were 

still serving in the Arizona Tucson Mission to ask them how they used Spanish now and how 

they viewed the week of Spanish in retrospect.  

 Observations.  During the week of 9:00 am to 9:00 pm Spanish I conducted participant 

observations with all six missionaries. I spent three hours with each of the companionships 

during the first three days of the week and three additional hours with each companionship the 

last three days of the week for a total of 18 hours of observations. I accompanied the 

missionaries as they visit with members of church, with people they were teaching, and with 

other people they interact with in public.  Missionaries often take a third person with them when 

they go to their appointments so my presence was not out of the ordinary.  The purpose of these 

observations was to observe the language choices made by the missionaries and their 
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interlocutors.  These observations were not recorded, but careful notes were taken during the 

observations.  

 Journals. Each of the missionaries was given a language journal in which they were 

instructed to record their thoughts on their language use throughout the week. Each of the 

missionaries had an entry for each day of the week expect for Elder Johnson who only wrote five 

entries. These journals were later collected and then transcribed.  

Qualitative analysis 

        For the qualitative portion of this study I analyzed the data from interviews, journals, 

observations, and language study forms using a grounded theory approach (Burck, 2005). 

Grounded theory is a methodological approach in which theory is constructed through data 

analysis. This approach was beneficial for this study because I had a large amount of data from 

journals and interviews and I was uncertain of the kinds of themes that would emerge. I coded 

the data based on themes that emerge as I reviewed the information that had been collected. 

Some of the themes that emerged were the realization that they spoke Spanish better than they 

thought, frustrations with their language abilities, fatigue from speaking Spanish, annoyance 

when other missionaries failed to speak to them in Spanish, and gratitude for the bilinguals who 

were willing to speak to them in Spanish. This data was used to answer the research questions 

based on information provided by the missionaries and my own observations.  
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Chapter 2: Accessing “the Gift of Tongues” through Increased Language Use: The 

Mormon Mission Context 
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Abstract  

This article examines the linguistic behaviors of six missionaries from the Church of Jesus Christ 

of Latter-day Saints who were assigned to work with the Spanish speaking population of 

southern Arizona. Each of them were Spanish language learners who reported using English 

significantly more than Spanish in their daily interactions. For one week these missionaries 

agreed to speak Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm greatly increasing the amount of Spanish they 

used each day. Their language use was chronicled through interviews, reflective journals, and 

participant observations. They found that increasing their Spanish usage to be both exhausting 

and beneficial. They also felt that they received extra divine assistance in their language learning 

endeavors. In addition, they reported increased confidence in their language abilities and 

linguistic gains. This study showed that a language use rule provided sufficient motivation for 

the missionaries to speak Spanish for 12 hours per day. However, despite the positive results of 

increasing their Spanish usage, once the week ended they reverted back to speaking English the 

majority of the time.  
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Introduction 

For one week a group of six English-speaking Mormon missionaries in Tucson took on a 

challenge to speak only Spanish for twelve hours a day. Reflecting on the experience, one of the 

missionaries lamented, “Our brains literally hurt during the study” (E. Cardon, personal 

communication, August 5, 2016). These missionaries were assigned by The Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints to spend 18 months to two years working with the Spanish speaking 

population of southern Arizona. All of them were native English speakers who arrived in Tucson 

as Spanish language learners. Since the missionaries were all learning Spanish, they mostly 

communicated with each other in English. As one of the missionaries explained, “One of the 

reasons why we don’t speak Spanish all the time is it isn’t natural.”  

In addition to speaking English with other, missionaries regularly interacted with 

Spanish-English bilinguals who, recognizing that the missionaries spoke better English than 

Spanish, would address them in English. This meant that the missionaries could easily spend an 

entire day speaking mostly English. This article will discuss the missionaries’ feelings about 

speaking Spanish all day, their initial reactions to dramatically increasing their Spanish usage, 

the struggles associated with speaking Spanish for twelve hours a day, and their goals for the 

future.  

Serving a mission is rite of passage for young Mormons. While they are not required to 

serve, there is cultural expectation that young men will serve a two-year mission. Young women 

are not under the same obligation to serve, but many choose to do so anyway. There are currently 

around 80,000 Mormon missionaries serving in a variety of places around the world 

(mormonnewsroom.org). Missionaries are also called to work with specific groups in the United 

States, for example, the large Spanish speaking population in Tucson, Arizona. Missionaries who 
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are assigned to learn Spanish spend six weeks at a Missionary Training Center in Provo, Utah or 

Mexico City, Mexico taking an accelerated language course. Once they have arrived at their 

mission location the formal study of the target language is over. They and their companions are 

solely responsible for their language study and language use.  

The goal of this article is to describe the linguistic behaviors of Spanish language 

Mormon missionaries in the United States when they are asked to speak Spanish throughout the 

day. It will discuss how missionaries react to a language use mandate and whether or not such a 

mandate is useful. This article will also explore the following questions: Are missionaries 

capable of speaking Spanish for 12 hours a day in Tucson, AZ? Does a language use rule provide 

sufficient motivation for missionaries to speak Spanish? This article will discuss the 

effectiveness of a language use rule from the perspective of the missionaries as well as possible 

implications for application throughout the Arizona Tucson Mission.  

Theoretical Framework 

This study examines language learning through the theoretical framework of language 

socialization. This model theorizes that learning is socially based and that newcomers to a 

community are socialized into the competencies, norms, and practices of that community by 

expert members (Lave, 1991; Wenger, 2000, Gregg, 2006). Duff (2007) explains that “language 

socialization refers to the process by which novices or newcomers in a community or culture 

gain communicative competence, membership, and legitimacy in the group" (p. 310). Within 

each Mormon mission, new missionaries are assigned a senior companion who trains them in 

Spanish, cultural traditions, and teaching skills. In short, the senior companion teaches them how 

to be effective missionaries. Missionaries must remain with their companion at all times and they 

will have multiple companions throughout their mission. After they are trained and become more 



 38 

experienced they can become a senior companion themselves and train new missionaries in turn. 

Thus, this process socializes missionaries into a sustained use of the target language as well as 

into their roles as Mormon missionaries.  

The Spanish language missionaries are in a similar situation to college students studying 

abroad. Like study abroad participants, missionaries need to interact with sympathetic native 

Spanish speakers who are willing to be supportive interlocutors (Wang, 2010). Wenger and 

Synder (2000) explain that “effective learning depends on the availability of peers and their 

willingness to act as mentors and coaches” (p. 142). However, when language learners interact 

with each other in the target language, it may not be apparent who functions as experts and who 

functions as novices (Zuengler & Cole, 2005). That is, while the missionaries struggle 

collectively to learn Spanish it may not be clear who might take the lead as the expert Spanish 

speaker. Sociologists and former missionaries Shepherd and Shepherd (1998) explain that 

missionaries assume that language learning will be easy and are surprised that to discover that 

additional practice and contact with native speakers are required to become reasonably fluent. 

This is especially true of Spanish language learners in the US who are not fully immersed in the 

target language.  

Li (2012) explains that observing expert members of the community allows novices to 

become part of the target community. While this practice is also encouraged for missionaries, 

who in fact become full members of the mission community, they nonetheless experience 

particular barriers to becoming part of the target community. For the participants in this study, 

these barriers prevent the missionaries from integrating into the Tucson Latino community. For 

example, the activities that Mormon missionaries can engage in with non-missionaries are 

restricted. Additionally, they are taught to always address others with the formal Usted, and to 
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dress in formal business attire. Because these rules tend to increase the social distance between 

Spanish-speakers and the missionaries, the latter is unable to acculturate into the Spanish 

speaking community. They remain overwhelmingly peripheral participants (Handley et al. 2006; 

Lave, 1991; Morita, 2004). Lear and Abbott (2009) observed second language learners who 

participated in community service opportunities where they not only were socialized into second 

language use, but also had to learn how to switch back and forth between English and Spanish. 

Much like the missionaries, these students had to be socialized into an organizational structure 

and their second language at the same time.  

Even though the missionaries in the Arizona Tucson Mission might not qualify as expert 

Spanish speakers, they can still assist less competent missionaries in language learning. For 

example, Duff (2012) explains that "the level of proficiency of 'experts' in either the learners' L1 

or L2 may vary considerably, particularly when the language being taught is not widely or 

commonly spoken in the local contexts and when the socializers (instructors) themselves have 

limited opportunities to become highly proficient..." (p. 566). It is not necessary to be an expert 

in order to help socialize a novice into the missionary community and the Spanish language 

community. One simply needs to be more expert than the novice. What more expert missionaries 

can do is set an example by modeling Spanish language use among the missionaries. Even 

though missionaries might prefer to speak English with each other, this preference can change. 

Torras and Gafaranga (2002) explain, “Whether competence-related or ideology-related, 

language preference is not something set in stone. Rather, it consists of negotiated claims and 

attributions” (p. 540). Thus, it is possible for the missionary community to negotiate and alter its 

Spanish use norms. In addition, the interactions between newcomers and established members of 

the community provide a sense of history, perspectives, and future possibilities to both novices 
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and experts (Wenger, 2000). Since the missionary force is completely renewed every two years, 

community norms can easily be adopted and perpetuated.  

Mormon missionaries are heavily regulated by rules. Language use can be influenced or 

imposed by institutional authorities (Romaine, 2012). For example, missionaries are not allowed 

to choose the second language in which they will be assigned to proselytize. In the mission 

context, rules come from church authorities who are respected and viewed as servants of God by 

the missionaries. Similarly, the mission president or senior companion may require language use 

rules for his junior companion. Missionaries frequently set goals to speak more Spanish, but 

often fail to maintain those goals because communicating in English is much easier. Handley et 

al. (2006) observed that “individuals come to embrace or reject opportunities to participate more 

fully in their community of practice, depending on the ‘fit’ or resonance of those opportunities 

with their current senses of self” (p. 645). While mission rules exist, missionaries are often alone 

with their companion, meaning that if they choose to ignore a language use rule, no one will 

know but them.  

Mission rules as well as other missionaries also influence the language ideologies of the 

missionaries. Guardado (2009) explains, “Language ideologies are the values and beliefs that 

individuals and communities espouse about the worth of their languages and about how these 

languages should be used in their social lives” (p. 103). Stated expectations from a church 

authority or a senior companion can affect the value a new missionary places on target language 

use. Language ideologies can be transmitted explicitly through rules or implicitly by observing 

the behavior of others in the community.  

Sherman (2015), a former Mormon missionary, explains the language policies of the 

Mormon mission that covers the Czech Republic and Slovakia. The mission has a handbook of 
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rules that states: “As missionaries in the Czech Republic and Slovakia we are asked to learn the 

language of the people we are called to serve. When we received our callings we accepted the 

responsibility to learn the Czech or Slovak language. We believe that we, as missionaries, will be 

more effective teachers as our language abilities improve. Our goal is to be Czech and Slovak 

missionaries, not just Americans trying to learn a foreign language. To be such, we must speak 

the language (be it Czech or Slovak) to members (even if they speak English to us), 

investigators, in public, and to each other – all of the time.” (p. 46). The handbook also explains 

when it is permissible to speak English. The majority of missionaries in the Czech-Slovak 

Mission are native English speakers and similar language use rules exist in other missions with 

similar demographics. The Arizona Tucson Mission, however, has no rules regarding language 

use by Spanish language missionaries.  

Other semi-immersive language learning contexts include Middlebury College which 

requires its students to sign a pledge that they will only speak the target language for the duration 

of the course. This requirement produces what Spielmann and Radnofsky (2001) call “tension” 

because it forces students to forge a new identity as a speaker of the target language. This 

practice has proven to be highly effective in encourage students to rapidly develop fluency in the 

target language. The missionaries in this study, while not signing a pledge, agreed to speak 

Spanish for 12 hours each day for one week. Similar to students at Middlebury College, they 

spent much of their time conversing with other language learners.  

Methods 

 This study is part of a larger, ongoing study of the language use of missionaries in 

southern Arizona. This aspect of the study was confined to one week in which missionaries were 

asked to immerse themselves in Spanish for 12 hours a day. Each missionary in the study was 
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asked to speak Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm and they all pledged to do so. Prior to the week 

when the twelve-hour schedule of 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. Spanish began, I interviewed all six 

missionaries participating regarding their language use, their feelings about serving a Spanish 

speaking mission, their study habits, and their future language goals. The purpose of these 

interviews was to understand the missionaries’ view of language learning and understand how 

they utilized Spanish in their daily interactions. Each of the interviews was done in 

companionships, with two missionaries in each companionship. This was done because the two 

missionaries in each companionship are required to be together at all times. At the end of the 

week a focus group was held with all six missionaries together to discuss their experiences 

speaking Spanish for 12 hours a day. In the focus group the missionaries talked about the highs 

and lows of the week, their successes and failures, what they learned, how they planned to use 

Spanish in the future, and their feelings about the 9:00 am to 9:00 pm rule. The interviews and 

the focus group were digitally recorded and transcribed.  

During the week of the study the missionaries kept a daily journal of their language use, 

their feelings regarding using Spanish, as well as accomplishments and challenges they 

experienced. These were also transcribed. Interviews and journals were selected as data 

collection tools because they show the experience through the lens of the participants (Dyson & 

Genishi, 2005). The transcripts of the interviews and journals were analyzed and coded for 

relevant themes using a grounded theory approach (Burck, 2005). During the week I spent 18 

hours accompanying the three companionships in the study during their daily activities. I spent 

three hours with each companionship during the first three days of the week and another three 

hours with each companionship during the last three days of the week. Non-missionary members 

of the church regularly accompany the missionaries to their appointments so my presence was 
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not out of the ordinary. The purpose of observing each companion at the beginning of the week 

and end of the week was to see how their attitudes and behaviors shifted as time passed. These 

participant observations were not recorded, but careful notes were taken. In the observations I 

looked for how the missionaries and their interlocutors used English and Spanish and in which 

situations. Six months after the observations I spoke on the phone with the four missionaries who 

were still serving in the Arizona Tucson Mission to ask about their current Spanish usage and 

their feelings about 9:00 am to 9:00 pm challenge six months later.  

Conducting observations and having the missionaries keep daily journals provided rich 

data sources. The missionaries were keenly aware that they were being observed when I was 

with them and my presence undoubtedly influenced their behavior. As I observed them I thought 

the 9:00 am to 9:00 pm rule was an immediate success and that they were experiencing a lot of 

success. It was not until I reviewed their journals after the week was over that I learned how 

taxing it had been on them. The combination of observations, interviews, and journals allowed 

me to see a broader view of what they were experiencing during the study.  

Participants 

Six missionaries participated in this study including two male companionships (Elders) 

and one female companionship (Sisters/Hermanas). Each of the missionaries has been assigned a 

pseudonym. All six missionaries were assigned to work with the same congregation in south 

Tucson with the six of them comprising an administrative unit known as a district with Elder 

Wilson functioning as district leader. All missionaries were between the ages of 18 and 21, from 

the United States, and all native English speakers. Some missionaries had taken a few years of 

high school Spanish prior to their missions and all of them had attended a six-week language 
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training course at the beginning of their missions at a Missionary Training Center either in 

Provo, UT or Mexico City, Mexico.  

 Companionship role Time on 

mission 

Previous Spanish experience 

Elder Wilson Senior companion / 

District Leader 

15 months Two years in high school 

Elder Bauer Junior companion 6 months One quarter in middle school 

Hermana 

Hamilton 

Senior Companion 13 months ½ semester in middle school, 

studied French in high school 

Hermana 

Francis 

Junior Companion 7 months None, studied French in high 

school 

Elder 

Chamberlain 

Senior Companion 11 months Three years in high school 

Elder Johnson Junior companion 11 months Two years in high school 

 

The missionaries reported a variety of initial motivations for serving a mission. Elder 

Wilson, for example, saw it as an opportunity to develop new skills while Elder Bauer came on a 

mission because all of his friends were serving missions. The sister missionaries, on the other 

hand, both described religious incentives for their missionary service. When asked why she 

decided to serve a mission, Hermana Hamilton responded, “Heavenly Father told me to” 

(Personal communication, January 21, 2016). Hermana Francis had had positive experiences 

sharing her religious beliefs with friends in high school and came on a mission to help people. 

Only Elder Chamberlain reported that he was excited to learn Spanish prior to receiving his 

mission call. He even took three years of Spanish hoping that he would be assigned to a Spanish 

speaking mission. While their early motivations for missionary service were diverse, each 

missionary expressed that their current motivation was love for the people they work with and a 

desire to serve them.  

All of the missionaries felt some degree of excitement when they received their mission 

call and a Spanish speaking assignment. However, Elder Bauer’s initial reaction was, “Oh crap” 
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(Personal communication, January 21, 2016) because he knew that learning another language 

would be difficult. Their original enthusiasm was stunted by the realization that they would be 

learning Spanish in the United States instead of abroad. Hermana Hamilton expressed, “I knew it 

would be hard [to learn Spanish in the US]” (Personal communication, January 21, 2016). All of 

them expressed that it would be easier to learn Spanish in a foreign country where they could be 

fully immersed in the target language. For example, Elder Wilson’s mother told him that he 

probably would not learn Spanish that well because he would not be immersed in it. He explains, 

“I was a little sad about that, but, you know, it all depends on you. If you really want to, you’ll 

learn it” (Personal communication, January 21, 2016). A number of the missionaries expressed 

that a lack of complete immersion in the language was going to hinder their language learning, 

but that they could learn it well if they applied themselves. Overall, the missionaries who 

participated in this study exhibited positive attitudes towards the Spanish language and language 

learning.  

My Positionality 

From 2003 to 2005 I served as a Mormon missionary in Chihuahua, Mexico. Prior to my 

mission I knew very little Spanish and this experience is what initially interested me in how 

missionaries learn languages. On my mission I served as senior companion, as a new missionary 

trainer, and in other leadership roles. After my mission I spent three years teaching Spanish at the 

Missionary Training Center in Provo, UT. I also briefly attended a Spanish speaking 

congregation in Tucson where two of the participants in this study were assigned at the time. I 

have also presented at multiple training meeting for the Spanish language missionaries in 

southern Arizona about how to improve their language study. Most of the Spanish language 

missionaries know who I am, they know that I teach Spanish at the University of Arizona, and 
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they view me as a language learning expert. I also regularly accompany missionaries on their 

teaching appointments so my presence with them throughout the day was not out of the ordinary. 

However, my presence undoubtedly influenced their linguistic choices as they knew I was 

observing them and the language they used.  

“We Could Be a Lot Better”: Spanish Use Prior to the Challenge 

Prior to the study members of each of the companionships reported using Spanish less 

than they felt they should. Their general feelings were summed up by Hermana Hamilton when 

she said, “We could be a lot better” (Personal communication, January 21, 2016). Hermana 

Francis explained, “We’re already doing a bunch of hard work and it’s just another thing to add, 

trying to speak in a different language” (Personal communication, January 21, 2016). As Elder 

Chamberlain explained, “I’ve found the most effective way to learn is to use it at every possible 

opportunity and if someone is speaking Spanish to listen to them” (Personal communication, 

January 21, 2016). While their personal efforts to speak Spanish varied, each missionary 

expressed that he or she needed to do a better job of speaking Spanish throughout the day.   

Elder Johnson and Elder Chamberlain reported using Spanish the least, only about 10% 

of the day. They used Spanish the most during gospel lessons or at church and they always spoke 

to each other in English. Their overwhelming use of English was fueled by Elder Johnson who 

felt that he was “bad” at Spanish. He studied Spanish for six weeks at the Missionary Training 

Center at the start of his mission and then was assigned to English-speaking areas for his first 

eight months in Arizona. During that time he forgot much of the Spanish he had learned since he 

was not using it. At the time of the observation he had been in a Spanish-speaking area for about 

seven weeks and was still struggling. He explained that he did not understand what he read in 

Spanish, that his accent was bad, and that when he heard Spanish he mostly zoned out and 
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stopped paying attention. He reported that he was feeling deeply discouraged about his low level 

of Spanish and that he was anxious to improve.  

Elder Chamberlain was more confident in his Spanish abilities and speaks much more 

fluently than Elder Johnson. Using Spanish is fun to him. However, he explained that he mostly 

spoke to other missionaries in English unless using Spanish would be funnier. There were times 

when he went out of his way to use Spanish as well. For example, there was a worldwide 

television broadcast that originated in Salt Lake City, Utah the week before the observation. The 

missionaries had the option to view it in English or Spanish and Elder Chamberlain chose to 

watch it in Spanish. He spent one week of his mission serving in an English area and found that 

it was much easier to connect with people in his native language. He wanted to get to the point 

that he could connect just as easily in Spanish. Elder Chamberlain planned on going into law 

enforcement after his mission and hoped to use Spanish throughout his life. He saw Spanish as a 

valuable skill that he was eager to improve, but in the moment it was often easier to speak 

English.  

Elder Wilson and Elder Bauer spent most of their day speaking English to each other as 

well, but they often interacted with individuals who only spoke Spanish. Even though they spoke 

English when talking to each other, they both recognized the importance of improving their 

Spanish for their missionary work. They often did role plays in Spanish to prepare for teaching 

appointments and Elder Wilson made Elder Bauer do phone calls in Spanish. Elder Bauer hated 

talking on the phone in Spanish and said that he would not do it if Elder Wilson did not force 

him. However, he admitted that the Spanish practice was helpful and he was grateful for the 

opportunity to practice and improve. Both Elder Wilson and Elder Bauer understood the 
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importance of becoming proficient Spanish speakers, but this understanding had not led them to 

speak Spanish with each other.  

Hermana Hamilton and Hermana Francis reported that they mostly spoke Spanish when 

they were interacting with native Spanish speakers, typically when teaching lessons. Hermana 

Hamilton explained why they did not speak Spanish as much as they would like, “It’s just hard. 

It takes a lot of energy especially when you’re out working hard all day you want to get in the car 

and just rest” (Personal communication, January 21, 2016). Still, she recognized the need to 

improve and explained that she wanted to get to a point where she was focusing more on what 

she said and less on how to say it. Hermana Francis agreed with Hermana Hamilton and added 

that it was easier to express herself in English. This is why she spoke English when the two were 

doing things to help their relationship as companions or when they were trying to improve their 

teaching skills. In addition to teaching in Spanish, she reported that she and Hermana Hamilton 

regularly spoke Spanish during their morning companionship studies as well as when they 

greeted people for the first time. Both of them recognized the importance of gaining greater 

Spanish fluency, but speaking English was generally the easier option.  

All six missionaries expressed some degree of excitement about speaking Spanish from 

9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. for one week. For example, Elder Johnson said, “It’s going to be rough, 

but I have a good feeling about it.” He continued, “It’s just hard to do something you know 

you’re not good at” (Personal communication, January 21, 2016). While all the missionaries 

expressed some degree of linguistic insecurity, Elder Johnson was the only missionary who 

seemed discouraged by his current abilities. His companion Elder Chamberlain gave him some 

encouragement, but made sure he knew that he was committed to speaking Spanish. He said, 

“Just letting you know, Elder Johnson, I’m only speaking Spanish this week” (Personal 
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communication, January 21, 2016). Elder Johnson agreed that that was the right attitude to have 

and he and the other five missionaries began their week of speaking Spanish from 9:00 a.m. to 

9:00 p.m.  

“It’s Not Too Hard to Speak Spanish All Day”: Initial Reactions 

From the very first day, the six missionaries began to understand the challenges and 

rewards that would come from increasing the amount of Spanish they spoke. Most of the 

missionaries commented that they had underestimated their Spanish speaking abilities. Hermana 

Hamilton wrote in her journal, “Honestly, it really wasn't as bad as I thought it was going to be. I 

learned that I am actually better at speaking Spanish than I originally thought, and that I can 

communicate and express myself in both languages” (Personal journal, January 21, 2016). 

Hermana Francis wrote, “Today I realized it's not too hard to speak Spanish all day” (Personal 

journal, January 21, 2016). She was especially worried about speaking Spanish all day because 

she had tried to before, but had given up because it was too difficult. When she initially heard 

about speaking Spanish from 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. for an entire week she experienced some 

anxiety. However, at the end of the first day she wrote, “Speaking in Spanish all day or half the 

day today was really fun, though!” (Personal journal, January 21, 2016). Hermana Hamilton 

explained that there were a few times throughout the day when she reverted back to English by 

accident because speaking English together had been the norm for so long. After teaching a 

lesson in English on the first day Hermana Hamilton and Hermana Francis continued to speak in 

English, but the obligation to speak Spanish made it easier to switch back to Spanish. Hermana 

Hamilton wrote, “It's easier to discipline myself when there is that specific expectation shared 

between my companion and I” (Personal journal, January 21, 2016). The companionship’s 

commitment to a shared goal facilitated maintaining it.  
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The Elders had similar realizations. Elder Johnson wrote, “I began to realize my Spanish 

wasn’t that bad and that I knew more than I thought.” He continued, “Half of the trouble I have 

with learning Spanish is simply my confidence in it. If I have more confidence I know I’ll do 

better” (Personal journal, January 21, 2016). Elder Johnson’s level of confidence was quite low 

and merely witnessing a little success boosted his confidence significantly. Elder Chamberlain 

wrote that Elder Johnson began to understand what he was saying in Spanish after just a few 

minutes. This companionship reported never speaking Spanish to each other, but the first day of 

the experiment they spoke Spanish in the car, on the street, in the library, and during dinner. 

Elder Chamberlain immediately began noticing how using more Spanish was going to help him 

to improve. He wrote, “Durante toda la tarde me sentía tan feliz finalmente tener la oportunidad 

a ver que puedo hacer con mi español, cuales son los limites” (Personal journal, January 21, 

2016). This companionship began the week with high hopes and with elevated confidence.  

 Elder Wilson also did not find the first day to be too challenging. He and the other three 

Elders in the district were in the car together the first night and all four of them only spoke in 

Spanish. Elder Wilson explained that they were able to communicate just fine, but that the 

conversation was “less fluid.” Despite this new barrier in their communication he said that they 

were still able to make some jokes and have fun together. He wrote, “So it was hard for a little 

bit, but I didn't find too much frustration in communicating what I wanted to when talking with 

my companion or the other missionaries” (Personal journal, January 21, 2016). However, this 

was only the first day and he was very worried about the coming week. His apprehension was 

evident when he wrote that “the trial is about to come…” (Personal journal, January 21, 2016).  

Elder Bauer was feeling positive after the first day writing that he had learned a lot and that he 

felt more confident already. He even wrote in his journal in Spanish on the first day even though 
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he wrote in English every other day. He also expressed that using so much Spanish was mentally 

taxing and that as the day progressed he found it harder to focus on what people were saying. 

Still, he felt successful and confident after the first day because he was able to use Spanish for 

most of the day.  

Speaking Spanish for a large portion of the day helped the missionaries to notice their 

weak areas. For example, Elder Wilson wrote, “I realized that I can really only communicate on 

a basic level and make basic comparisons or parallels” (Personal journal, January 21, 2016). This 

realization came during a lesson that he and Elder Bauer were teaching. A member of their 

congregation who is a native Spanish speaker accompanied them on the lesson and was able to 

explain all the things that the missionaries were not able to. Elder Wilson was both grateful and 

disappointed. He was glad that they had brought the church member with them, but also 

disappointed that they were not able to teach the lesson as effectively as he could. Hermana 

Hamilton had a similar awareness of the vocabulary and grammar she struggles with during a 

lesson on the first day of the 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. challenge. For example, a man they are 

teaching loves to talk about food so she decided to dedicate part of her next language study time 

to learning words related to food so she could better connect with him. Elder Chamberlain was 

excited to be learning new things and shared a new phrase he had learned from a native Spanish 

speaker who corrected him. Elder Wilson appeared discouraged by discovering his weak areas, 

but Hermana Hamilton and Elder Chamberlain felt empowered and compelled to improve. From 

the first day of the challenge the missionaries realized that they were more proficient than they 

thought, but also became aware of their linguistic gaps.  
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“Being Pushed Is Helping Me Grow”: Fatigue and Improvements 

 Some of the missionaries reported that the goal to speak Spanish from 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 

p.m. improved their comprehension and speaking abilities while two of them reported that 

speaking so much Spanish had a negative impact on the quality of their language. For example, 

during the final interview Elder Chamberlain said, “My Spanish got worse. I got so tired of 

speaking Spanish that my brain reverted back to the same six phrases” (Personal communication, 

January 28, 2016). Hermana Francis immediately jumped in and said, “I agree with that.” Then 

she added, “I just got really lazy” (Personal communication, January 28, 2016). This was a 

common sentiment among the missionaries that speaking Spanish for a majority of the day was 

draining. The mental exhaustion caused them to be less precise when speaking.  

 Elder Wilson also found speaking so much Spanish to be tiring. On the second day of 

9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. Spanish he wrote, “I felt that as the day dragged on my mind became more 

confused between what was correct and what wasn't and then I found myself making silly simple 

mistakes” (Personal journal, January 22, 2016). It is evident from his word choice that speaking 

Spanish felt like a chore and that the fatigue it caused led him to make mistakes that he normally 

would not have made. A few days later he wrote, “I feel as though my endurance to speak 

Spanish is rising” (Personal journal, January 23, 2016). Here he does not mention an 

improvement in his abilities, only an increase in his “endurance.” The use of this particular word 

shows that the language use goal was an imposition to him, that it was a trial to be overcome. 

Later on he wrote, “Again I still feel like I'm making a 1,000 mistakes, but that's the nature of the 

beast, I guess” (Personal journal, January 23, 2016). This imagery demonstrates that he certainly 

was not enjoying the task. However, he did make a number of positive observations.  
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 Elder Wilson commented that one of the advantages of speaking Spanish from 9:00 a.m. 

to 9:00 p.m. was that Spanish became the base language for his interactions. He wrote, “During 

our lessons today it was good that I didn't feel like we needed to tune our brains into Spanish, 

they were already ready even though I still feel like I'm making 1,000 mistakes every day” 

(Personal journal, January 24, 2016). Having his brain “tuned” to Spanish was viewed as 

something positive. However, despite this benefit from using Spanish throughout the day he 

commented that he continued to make many mistakes. On the last day of the week he wrote, 

“Overall I feel like I've started to improve my ability to communicate and I've been able to see 

the issues I need to work on” (Personal journal, January 24, 2016). Reflecting on the week as a 

whole he was able to see that his communicative abilities, despite all the frustrations, had 

improved. Also, speaking more Spanish had allowed him to see his weak areas. This is likely 

why the week was so tiring for him because he became keenly area of the areas he needed to 

work on. However, despite the frustrations he encountered he ultimately viewed this as a 

positive.  

 Hermana Hamilton, much like Elder Wilson, commented that speaking Spanish for the 

majority of the day helped her to see what areas she needed to work on. She wrote, “I found 

myself looking up a lot of random words in the dictionary today, and as a result, I used and 

learned a wide variety of vocab that I otherwise would have never thought to study” (Personal 

journal, January 22, 2016). Discovering her linguistic gaps coupled with her motivation to 

improve inspired Hermana Hamilton to learn and use new vocabulary. She also changed the way 

she studied Spanish in the morning. Typically she would read aloud from the Book of Mormon 

in Spanish as a way to warm up and practice her pronunciation. She wrote, “Today I felt more of 

a need to study grammar since I would be warming up and working on pronunciations anyway 
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throughout the day” (Personal journal, January 22, 2016). The language use goal prompted her to 

use her study time in a varied and more efficient way. Like Elder Wilson she felt that her brain 

began to “tune” to Spanish. She wrote, “At the end of the night, though, my natural tendency was 

to speak Spanish. We continued planning [for the following day] in Spanglish after 9:00” 

(Personal journal, January 23, 2016). Even though she was allowed to speak English after 9:00 

pm she continued to speak “Spanglish” because she had become accustomed to speaking Spanish 

throughout the day. She did not feel the need to return to using solely English. Unlike Elder 

Wilson, however, speaking Spanish was not as tiring for her. It became so much the norm that 

she continued to use it even after she had achieved her goal for the day.   

 Elder Johnson also felt that his Spanish improved. He wrote, “I found that as I speak the 

language more it has begun to come more naturally and I remember more words.” While he was 

excited about this outcome, he still gave voice to his concerns. He continued, “I still struggle 

with completing a thought because there is usually at least one word I don’t know and I need to 

ask someone else for it” (Personal journal, January 22, 2016). Elder Johnson reported that 

speaking Spanish helped him to improve which is the expected outcome. However, from my 

observations of him his linguistic ability is low enough that it would be difficult for him to be 

understood by any unsympathetic native speaker. He frequently would codeswitch to use a word 

or two in English which made him very difficult to understand. He also rarely understood what 

native speakers were saying. Elder Chamberlain is Elder Johnson’s companion and my 

impression is that the fatigue that he felt from speaking Spanish stems from having a companion 

that rarely understood what he said. Elder Chamberlain likely would have enjoyed speaking 

Spanish more had he been with someone with a higher level of fluency. Elder Johnson struggled 

considerably, but the struggle helped him to improve. At the end of the week he concluded, “My 
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Spanish is getting much better as I gain more confidence and am forced to use the language 

more. Being pushed is helping me grow” (Personal journal, January 24, 2016). At the end of the 

week he was able to see how the goal to use Spanish from 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. had increased 

his abilities and aided his language development.  

 Unlike Elder Johnson, Elder Bauer already knew a lot of Spanish, but simply was not yet 

accustomed to using it. As the week progressed he noticed many positive changes. He wrote, 

“Using Spanish is getting better. Now when I know how to say something in Spanish I do it. It’s 

helping me a lot to try harder to learn Spanish” (Personal journal, January 26, 2016). As the other 

missionaries have mentioned, having a Spanish speaking goal helped him to stretch and put into 

practice the knowledge that he already had. For example, at one point during the week he was 

having dinner at a church member’s home and he codeswitched to English to say something that 

he was unsure of how to say in Spanish. The lady they were eating with told him he had to say it 

in Spanish. He wrote about the experience, “And turns out I knew how to say it. I was just not 

thinking about it hard enough” (Personal journal, January 27, 2016). He was able to see that he 

knew a lot more Spanish than he thought and that he was capable of speaking Spanish all day. 

Being pushed to use the Spanish he already knew boosted his confidence and elevated his 

abilities.  

“I Felt Like the Lord Was Helping Me”: The Gift of Tongues 

The missionaries spoke of the spiritual power behind their improvements, often referred 

to as the gift of tongues. This is the belief that God will help missionaries to learn a new 

language and will give them an increased capacity to speak and understand. All missionaries 

receive a copy of Preach My Gospel: A Guide to Missionary Service which they study 

throughout their missions. It contains instructions on what to teach, how to teach, how to work 
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with church members, how to study the mission language, and many other topics. Preach My 

Gospel contains a small section on the gift of tongues. It says in part, “More than anything else, 

this [the gift of tongues] will help you speak and understand the language of the people in your 

mission.” Thus, language learning becomes a highly spiritual endeavor instead of simply an 

academic one. The section goes on to explain, “You will not obtain this gift without effort on 

your part; you need to actively seek it. Part of seeking the gift of tongues is to labor and struggle 

and to do all you can to learn the language.” Missionaries are taught that they will be blessed 

with spiritual gifts as they labor and struggle to learn their assigned language. The missionaries 

expressed that they were able to experience this gift during the 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. week.  

 Elder Wilson, for example, said, “I feel like this week we definitely lived worthy of the 

gift of tongues. I had a lot more experiences with the gift of tongues this week than I have had in 

past weeks” (Personal communication, January 28, 2016). To him this meant that he was able to 

communicate everything he wanted to say and understand what everyone was saying. He 

explained that the effort the missionaries were putting in to speak Spanish was key to obtaining 

divine help. He said, “It’s because we were really putting in 100% effort. We were truly trying to 

speak our language in every moment possible and we were truly trying to improve it” (Personal 

communication, January 28, 2016). His sincere desire to improve was necessary for the gift of 

tongues to apply to him.  Hermana Hamilton had a similar experience. She said, “I felt like the 

Lord was helping me a lot more during the lessons” (Personal communication, January 28, 

2016). For the missionaries in the study, language learning became a spiritual pursuit even more 

than an academic one.  

 Elder Wilson and Hermana Hamilton both explained how they viewed the gift of tongues 

working in their missionary service. Elder Wilson explained, “Because we were trying to do that 
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[speak Spanish all the time] the Holy Ghost helped remind us of all the things we’ve learned and 

helped us communicate what we have studied and what we have practiced” (Personal 

communication, January 28, 2016). In his mind, the gift of tongues meant easily recalling things 

that he had previously studied and learned. He viewed it as a divine help to remember all the 

words and grammar principles he had studied. Hermana Hamilton explained the gift of tongues 

in a similar way. She said, “I was able to communicate what I wanted to communicate a lot more 

clearly than I would have been able to before. I felt like I was talking faster and my words were a 

little clearer and I was also understanding a lot more” (Personal communication, January 28, 

2016). For her, the gift of tongues was a general elevation of her linguistic abilities. Like Elder 

Wilson and Hermana Hamilton, all the other missionaries felt that any help they received was 

conditioned on their effort to learn the language. Therefore, any improvements they saw were the 

results of their hard work coupled with divine help.  

“We’ve Gotten Over That Mental Block”: Lessons Learned 

While each of the missionaries struggled and faced frustrations as they increased their use 

of Spanish, they also witnessed improvements. On the last day of the 9:00 am to 9:00 pm 

challenge I met with all six missionaries as a group to discuss what they had learned and their 

plans for the future. The positive outcomes that they saw during the week led all of them to make 

plans for the future that included a more concerted effort to speak Spanish regularly.  

Elder Wilson, as the district leader, wanted to make a plan for the six missionaries in the 

district to follow together. He explained, “One thing that really worked about this thing was that 

we were all in it together, you know, and we could help each other out with it” (Personal 

communication, January 28, 2016). Group unity would be essential if they wanted to continue 

speaking Spanish together throughout the day. He specifically wanted to set goals to only speak 
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Spanish during dinner appointments. They had tried this goal as a group before, but had not been 

able to keep it up. Elder Wilson was hoping that they would be able to keep this goal now that 

they were accustomed to speaking Spanish together. He added, “What I really want to focus on is 

a group district language goal that we all help each other achieve” (Personal communication, 

January 28, 2016). While all of the missionaries were excited to continue speaking Spanish, 

some of them were not interested in speaking Spanish as much as they had been during the week 

of the twelve hour challenge. 

Elder Bauer expressed that it was important for him to be able to take breaks and speak 

English from time to time. He explained, “I think it was really helpful and I don’t just want to 

not do this anymore” (Personal communication, January 28, 2016). He offered that perhaps he 

and his companion could speak Spanish together three days out of the week. That way they 

would still practice Spanish without the stress of speaking it every day. Elder Johnson felt 

similarly. He wanted to continue speaking Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm, but only every 

other day. He had seen a number of improvements and wanted to continue getting better, but he 

also wanted days in which he could more easily express himself. Elder Chamberlain’s focus was 

less on speaking Spanish and more on using his study time effectively. He regularly skipped his 

daily language study and he wanted to spend more time studying grammar than on just reading 

out loud to practice pronunciation. Each of missionaries wanted to continue improving even 

though they saw different ways to accomplish that.  

Hermana Hamilton and Hermana Francis seemed to be the most excited to continue 

speaking Spanish. Hermana Hamilton even said that speaking Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm 

was not enough. She would prefer to just speak Spanish all day since switching back and forth in 

the morning and the evening was tough for her. It would be easier to just stay in Spanish all day. 
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She explained that having the expectation to speak Spanish together and having everyone 

committed to a shared goal was vital to their success. She said, “It’s something that we want to 

continue doing as much as we can” (Personal communication, January 28, 2016). Hermana 

Francis was on board with continuing to speak Spanish with her companion. She wanted to 

maintain the commitment that they had made together. Hermana Hamilton expressed her feelings 

about what the district’s goal should be: “If you can do it, do it in Spanish” (Personal 

communication, January 28, 2016). For her, there was no need to take breaks or set aside times 

to speak English. She felt that if you could already do it in Spanish then you should just say it in 

Spanish.  

During our final meeting all the missionaries felt a great sense of accomplishment having 

achieved such a difficult goal. Having participated together had bonded them as a group and had 

renewed their confidence in their abilities. Hermana Hamilton commented that one of the main 

benefits of the week was stretching themselves and seeing what they were capable of. She 

explained, “Now that we know that we can do it we’ve gotten over that mental block” (Personal 

communication, January 28, 2016). They each seemed to have a renewed desire to focus on 

improving their Spanish. However, after discussing their future goals no specific plans were 

made. There was a feeling of accomplishment, pride, and optimism, but no concrete plans were 

agreed upon.  

 “We Just Went Back to How It Was Before”: Six Months Later 

 Six months after the week of 9:00 am to 9:00 pm Spanish I spoke with the four 

missionaries who were still serving in the Arizona Tucson Mission: Hermana Francis, Elder 

Chamberlain, Elder Wilson, and Elder Bauer. Hermana Hamilton had already completed her 

missionary service and had returned home and Elder Johnson chose to return home before 
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completing his two-year assignment. Each of the missionaries still in the mission had been 

transferred to new areas since the study and had had multiple companions. Hermana Francis was 

serving in a Spanish area in Nogales, AZ, Elder Chamberlain was serving in a Spanish area in 

Deming, NM, Elder Bauer was serving in a Spanish speaking area of west Tucson, and Elder 

Wilson was serving in an English-speaking area in central Tucson. Each of them was now 

fulfilling the role of senior companions. 

 Reflecting on the experience, all four missionaries expressed that they felt they were 

successful during the week of 9:00 am to 9:00 pm Spanish. Each of them expressed that it was 

their shared goal that made speaking Spanish together possible. Elder Bauer specifically said that 

his companion, Elder Wilson, helped him the most and that he would not have maintained the 

goal without his help. Hermana Francis also felt that Hermana Hamilton’s help was 

indispensable. Neither Elder Chamberlain nor Elder Wilson mentioned their companion 

specifically, but this is likely because both of them were the senior companion at the time of the 

study and were more proficient in Spanish than their companions. Aside from the help of 

companions, having a group goal was a powerful motivator.  

 Looking back on the experience six months later, all four missionaries explained that 

having a shared goal was essential to their success. Hermana Francis explained, “I figured since 

everyone else was trying it I should try it, too” (Personal communication, August 6, 2016). Peer 

pressure was one of her motivating forces. Elder Chamberlain said, “If I had been doing it by 

myself I couldn’t have done it.” He went on to explain, “Because it was a group thing we could 

keep each other accountable” (Personal communication, August 6, 2016). Knowing that they 

were all trying to accomplish something together gave him the added stimulus he needed to do 

something he could not have done on his own. Elder Wilson expressed, “The group mentality 



 61 

was very helpful. We supported each other” (Personal communication, August 6, 2016). They 

wanted to accomplish something together and they were able to support each other in that 

endeavor. Working together led to a number of perceived benefits. 

 The main advantage the missionaries gained from a week of 9:00 am to 9:00 pm Spanish 

was confidence. Elder Wilson explained, “The benefit that I experienced was confidence in 

speaking the language and the knowledge that I could do it” (Personal communication, August 6, 

2016). Since he and the other missionaries had not been speaking Spanish for the majority of the 

day prior to the study, they were surprised that they were actually able to speak Spanish that 

much. Hermana Francis had previously been very self-conscious about her Spanish speaking 

abilities. She commented, “It helped me not be so afraid to speak Spanish in front of people.” 

She added, “I felt more confident” (Personal communication, August 6, 2016). Elder Bauer 

expressed very similar feelings saying that during the week he got over his fear of making 

mistakes. He explained, “If you’re going to be speaking it all day you might as well just try” 

(Personal communication, August 6, 2016). Making the attempt to always use Spanish helped 

him to learn new vocabulary and allowed him to see all that he was able to express while also 

getting over his fears of making mistakes. Elder Chamberlain also said that the week of Spanish 

helped him with his confidence. Six months after the study the most salient benefit in the 

missionaries’ minds was the boost it gave to their confidence.  

 Their increased confidence came at a price, however. Elder Chamberlain remembered 

that their conversations become less precise. Since they were all speaking a foreign language 

they were not able to express themselves as well as they could in English. He explained, “We got 

bored saying the same thing over and over again” (Personal communication, August 6, 2016). 

Their limited vocabularies did not allow for the richness of expression that they were used to 
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when they spoke English to each other. He further explained, “Our brains literally hurt during the 

study” (Personal communication, August 6, 2016). The sudden increase of Spanish was 

beneficial, but it was also a shock to their systems. Their behavior changed radically so quickly 

that they had no time to adjust. This meant that while they were grateful for the things they 

learned, they were also relieved when the week was over.  

 At the end of the 9:00 am to 9:00 pm week all six missionaries expressed a desire to 

continue speaking Spanish more than they had before. However, this earnest desire did not last. 

Elder Wilson admitted that they quickly reverted back to speaking English almost the entire day. 

He said, “We just went back to how it was before.” He went on to explain, “I think it was due to 

the intensity of it and I think we needed a break. And then when you need a break the break ends 

up being forever” (Personal communication, August 6, 2016). Elder Wilson and Elder Bauer 

returned to their previous habit of speaking English to each other simply because it was easier. 

Elder Bauer felt the same way. He commented, “When it was 9:00 to 9:00 it was hard because 

you’re thinking hard all day and you get tired and wear yourself out” (Personal communication, 

August 6, 2016). They both saw the value of speaking Spanish, but were glad when the week 

was over.  

Elder Bauer astutely recognized that the main benefit for him of speaking Spanish for a 

week was his increased confidence, not a huge leap in his verbal abilities. He explained, “I 

increased my ability to speak, but it wasn’t tremendous” (Personal communication, August 6, 

2016). Since he did not see speaking Spanish with his companion as a way to drastically improve 

his Spanish abilities he did not see the need to continue speaking Spanish with him all day. What 

he felt he needed was more practice speaking with native Spanish speakers. Elder Wilson and 

Elder Bauer had witnessed firsthand the benefits of speaking Spanish together, but it also wore 
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them out. They decided to just speak Spanish for part of the day together. Elder Bauer explained, 

“We tried for a few hours a day, at least an hour a day.” He continued, “One hour a day you keep 

your sanity, but you’re still practicing” (Personal communication, August 6, 2016). Elder Wilson 

reported that they ended up mostly just speaking English together even though they wanted to 

continue practicing Spanish to some degree.  

Elder Chamberlain went through a similar process. He wanted to continue using Spanish, 

but speaking in English was just easier and more comfortable. He explained, “One of the reasons 

why we don’t speak Spanish all the time is it isn’t natural” (Personal communication, August 6, 

2016). Since both he and Elder Johnson are native English speakers and Elder Johnson’s level of 

Spanish was so low it did not seem beneficial to speak Spanish because it introduced a host of 

communication barriers. Speaking English together made it easier for them to communicate with 

each other and made their communication feel more normal. They had initially wanted to 

continue speaking Spanish together, but it just did not work for them. He explained, “Afterwards 

we tapered off and went back to the regular rut” (Personal communication, August 6, 2016). Just 

like Elder Wilson and Elder Bauer, Elder Chamberlain and Elder Johnson reverted back to their 

former communicative norms.  

Hermana Francis reported that she and Hermana Hamilton continued to use Spanish quite 

a bit, but not to the same extent as during the 9:00 am to 9:00 pm week. She explained, “I 

definitely started using it more day to day” (Personal communication, August 6, 2016). While 

they did not keep up the previous goal, they did increase the amount of Spanish they spoke 

together. Six months later she has had a few more companions. She said, “I used it more with my 

companions” (Personal communication, August 6, 2016). This was mostly due to the increased 

confidence that she had gained from speaking Spanish for a week. Now she knew that she could 
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do it and she was less afraid of trying. While each of the companionships expressed a desire to 

continue the 9:00 am to 9:00 pm goal to some degree, for the most part they reverted back to 

their previous habits once the week was over.  

Discussion 

 The six missionaries in this study were motivated enough to adjust their behavior to meet 

the goal to speak Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm for one week. However, they were not able to 

communicate solely in Spanish during the allotted time due to linguistic gaps, lack of support 

from bilinguals outside the district, fatigue, and occasionally forgetting the goal. Torras and 

Gafaranga (2002) discuss how one’s identity influences language choice in informal encounters 

and how language choice is a reflection of that identity. This study builds on their work showing 

that language choices are not set in stone, but can change based on circumstances, attitudes, and 

altering motivations. The district of six missionaries became a micro-community with its own 

temporary linguistic norms within the larger mission community. Their primary motivations 

were their shared goal and their identity as Spanish language missionaries. However, in bilingual 

situations they had to resocialize themselves individually, in their companionships, and as a 

group to know when it was permissible to use which language and how language choice fit into 

their missionary service, just like the students in service learning environments (Lear & Abbott, 

2009). In addition, the missionaries had agency to accept or reject opportunities to speak 

Spanish. Guardado (2009) demonstrates how identity is indexed through linguistic actions. He 

found that imposing the use of Spanish led to an assertion of bilingual identity through the use of 

both languages. This did not happen with the missionaries who were eager to adopt a rule that 

would reflect their desire to be Spanish speakers. The rule allowed them to reimagine their 

language ideologies and agree on a specific goal as a group which was essential to their success.  



 65 

 Duff (2012) expounds upon the important role of experts in language socialization. The 

current study shows how senior companions function as explicit experts in the mission context. 

None of the missionaries was an expert Spanish speaker, but the senior companions largely took 

charge of encouraging the use of Spanish within their companionships. Even though they were 

not native speakers they acted as socializers to their junior companions because of their assigned 

duty to lead. However, Zuengler and Cole (2005) point out that it might not be apparent who 

functions as expert and who functions as novice. This is not the case for the missionaries who 

know who is supposed to take responsibility for the companionship’s success. However, forging 

a new community norm as a group blurred the lines between experts and novices as both junior 

and senior companions worked to implement this new rule. In addition, the native Spanish 

speakers with whom the missionaries interacted during the week also played a crucial role in 

their success during the week of the study. Their willingness to act as mentors and coaches 

increased the missionaries’ linguistic abilities and boosted their confidence (Wang, 2010; 

Wenger & Synder, 2000).  

 Initially the missionaries found a lot of success in their increased use of Spanish. Their 

success was mostly manifest in increased confidence as they realized that they were better at 

speaking Spanish than they had previously thought. This confidence appears to have persisted 

even after the week of 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. Spanish had ended. Seeing that they were more 

competent than they had realized initially gave them extra enthusiasm to continue speaking 

Spanish. However, they quickly learned that while they were more fluent than they thought, they 

still were not able to communicate as well as they could in English. Limited vocabulary and lack 

of grammatical mastery hindered their communication and made conversing a chore at times. 

Despite their discouragement, they continued to encourage each other to stay with the goal.  
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 Changing their language use so drastically was both exhilarating and exhausting for the 

missionaries. They experienced a lot of mental fatigue. While they were able to keep up the goal 

for one week, once the week was over they reverted back to their previous linguistic behaviors. 

As Handley et al. (2006) explain, language learners have the agency to accept or reject 

opportunities to use the target language based on how it reflects their current sense of self. Each 

of them had expressed a desire to continue using Spanish after the week of the study, but they 

mostly went back to what they had been doing before the study. This is not because they were 

not interested in improving their Spanish abilities. Rather, they were not intrinsically motivated 

enough continue a practice that had been so difficult. Romaine (2012) explains that language use 

is often a reflection of power structures. As a researcher and as a perceived expert I heavily 

influenced the missionaries’ language use. They were willing to alter their language habits 

because I had asked them to adopt a language use rule and they knew I would be observing them. 

When asked to complete the goal they were able to do it. However, once the external incentive 

was removed, their motivation to speak Spanish returned to what it had previously been.   

Limitations 

 This study only included six participants. A larger sample size could have revealed more 

rigorous results and provided insights that the current study could not. Also, much of the data for 

this study was self-reported by the missionaries and having more data come from observations 

could have increased the validity of the study. For example, the missionaries mostly wrote in 

their journals about their own language use without discussing their companion’s language use. 

They were not instructed to comment on their companion’s language choices and asking them to 

do that could have yielded deeper results since they were together all the time. Also, collecting 

data from other sources such as interviews with the people with whom the missionaries 
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interacted could have provided new perspective and interesting findings. In addition to the 

observations done during the study, it would have been worthwhile to do observations both 

before and after the week of 9:00 am to 9:00 pm Spanish to get a better idea of how their 

language use shifted.   

Implications 

The missionaries in this study demonstrated that they were capable of implementing a 

9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. Spanish use rule with a high degree of success. However, once the rule 

was removed the missionaries returned to their previous English speaking norms. It is my 

opinion that if the Arizona Tucson Mission were to implement a language use rule similar to the 

9:00 a.m to 9:00 p.m. rule that missionaries would largely follow it and therefore elevate their 

Spanish abilities. The missionaries are capable of using more Spanish, but they appear to require 

a rule to do so. Zone leaders, district leaders, and senior companions would be essential to the 

implementation of a new language use rule. If mission leaders are willing to adopt a stricter 

language use norm, then newer missionaries will follow their example. The novices will follow 

the lead of the experts.   
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Chapter 3: The Influence of a Language Use Rule on the Linguistic Behavior of Mormon 

Missionaries 
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Abstract  

This article discusses the linguistic choices made by six missionaries from the Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints during a week when they had agreed to speak Spanish from 

9:00 am to 9:00 pm. Their linguistic behaviors were documented through interviews, daily 

reflective journals, and participant observations. These missionaries reported low levels of 

Spanish use prior to the weeklong challenge and their language use shifted dramatically during 

those seven days. They explained their goal to native Spanish-English bilinguals who were 

typically thrilled to speak to the missionaries in Spanish even when their previous interactions 

had been in English. The six missionaries were also very successful speaking Spanish among 

each other. However, other Spanish language missionaries who had not made the same goal were 

much less likely to speak to them in Spanish even when they were aware of the commitment that 

the six had made. The larger mission community had established an English-speaking norm that 

was difficult to break.   
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Introduction 

Each year about two dozen new Mormon missionaries arrive in southern Arizona with 

the commission to work with the Spanish speaking population. The majority of them are native 

English speakers who are learning Spanish as part of their missionary service. As Spanish 

language learners they often struggle to use the target language when speaking with Spanish-

English bilinguals. Missionaries are also encouraged to practice the language throughout the day 

by speaking Spanish to each other. However, since the majority of Spanish language 

missionaries are native English speakers, English has become the main language of 

communication among them. One missionary expressed, “Why bother speaking Spanish if 

everyone is going to speak to me in English?” (H. Francis, personal communication, August 6, 

2016). Speaking English the majority of the time has resulted in few missionaries achieving high 

levels of Spanish proficiency.  

This paper will explore how a group of six Mormon missionaries in Tucson, Arizona 

changed their linguistic behavior when asked to speak Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm for one 

week. It will explore the following research question: How does a language use rule affect 

missionaries’ linguistic choices? This temporary rule was presented to them as a challenge and as 

a goal to accomplish together. Each of them was excited to participate as they saw this as an 

opportunity to improve their Spanish abilities. However, there was also a lot of apprehension 

because speaking Spanish for 12 hours a day would be a radical change in their behavior. Before 

the week of Spanish started the missionaries were trained on how to appropriately accommodate 

language preferences when interacting with bilinguals. For example, between 9:00 am and 9:00 

pm it was permissible to speak English with monolingual English speakers or with bilinguals 

who preferred English. However, they were to use Spanish when speaking with other Spanish 
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language missionaries and they were to present themselves as language learners to native 

Spanish speakers as a way to encourage them to speak to the missionaries in Spanish. The goal 

of this study is to describe missionaries’ behavior when asked to speak Spanish for 12 hours a 

day as well as identify best practices. If this language use rule proves has a positive outcome, 

then it could be recommended for implementation throughout the mission.  

This paper uses language socialization as its theoretical framework. Language 

socialization posits that newcomers to a community learn the community’s rules and norms 

through interactions with experts. This framework is particularly useful when examining the 

Mormon missionary experience because of its hierarchal nature. All missionaries are assigned a 

companion with whom they must remain at all times. Novice missionaries are assigned a senior 

companion who trains them. Even after their training period is over, companionships have a 

senior companion and a junior companion with the more experienced missionary typically 

functioning as senior companion. More seasoned missionaries are assigned as district and zone 

leaders who train less experienced missionaries. The entire mission is presided over by a mission 

president and his wife who oversee the work of all missionaries in the area. Rules and 

regulations can come from him or from church headquarters in Salt Lake City. However, 

missionaries do not interact with the mission president on a day to day basis and therefore have a 

large degree of autonomy. This article will discuss how the language rule affected the linguistic 

behavior of a group of six missionaries. It will discuss the interactions they had with their 

companions, other missionaries, and the Spanish-English bilinguals with whom they interact.  

Language Socialization Frameworks 

Language socialization is a framework that is useful for describing the language learning 

process that Spanish language missionaries experience for two reasons. First, this framework 
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posits that novices learn the norms, practices, and competencies of a community from experts 

(Lave, 1991; Wenger, 2000). Second, it proposes that language socialization is the process 

through which newcomers gain legitimacy and membership in the community (Duff, 2007). In 

this paper the framework of language socialization will be used to describe who the language 

experts are in the mission context, the role they play, and the ways in which new missionaries 

become legitimate members of the community. In addition, it will also explore the influence that 

mission rules have on missionaries and their language socialization.  

Community norms, practices, and competencies 

New Spanish language missionaries are socialized into two groups simultaneously: the 

mission community and the local Spanish speaking community. However, rules are put in place 

to keep missionaries from becoming too familiar with the local community. There are rules that 

regulate the amount of time missionaries can be in a person’s home, a rule requiring the use of 

the formal pronoun Usted, and a strict dress code. All of these things create distance between the 

missionaries and the target culture. While missionaries can become highly proficient Spanish 

speakers during their time of service, mission rules keep them from fully integrating into the 

target culture and learning things such as how to use formal and informal pronouns in a 

nativelike way. Missionaries participate in the target language community, but they participate as 

peripheral members by design (Handley et al. 2006; Morita, 2004).  

Language use can be enforced or prescribed by those in authority (Romaine, 2012). In the 

mission context, language use can be imposed by those higher up in the mission hierarchy. 

Language ideologies reflect a speaker’s values and beliefs about how their languages should be 

used and what worth they have (Guardado, 2009). These ideologies are influenced by senior 

church officials and can also be imposed by more senior missionaries. Senior companions are 
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explicitly told to help their junior companions learn the target language. Preach My Gospel: A 

Guide to Missionary Service instructs, “Help your companions experience success and gain 

confidence in learning the language as rapidly as possible” (p. 131). It also warns: “Be sensitive 

not to say or do anything that might weaken their [new missionaries’] confidence, but don’t 

protect them so much that they do not learn” (p. 131). Gaining confidence and experiencing 

success are important for new missionaries. As sociologists and former missionaries, Shepherd 

and Shepherd (1998) explain, “Although they are provided a good foundation in language 

development, most Mormon missionaries discover upon arriving at their destinations that they 

require several months of additional practice and exposure to native usage before they become 

reasonably fluent in the language” (p. 53). This realization is disappointing to missionaries and 

their lack of fluency can be perceived as a personal flaw that can in turn affect their language 

ideologies.  

The Arizona Tucson Mission has no rules dictating language use, but other missions 

around the world do. For example, the mission handbook for the mission that covers the Czech 

Republic and Slovakia, as reported by Sherman (2015), contains the following instructions: “As 

missionaries in the Czech Republic and Slovakia we are asked to learn the language of the 

people we are called to serve. When we received our callings we accepted the responsibility to 

learn the Czech or Slovak language. We believe that we, as missionaries, will be more effective 

teachers as our language abilities improve. Our goal is to be Czech and Slovak missionaries, not 

just Americans trying to learn a foreign language. To be such, we must speak the language (be it 

Czech or Slovak) to members (even if they speak English to us), investigators, in public, and to 

each other – all of the time.” (p. 46). The handbook then lists some exceptions when it is 

permissible to speak English. Their language use is prescribed for them. In contrast, non-
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Mormon religious leaders in bilingual communities may choose to speak one language over the 

other or both languages as a way to better connect with their congregations (Alfaraz, 2009). 

Thus, missionaries have to reconcile their own language norms with those dictated by church 

leaders.  

Rules and regulations within the mission have a huge impact on missionary behavior. 

These rules, expectations, and norms are transferred to new missionaries from their trainers and 

other more experienced missionaries. Missionaries serve for a period of 18 months to two years 

with new missionaries arriving every six weeks. This means that the missionary force is 

completely renewed every other year. This rapid turnover means that missionaries must quickly 

move from the novice to the expert role.  While community members play a role in the language 

socialization of missionaries, most of the socialization comes from other missionaries. Each 

missionary in a companionship is assigned either the role of junior or senior companion 

mirroring the concept of novices and experts. Not only are missionaries themselves aware of 

their assignment, but the other missionaries outside of the companionship are as well. The senior 

companion is typically the missionaries who has been serving the longest. Mormon missionaries 

are guided into the target language and culture by more experienced missionaries who, only 

recently, were novices themselves. However, this does not mean that they cannot be effective 

socializers as experts can vary in their level of expertise. Even with the limited experiences they 

have to become experts, missionaries can still fill this role (Duff, 2012). Zuengler and Cole 

(2005) conducted a study of language socialization in the workplace stating that “often there are 

no clear or predictable expert-novice roles” (p. 311). Thus, both junior and senior missionary 

companions can work to socialize each other in the uses of the target language. Missionaries are 

the primary socializers of other missionaries.  
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In addition to their interactions with other missionaries, Spanish language missionaries 

spend a lot of time interacting with native Spanish speakers the same way that study abroad 

students do. However, Wang (2010) points out that simply being around the target language is 

not enough for study abroad students to become socialized into the target language. Supportive 

interlocutors are required who can speak and write the target language and are willing to assist 

the language learners. Hispanic church members regularly fulfill this role as they patiently help 

the missionaries with their language learning. Interactions with church members typically occur 

at church or while having meals in their homes. Blum-Kulka (2008) explains that meals provide 

the ideal time for language learners to become familiar with the target culture because they are 

seated with sympathetic interlocutors who can socialize them into correct grammatical forms and 

appropriate usages. Missionaries share a meal with native Spanish speakers almost every day and 

these repeated interactions are fundamental to their language socialization.  

Gaining legitimacy and membership in the community 

Second language socialization “is part of a much larger process of becoming a person in 

society” (Ochs, 2002, p. 106). While other language learning frameworks emphasize the 

acquisition of grammatical features and vocabulary, language socialization focuses on taking 

conscious steps to communicate and participate in the target community in effective ways 

(Álvarez, Beaven, and Garrido, 2008). For Spanish language missionaries in Tucson the target 

community is the local Hispanic community as well as the mission community. Missionaries see 

themselves more as members of the mission community than as members of the Spanish 

speaking community. Therefore, a large part of their language socialization is learning how 

Spanish language missionaries use Spanish in the Arizona Tucson Mission.  
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Throughout the process of language socialization missionaries have the opportunity to 

decide whether or not to use the target language. Their language preferences are a categorization 

device that reflects their linguistic ability and group membership (Gafaranga, 2005). Through 

language choice missionaries assign themselves to certain categories and are also assigned 

categories by their interlocutors (Hill, 1999; Bell & Gibson, 2011; Niño-Murcia & Rothman, 

2008). For example, most Spanish language missionaries are native English speakers making the 

use of English natural and comfortable. However, when they are doing missionary activities such 

as weekly trainings they all instinctively switch to Spanish since this is the mission norm. 

Spanish Language missionaries and English language missionaries regularly have meetings in 

the same building at the same time and using Spanish is a way to set themselves apart as a 

distinct group from the monolingual missionaries.  

Missionaries use both Spanish and English as a way to demonstrate their various 

community affiliations. Fuller (2007) found that bilingual children make linguistic choices based 

on the identities they are trying to portray. One girl, for example, felt that speaking English was 

part of being a good student so she always spoke English at school even though she and her 

friend would speak Spanish outside of school. The use of English and Spanish as an assigned 

Spanish language missionary also carries certain weight. For example, a missionary might 

choose to speak Spanish as a reflection of his commitment to his work while a missionary who 

chooses to speak English might be perceived as less dedicated. However, the missionaries are 

primarily American making the use of English more comfortable. Therefore, a missionary who 

insists on always speaking Spanish could be perceived as overzealous or a showoff. As 

missionaries navigate their multiple communities and identities their language use may change as 

well. Torras and Gafaranga (2002) explain, “Whether competence-related or ideology-related, 
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language preference is not something set in stone. Rather, it consists of negotiated claims and 

attributions” (p. 540). Language preferences are fluid and can change based on external 

influences as well as the way a language learner wants to be perceived. 

New missionaries are provided a senior companion who is more proficient in the target 

language, almost daily dinners with native speakers, and target language study materials. They 

are also explicitly encouraged to use the target language. In addition, missionaries are explicitly 

counseled by church leaders to use their mission language. However, Handley et al. (2006) 

explain that “individuals come to embrace or reject opportunities to participate more fully in 

their community of practice, depending on the ‘fit’ or resonance of those opportunities with their 

current senses of self” (p. 645). Thus, missionaries who are asked to use the target language still 

have the agency to accept or reject the opportunities they are given to use it.  

Participants 

 Six missionaries participated in this study including two sets of male missionaries 

(Elders) and one set of female missionaries (Sisters/Hermanas). Each of them was assigned a 

pseudonym for this paper. Together the six of them comprised an administrative unit known as a 

district with Elder Wilson functioning as district leader. He collected weekly reports from the 

other companionships, led weekly trainings, and reported any of the district’s needs to the zone 

leaders or mission president. As the most senior missionary in the group he was also supposed to 

lead by example. All six missionaries attended the same Spanish speaking congregation in south 

Tucson. The geographical region that comprised the congregation was split up into three areas, 

with each companionship working in its own area. Since they were working in different areas all 

day, the missionaries in different companionships typically only saw each other for a short time 

each day or not at all.  
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All six missionaries were native English speakers and learned Spanish as part of their 

missionary service. When missionaries choose to serve a mission they receive a mission 

assignment from church headquarters in Salt Lake City. Missionaries have no say in where they 

will be serving and could be sent anywhere in the world. Before arriving in Arizona the 

missionaries took a six week course in Spanish at a Missionary Training Center in Provo, Utah 

or Mexico City, Mexico. Some of the missionaries were excited to be learning Spanish. Elder 

Chamberlain, for example, took three years of Spanish in high school hoping that he would get 

assigned to a Spanish speaking mission. Others, like Elder Bauer, were not excited. His reaction 

upon learning that he would be speaking Spanish was, “Oh crap,” because he knew learning a 

language would difficult. Some of them were especially worried about learning Spanish in the 

United States as they felt it would be much harder than learning abroad because of their access to 

English. Elder Wilson’s mom warned him that he might not learn Spanish very well since he 

would not be immersed in it. Reflecting on that conversation he said, “I was a little sad about 

that, but, you know, it all depends on you. If you really want to, you’ll learn it” (Personal 

communication, January 21, 2016). While their initial reactions varied, each of the missionaries 

in the district was committed to improving his or her Spanish skills.  

 Companionship role Time on 

mission 

Previous Spanish experience 

Elder Wilson Senior companion / 

District Leader 

15 months Two years in high school 

Elder Bauer Junior companion 6 months One quarter in middle school 

Hermana 

Hamilton 

Senior Companion 13 months ½ semester in middle school, 

studied French in high school 

Hermana 

Francis 

Junior Companion 7 months None, studied French in high 

school 

Elder 

Chamberlain 

Senior Companion 11 months Three years in high school 

Elder Johnson Junior companion 11 months Two years in high school 
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 Serving a mission has become a rite of passage for Mormon youth. Young men are 

expected to serve, but not required. Young women are not under that same obligation. For this 

reason, the two sister missionaries in the study applied to be missionaries because of purely 

religious reasons. Much of their commitment to missionary work was intrinsically based. They 

each felt spiritual promptings to serve and their motivations were to teach people about their 

faith. Some of the Elders, on the other hand, participated in the mission because of societal 

pressures. Elder Bauer, for example, said that all of his friends were going on missions so he 

decided to go, too. He was externally motivated to serve. Whatever their initial motivations, each 

of the missionaries expressed that he or she was currently serving because each had witnessed 

the good that one can do for others. They were in Tucson to help others and learning Spanish 

was an important part of that goal.  

My Positionality 

 I am an active member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and a former 

missionary for the church. My interest in how missionaries learn languages stems from my time 

as a Spanish language missionary in Mexico in the early 2000s. As a missionary I served as 

senior companion, district leader, and zone leader. After my mission I taught Spanish for three 

years at the Missionary Training Center in Provo, UT. Prior to this study I knew two of the 

participants personally because we attended the same Spanish speaking congregation in Tucson. 

However, each of the missionaries were familiar with me because I speak at a yearly conference 

for all the Spanish language missionaries in southern Arizona about language learning principles. 

The missionaries are also aware that I teach Spanish classes at the University of Arizona. I am 

viewed as a language expert and as someone who was also skilled as a missionary. Therefore, the 

missionaries look up to me and have often asked for my advice and feedback. I had also worked 
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with two of the missionaries as a church member prior to the study. I was a participant-observer 

in this study.  

Methods 

 Immediately before beginning the week of Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm each of the 

missionary companionships was interviewed. They were asked about their language use, their 

study habits, their reasons for serving a mission, their struggles with learning Spanish, and their 

goals for the future. This was doing to ascertain their language use and their feelings about 

speaking Spanish prior to the study. At the end of the week all six missionaries participated in a 

focus group in which the six of them discussed their experiences using Spanish for 12 hours a 

day. During the focus group they discussed their views of the efficacy of the rule, their 

accomplishments, and the difficulties of dramatically increasing their Spanish usage. An audio 

recording was made of the interviews and focus group. Each of the missionaries was also given a 

small journal and asked to write in it each day reflecting on his or her experiences using Spanish 

throughout the day. Five of the missionaries had an entry for each day of the week, but Elder 

Johnson only wrote five entries. The interviews, focus group, and journals were all transcribed 

and then analyzed and coded for relevant themes.  

 I also accompanied each of the companionships in their missionary work during the 

week. I spent a total of six hours with each companionship working with each of them once 

during the first three days of the week and then again during the last three days of the week. 

Working with them at different times throughout the study allowed me to observe any attitude 

changes that happened throughout the week. Church members regularly assist the missionaries in 

their work so my presence was not out of the ordinary. These observations were not recorded, 

but careful notes were taken during and immediately after of the language the missionaries and 



 81 

their interlocutors used. These observations gave me the opportunity to see the missionaries 

interact with each other, with church members, and with the people they were teaching. The field 

notes were also transcribed and coded based on relevant themes.  

 The benefit of collecting data from interviews, observations, and journals is that I was 

able see a broad range of their experiences. When I was present the missionaries knew that they 

were being observed which unavoidably affected their behavior. From my observations I thought 

that the missionaries were really enjoying the new rule, but from their journals I learned that it 

had been quite difficult for them. They were more willing to discuss the difficulties of speaking 

Spanish in their journals than they were with me. Collecting data from three sources allowed me 

to see their experiences from multiple angles.  

“A Battle of Wills”: Interacting with Other Missionaries 

The missionaries are organized into units known as districts and zones. A district is 

composed a few missionary companionships in the same geographical area and a zone is a group 

of two to four districts. Districts are presided over by a one district leader and zones are presided 

over by a pair of missionaries. District leaders and zone leaders assist in training missionaries, 

collect reports from companionships in their district or zone, and act as examples. The district 

involved in this study was part of a larger zone that was made up entirely of Spanish language 

missionaries. On the second to last day of 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. Spanish the missionaries 

attended a zone meeting with all the other Spanish language missionaries in Tucson. After a brief 

meeting with the whole zone the missionaries split up and continued the meeting with just their 

respective districts. During the meeting the missionaries interacted with a number of other 

missionaries who, like them, also speak Spanish, but who had not agreed to speak Spanish from 

9:00 am to 9:00 pm like they had.  
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Interacting with missionaries not involved with the study proved to be quite difficult for 

the missionaries involved in the challenge. The missionaries in the zone are all good friends and 

they did not get to see each other on a daily basis so when they got together they liked to chat 

and have fun. Speaking Spanish, however, added a communication barrier since almost all the 

missionaries were native English speakers. Elder Wilson explained that there was “a battle of 

wills” (Personal communication, January 28, 2016) as he and other members from his district 

strove to maintain their Spanish speaking goal while talking with Spanish language missionaries 

who were choosing to speak to them in English. Some missionaries struggled to keep up their 

goal while others easily maintained it.  

Hermana Francis and Hermana Hamilton had been doing a successful job of speaking 

Spanish to each other all the time. The two of them had fully committed themselves to the goal. 

When they arrived at the meeting they initially spoke Spanish with the other missionaries. 

Hermana Hamilton managed to speak Spanish the entire time, even when spoken to in English, 

but Hermana Francis gave in and spoke in English. However, she eventually switched back to 

speaking in Spanish, likely because her companion was so firm in her use of Spanish. Hermana 

Hamilton wrote about the experience, “The reason it was so hard today though is because we 

would speak to other Spanish missionaries in Spanish and some would try to reply in Spanish, 

but the majority just spoke English back” (Personal journal, January 27, 2016). These 

missionaries had also been assigned to work with the Spanish speaking population in Tucson and 

yet they were refusing to speak Spanish to her. This caused a lot of frustration for Hermana 

Francis because she was committed to speaking Spanish, but being around other Spanish 

speaking missionaries who did not have the same commitment tested her resolve. She explained, 

“Why bother speaking Spanish if everyone is going to speak to me in English?” (Personal 
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communication, January 28, 2016). Hermana Francis did not feel it was beneficial to respond in 

Spanish when spoken to in English. She wrote, “By the time we had finished lunch I was pretty 

much only speaking English and it was a lot harder to get back to the habit of speaking Spanish 

the rest of the day” (Personal journal, January 27, 2016). She had spent days speaking mostly 

Spanish, but the thing that finally broke her resolve was interacting with other missionaries who 

chose to only speak English. Once she had spent a good amount of time speaking English it was 

difficult to go back to Spanish.  

Hermana Hamilton also found it tempting to speak English with the missionaries at their 

zone meeting, but she maintained her commitment to use Spanish. She wrote, “Ok, it is 

definitely a lot harder to speak in Spanish around other missionaries!” This was because she had 

pledged to use Spanish all day when they had not. She continued, “Hermana Francis and I do 

really great when we are by ourselves or [with] the other missionaries in our district. But when 

we do things with people in our zone, like zone meeting, it's really rough!” (Personal journal, 

January 27, 2016). Hermana Hamilton commented over and over again throughout the week that 

she was improving a lot and that speaking Spanish all day was easier than she had anticipated. 

She felt she was thriving using Spanish all the time. While being spoken to in English enticed her 

to use English, she was also frustrated that other missionaries were not putting in more effort. 

She wrote, “Even the native Spanish speakers only respond in English in that kind of setting 

(zone meeting)” (Personal journal, January 27, 2016). She summed up her feelings in our final 

interview, “I feel like it would be a lot easier to speak in Spanish if our whole zone was trying to 

only speak it, too.” Having a shared goal would have made it easier for everyone to speak 

Spanish.  
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The Elders had mixed reactions when the other missionaries responded to them in 

English. Elder Wilson, the district leader, felt like it was a competition between those trying to 

speak English and those trying to speak English. He explained, “It was like a battle of wills. Who 

would cave in first?” (Personal communication, January 28, 2016). Elder Chamberlain explained 

that he did not really care what the other missionaries did. He did not mind at all if they 

responded in English when he spoke to them in Spanish. They could all understand each other so 

there was no problem. He continued to speak to all the missionaries in Spanish even when they 

did not accommodate to his language choice. Unlike Elder Chamberlain, Elder Bauer was 

annoyed that the other missionaries refused to speak Spanish. He said, “I told some missionaries 

that we had a challenge to speak only Spanish and they just didn’t speak Spanish to me 

whatsoever” (Personal communication, January 28, 2016). This was especially frustrating to 

Elder Bauer because the missionaries responded by saying that speaking Spanish for an entire 

week was a great idea, but they failed to accommodate to Elder Bauer’s language choice. Most 

of the missionaries in the study said they wished that the missionaries who were not in the study 

had chosen to speak to them in Spanish.  

All the missionaries at zone meeting were also Spanish speakers, but the six missionaries 

in the study also spent time with missionaries outside of the zone who did not speak Spanish. 

This happened on Preparation day, or P-day, which is the one day that missionaries take a break 

from missionary work. They spend the day doing things that they do not have time to do during 

the week such as household chores, writing to friends and family, and shopping. They also get 

together with other missionaries to play sports. P-day was the day during the week that the 

missionaries spoke the most English because they wrote and received letters in English and they 

were with missionaries who did not know Spanish. Many of them commented that after speaking 
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Spanish for days it felt weird speaking English. Some of them said it was a relief to be able to 

speak English and others felt like it was cheating. Elder Johnson commented that being allowed 

to speak English felt great. He said, “At times I do feel we need to be able to switch back and 

take a break” (Personal communication, January 28, 2016). P-day allowed a break for the 

missionaries and an opportunity to speak their native language.  

The other Spanish language missionaries knew about the Hermanas’ goal and they 

encouraged them to speak Spanish. Hermana Francis wrote, “They even get after us for saying 

anything in English which is good for me” (Personal journal, January 25, 2016). She explained 

that it is difficult for her to use Spanish in front of groups of people because she is so self-

conscious and the outside encouragement really helped her. Hermana Francis wrote, “The other 

missionaries thought it was funny that we were trying to only speak Spanish to them” (Personal 

journal, January 25, 2016). Hermana Francis’s use of Spanish was odd because she was breaking 

the English-speaking norm. However, she viewed the experience as a success. She wrote, “The 

thing I like about it though is that because we are speaking Spanish it makes the other 

missionaries in our zone speak it too” (Personal journal, January 25, 2016). Even though 

spending the day going back and forth between English and Spanish was tiring, she took pride in 

the fact that she was being an example to the other Spanish language missionaries.  

The desire to speak Spanish with other missionaries in the zone was there, but the 

commitment was not. Hermana Hamilton wrote, “There is just no motivation or expectation to 

talk in Spanish with the other missionaries, so frankly it just doesn't happen” (Personal journal, 

January 25, 2016). This lack of motivation as a Spanish speaking zone was frustrating to her. She 

expressed that it would be infinitely easier if all the missionaries had had the same goal as her 

district had. The consistency of everyone striving to speak Spanish would have made it easier for 
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her to maintain her goal. She wrote, “Sometimes I would start talking to another missionary in 

Spanish and they would only respond in English. Honestly, it is just really difficult to carry on a 

conversation like that” (Personal journal, January 25, 2016). She wished that all the missionaries 

had been on board with trying to speak Spanish to each other. She felt that if they were all 

unified then they could all be better Spanish learners. The overall sentiment from the Spanish 

speaking missionaries is that they wish they spoke Spanish more frequently, but they do not do it 

because English is easier. However, the six missionaries in the study were able to maintain their 

goal when they were together. 

“I Really Do Like Doing Meetings in Spanish”: The Power of Comradery 

Towards the end of the 9:00 am to 9:00 pm week the six missionaries in the study met 

together for their weekly district meeting which functioned as a sort of professional 

development. Elder Wilson conducted the meeting as district leader and he spoke in Spanish the 

entire time. Many of the missionaries commented on how much they like having their meetings 

in Spanish. For example, Hermana Francis wrote, “I really do like doing meetings in Spanish 

especially since we're lucky enough to be in a Spanish zone” (Personal journal, January 27, 

2016). The two zone leader missionaries were present for the beginning of the district meeting, 

but left as it was starting to attend a different meeting. While they were not participants in this 

study, as zone leaders they are expected to be examples to the other missionaries. Elder Bauer 

explained to them in Spanish what their Spanish speaking goal for the week was. They 

responded in English praising Elder Bauer for his effort. The zone leaders continued to speak in 

English saying simple things that they could have easily said in Spanish. As zone leaders they 

were perpetuating the English speaking norm. Elder Wilson, however, as the leader of his district 

was being an example by speaking to his district exclusively in Spanish.  
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Each of the six missionaries had been asked to share a short training with the entire 

district. When Elder Wilson asked who wanted to go first Elder Bauer said, "Yo empiezo ahora 

porque... no tengo que... puedo... so I can get it over with" (Observation, January 27, 2016). He 

was trying very hard to speak Spanish, but when he reached a point in which he did not know the 

words he switched to English. He immediately went back to Spanish after saying that phrase in 

English. This happened throughout the meeting with Spanish working as the base language and 

the missionaries switching to English whenever there was a word or phrase that they could not 

express fully in Spanish. Even Elder Chamberlain who had been one of the strictest observers of 

the 9:00 am to 9:00 pm rule codeswitched. For example, he said, “tenemos que estar up for the 

challenge" (Observation, January 27, 2016). That was the only English he used the entire 

meeting. Hermana Hamilton was the only one of the six missionaries to not use any English 

during the district meeting.  

Hermana Francis switched to English much more frequently than the rest of the district 

did during their meeting. She wrote, “Today was hard. Sometimes at district meeting I have a 

hard time speaking all in Spanish because I struggle with sharing my feelings without getting 

impatient” (Personal journal, January 27, 2016). This impatience was manifested on a number of 

occasions. While she was giving her training she told a story about the importance of being good 

examples. She was speaking in Spanish and then switched to English to say, "Someone flagged 

us down and offered us water” (Observation, January 27, 2016), because she had no idea how to 

say that in Spanish. She was intent on becoming a better Spanish speaker and later asked a more 

advanced speaker how to say to flag someone down. However, during Hermana Hamilton’s 

training Hermana Francis offered a few comments. She started one comment in Spanish and then 

switched to English and then back to Spanish. The comment she made in English was fairly 
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simple and she would have been able to express the same idea in Spanish. However, she was 

anxious to get the thought out and just said it in English. While Hermana Francis threw in some 

English from time to time, Hermana Hamilton spoke Spanish for the entire meeting.  

Elder Johnson is the weakest Spanish speaker in the group, but he was still willing to 

participate and offered many comments during meeting. When it was his turn to give the training 

he had prepared he spoke mostly in Spanish with occasional, brief codeswitches when he did not 

know how to say a word or phrase in Spanish. He has not yet mastered the past tense so his 

entire presentation, even when he was telling a story, was told in present tense. At one point he 

was telling a story and from the context it was evident that the word he was trying to say was 

doubts, but he used the incorrect word temores. Understanding what he was trying to say, two 

Elders jumped in and said “dudas” so he would know the right word. Everyone knew that he was 

struggling and really wanted him to succeed.  

The comradery that existed in the group of six missionaries was strong. The shared goal  

of encouraging each other to speak Spanish was both difficult and contrary to their previous 

English speaking norm. The missionaries outside of the district, however, did little to help the 

missionaries succeed in their goal to speak Spanish all day. Even when they were aware of the 

goal to speak Spanish they often continued to speak to them in English which was frustrating to 

the missionaries in the study. In contrast, the missionaries within the district were committed to 

helping each other succeed by speaking Spanish to each other.  

“Oh, I Guess They’re Kind of Dedicated to This”: Dinner Appointments 

  Missionaries are with their companions all day, every day and they also spend a lot of 

time with other missionaries. However, their purpose is to serve people and teach them about 
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their beliefs which means that they spend a considerable amount of time with people who are not 

missionaries. This includes people they are teaching, potential investigators who they are 

meeting for the first time, service workers, and church members. Each day the missionaries are 

provided with dinner at the home of a member of the church which gives them many 

opportunities to converse with native Spanish speakers. These kinds of interactions allow the 

missionaries access to the Hispanic culture of Tucson that they cannot get from their companions 

who are not from Tucson and who typically are not native Spanish speakers.  

During the week of 9:00 am to 9:00 pm Spanish the six missionaries had dinner at 

Hermana Zenteno’s house three times. She was a member of the missionaries’ congregation, a 

native Spanish speaker, and taught Spanish at a nearby school. She was also fluent in English. 

The missionaries had dinner at her house frequently and they always spoke to her in English. At 

the beginning of the week the missionaries explained to her that they had a goal to speak Spanish 

for the entire week and asked if she would be willing to help by speaking to them in Spanish. At 

their first meal together that week she told them that she did not think they would be able to 

speak Spanish all week because they spoke English so frequently. She was doubtful of their 

commitment to the goal and spoke a lot of English with them even after they had asked her to 

help by speaking Spanish. At their second dinner with her that week Hermana Zenteno did a lot 

more codeswitching and spoke much more Spanish. At their third dinner she spoke to them 

entirely in Spanish and corrected them if they tried to use English. Throughout the week their 

linguistic behavior and commitment to use Spanish influenced her language choice as well.  

 Hermana Zenteno originally doubted the missionaries’ commitment to using Spanish 

throughout the day. When she saw how enthusiastic they were her attitude changed. Elder 

Wilson explained, “She saw us only speaking Spanish to each other so she’s like, ‘Oh, I guess 
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they’re kind of dedicated to this’” (Personal communication, January 2, 2016). Once she 

witnessed that they were serious about speaking Spanish she was completely on board and ready 

to assist them. However, it took some time for them to prove to her that they were really 

dedicated since an English-speaking precedent had existed for so long. Breaking the habit took a 

few days, but by the third meal Hermana Zenteno had gone from always speaking to them in 

English to not allowing them to use English. Elder Bauer shared a story during the final 

interview in which he was playing with Hermana Zenteno’s son and had made him cry. She 

asked what had happened and Elder Bauer told her in English that he had lifted the child up 

towards the ceiling which had frightened him. She told him he had to repeat what he had said in 

Spanish so he did. Once the missionaries were able to show how committed they were to 

speaking Spanish the members of the church were ready and willing to help them use it.  

 All six missionaries typically had dinner together at a church member’s house every day. 

Since the missionaries spoke to each other in English when they were together they also typically 

spoke English when they were in a church member’s home. While most families from the 

congregation were bilingual, many families had members of their household who did not speak 

English or who did not speak it well. However, the missionaries typically spoke to each other in 

English in these cases even though not everyone could participate in the conversation. 

Occasionally the six missionaries would mostly talk to each other at dinner appointments 

instead of interacting with their hosts. Speaking Spanish all week gave them the extra push they 

needed to talk to people that they had previously excluded. Hermana Francis commented, “They 

trust us a lot more if we actually try to get to know them rather than just talk amongst ourselves” 

(Personal communication, January 28, 2016). The goal to speak Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 

pm forced the missionaries out of their comfort zone and encouraged them to talk with church 
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members who did not speak English well. She wrote, “I also enjoyed having to only speak 

Spanish at our dinner appointment because our investigators were super excited when we told 

them we can only speak Spanish. One of them even gave us a bunch of suggestions to help us 

and they taught us a bunch of new vocab” (Personal journal, January 21, 2016). The missionaries 

immediately noticed the positive effects of this change in behavior.  

“I Presented Myself as a Spanish Learner”: Changing Language Use Norms 

 Throughout the week missionaries had to adjust their normal language use to comply 

with the 9:00 am to 9:00 pm rule. For example, Elder Wilson wrote, “One thing I've still found to 

be hard is breaking English speaking relationships and turning them into Spanish” (Personal 

journal, January 23, 2016). One example of this was with a new member of the church named 

Luis. Luis was born in Mexico, but has lived in Arizona for a number of years. Elder Wilson and 

Elder Bauer visited him frequently and they always spoke English to each other. They explained 

to him that they were trying to speak just Spanish for one week and Luis was happy to help and 

spoke to them almost exclusively in Spanish. However, a number of English phrases surfaced 

frequently. For example, as they were leaving his house he said in English, “Drive safe, guys” 

(Observation, January 22, 2016). Despite some English slipping in, both the missionaries and 

Luis completely switched to Spanish to comply with the 9:00 am to 9:00 pm rule. Luis was 

happy to help the missionaries achieve their Spanish speaking goal.  

 Hermana Hamilton and Hermana Francis had a similar encounter. One night they visited 

Israel who used to be a member of the church, and his girlfriend Ana. Israel was beginning to 

come to church again and the Hermanas were teaching Ana. They both speak English well, 

especially Israel and they had become accustomed to speaking English together. They had 

explained to Israel and Ana earlier that they had a goal to only speak Spanish for one week. 
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When they visited Israel and Ana later that week Israel initially greeted them in English as he 

usually did. He then said, “Oh yeah, I’m supposed to speak Spanish, right?” (Observation, 

January 25, 2016). For the rest of the meeting he spoke Spanish, but occasionally added in 

English words and phrases. When he did he always jokingly apologized for doing something he 

knew he was not supposed to do. Church members were eager to change their linguistic habits to 

assist the missionaries with their language learning goals.  

There were some instances, however, in which church members continued to use English 

even after being asked to use Spanish. This was particularly true at church where a large number 

of the attendees are bilingual. Hermana Hamilton wrote, “I noticed I was having a really hard 

time speaking Spanish to members who are used to speaking English with us. There are a few 

members who I asked specifically to talk to me in Spanish, but forgot about it a few sentences 

into the conversation” (Personal journal, January 24, 2016). Both she and the church members 

had trouble using Spanish. Hermana Francis wrote, “People just always speak back and forth to 

us in English and Spanish so I have a hard time not wanting to speak English to them when they 

speak English first” (Personal journal, January 24, 2016). Church is a hectic environment with 

the missionaries trying to greet everyone present and members chatting and interacting with each 

other. Unlike dinner conversations, the conversations that occur in church are often quick and to 

the point. Language choice is not as important as getting a message across.  

Despite some confusion and frustrations, Hermana Francis commented on the benefits of 

the language use goal. She wrote, “I especially like how we are now speaking in Spanish to those 

members who like to speak to us in English although they speak fluent Spanish. It's helping me 

get better at learning conversational speech in Spanish instead of just teaching the gospel during 

lessons” (Personal journal, January 22, 2016). She still used English frequently, but the goal to 
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speak Spanish stretched her to use it more than she previously had. Reflecting on her Spanish use 

on Sunday Hermana Francis wrote, “I especially love how we have to communicate with other 

missionaries in Spanish because it's helping me get better at communicating” (Personal journal, 

January 22, 2016). She immediately felt that increasing her Spanish use also increased her 

communicative abilities.  

Elder Bauer also saw how the goal to speak Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm compelled 

him to use the language in new situations. For example, one evening he and his companion got 

dinner at Panda Express in a largely Hispanic part of town. They had been speaking Spanish 

together for hours and Elder Bauer wanted to continue because it was not yet 9:00 pm. He 

explained to the cashier in Spanish that he was learning Spanish and asked if he could place his 

order in Spanish. He wrote, “I presented myself as a Spanish learner and the cashier said that was 

cool. She helped me learn some new words too” (Personal journal, January 23, 2016). Both he 

and the cashier speak English and had Elder Bauer not presented himself as a Spanish learner the 

interaction surely would have taken place in English. The goal to use Spanish inspired him to use 

the target language in an interaction that typically would have taken place in English. 

Summarizing his day, he wrote, “I guess today I learned or I guess strengthened my testimony 

that practice makes perfect when learning a language and mistakes will be made but ultimately 

you will progress through practice” (Personal journal, January 23, 2016). He discovered that he 

had more opportunities to practice than he previously had taken advantage of.  

The missionaries discovered throughout the week that if they presented themselves as 

language learners bilinguals were more likely to speak to them in Spanish. Explicitly asking for 

help was key to changing the English-speaking norms that had been established through previous 

interactions. However, this was often not enough. Other Spanish language missionaries 
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continued speaking to the missionaries in the study in English as well as children and youth. The 

people with whom the missionaries interacted were often happy to accommodate to their 

linguistic goals, but ultimately they also made the linguistic choices that felt most comfortable to 

them.  

Discussion 

Mormon missionaries in other parts of the world are able to speak almost exclusively in 

the target language with other native English speaking missionaries (Sherman, 2015). The 

missionaries in this study found that speaking Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm for one week 

was a challenge. Unlike the missionaries in Sherman’s study, the missionaries in Tucson had 

previously had no expectation of language use which made the switch to using more Spanish 

difficult. However, this study showed that when the expectation to speak Spanish for 12 hours 

per day was presented they were able to do so with a large measure of success. As Duff (2007) 

explains, novices gain legitimacy in a community by following the group’s norms. One of their 

principal successes was speaking Spanish with their companions and other members of the 

district. They had made a collective goal which they were all committed to maintain. Their little 

group of six missionaries functioned as a micro-community in which speaking Spanish became a 

requirement for legitimate membership. Despite this pledge to speak Spanish together, linguistic 

gaps required the use of English and codeswitching from time to time. Gafaranga (2005) 

demonstrated that language choices are often based on linguistic ability. This was true for the 

missionaries in this study. However, their desire to achieve their group goal inspired them to use 

Spanish even when it was taxing and to learn new words and phrases in order to communicate 

more fully in the target language.  
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The most difficult part for the missionaries in the study was speaking with other Spanish 

language missionaries who were not part of the study. These missionaries had not made the same 

commitment to speak Spanish all week and therefore felt no obligation to do so, even when they 

openly expressed that speaking more Spanish would be a great idea. An English-speaking 

precedence had existed for so long in the Spanish language missionary community that it was 

difficult to break. Even some missionaries in the study reverted back to the English-speaking 

norm. An English-speaking norm had become so entrenched among the Spanish language 

missionaries they felt like they did not belong if they were speaking Spanish. This builds on the 

work of Fuller (2007) who described how language choice was used a categorization device. For 

the missionaries in the study, speaking Spanish was part of being a good missionary and they 

strove to speak it even when other missionaries responded in Spanish. Nevertheless, this desire to 

be categorized as an obedient missionary was sometimes superseded by the ease of English and 

the English-speaking norm that existed among the missionaries. 

Torras and Gafaranga (2002) explain that language preference is not set in stone, but is a 

series of negotiated claims. The missionaries in the study explained their goal to the other 

missionaries and some of them were willing to participate while others continued speaking 

English as they had before. Some missionaries were disposed to shift their habits to speaking 

Spanish while others were not. The lack of linguistic support was especially frustrating to 

Hermana Hamilton who was very committed to speaking Spanish and could not understand why 

the other Spanish language missionaries would not speak Spanish to them. She wished that as a 

community the entire zone had had the same goal. For this to happen, expert missionaries would 

need to begin speaking Spanish and pass on this norm to novice missionaries. While some 
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missionaries outside the district did speak more Spanish with the missionaries in the district, for 

the majority of them it was simply easier to continue speaking English like they had before.  

Ochs (2002) explains that language socialization is about becoming a member of a 

community. This study shows that Spanish use became a unifying force for the six members of 

the district in this study, but it created confusion and frustration in the larger missionary 

community. Álvarez, Beaven, and Garrido (2008) build on this premise stating that language 

socialization involves conscious steps to participating in the target community. This study shows 

that the missionaries were successful in recruiting native Spanish speakers to help them with 

their temporary 9:00 am to 9:00 pm rule. Some were skeptical at first, but once they explained 

the goal and what they were trying to accomplish, most people were happy to participate. For 

example, when Elder Bauer presented himself as a Spanish language learner to a bilingual 

cashier who readily agreed to speak with him in Spanish.  

Wang (2010) discusses how simply being exposed to the target language is not sufficient 

for study abroad students, but that they need interactions with sympathetic native speakers who 

are willing to assist them. This also proved to be true in the bilingual areas of Tucson where the 

missionaries often had to explicitly ask to converse in Spanish. This was true of dinner 

appointments. Blum-Kulka (2008) explains that meal times are optimal opportunities for 

language learners to practice the target language. However, the missionaries were not taking 

advantage of these occasions and typically spoke with their hosts in English. During the study 

the missionaries not only had to ask one of their hosts to speak to them in Spanish, but they had 

to demonstrate their commitment to her before she joined in. The Elders and Hermanas in the 

district found that by presenting themselves as Spanish language learners they were able to 

persuade people to speak to them in Spanish. When missionaries performed the role of Spanish 
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speaker, native Spanish speakers were willing to adjust their linguistic choices in order to help 

the missionaries improve their Spanish abilities (Bell & Gibson, 2011).  

Limitations 

 Only six missionaries participated in this study which is a very small sample size. A 

broader view of the impact of a language use rule could be attained if this study had included 

more participants. In addition to the sample size, aside from the interviews, no data was collected 

prior to or after the week of 9:00 am to 9:00 pm Spanish. Observations before and after the week 

of the temporary rule could have provided a more complete vision of the missionaries’ language 

use and how the rule affect them. Also, apart from my observations no data was collected from 

people outside of the district. Asking other missionaries and native Spanish speakers how they 

felt about the participants’ increased use of Spanish could have afforded a better assessment of 

the benefits and implications of a 9:00 am to 9:00 pm Spanish rule.  

Implications 

 The missionaries who participated in this study were able to dramatically increase the 

amount of Spanish they spoke inspired by a common goal and mutual accountability. It is my 

belief that if there were a mission wide language rule requiring the use of Spanish throughout the 

day that missionaries throughout the mission would increase their use of the target language. 

Since there is currently no rule regulating the use of Spanish, the missionaries default to using 

English as it is the easier option. Having the missionaries pledge to use Spanish could reshape 

the linguistic culture of the mission and create a Spanish use norm. The missionaries do not 

appear to be dedicated enough to make this change on their own meaning that any long-lasting 

change would need to come as a directive from church authorities.  
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 Missionaries dress in business attire and only use formal pronouns in Spanish. This 

positions them as outsiders from the Spanish speaking community. While it is unlikely that the 

missionary dress code will change, allowing missionaries to use informal pronouns in culturally 

appropriate ways would allow them greater access to the target culture. In addition, permitting 

missionaries to consume some forms of media in the target language would not only assist them 

in their language studies, but would also afford them the opportunity to better understand the 

culture of the individuals whom they are serving. These media could include newspapers and 

books from the target culture. Because of their phenotype, dress, and accents, the missionaries 

will continue to be seen as outsiders by the Spanish speaking community. The more they can do 

to minimize that distance and form part of the community, the more they will be able to gain 

access to the hearts of the people they serve.  

Conclusion 

Four of the six missionaries who participated in the study were interviewed six months 

after the study ended. They all reported that after the week of 9:00 am to 9:00 pm Spanish they 

were eager to continue speaking Spanish together, but they quickly reverted back to the linguistic 

choices they had made before the study. These missionaries had been able to dramatically alter 

their language choices and had experienced increased levels of confidence as they increased the 

amount of Spanish they spoke. However, once the obligation to speak Spanish was over they 

returned to their habits of speaking English. The district’s micro-community was not established 

and autonomous enough to maintain its own separate language use norms. Once the week was 

over all the missionaries reverted back to the norms established by the larger Spanish language 

missionary community. The only way to change their language use practices would be to change 

the norms of the entire community. It is my opinion that if a language use rule were instituted for 



 99 

all Spanish language missionaries in the Arizona Tucson Mission that that would provide 

sufficient motivation for missionaries to significantly increase the amount of Spanish 

missionaries speak with each other and with native Spanish speakers.  
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Chapter 4: Navigating Language Choice in the Mormon Mission Context 
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Abstract 

This article explores the linguistic practices of four Mormon missionaries assigned to 

work with the Spanish speaking population of southern Arizona during one week of their 

missionary service. Data on the missionaries’ language use was collected through interviews, 

daily reflective journals, and participant observations. Some missionaries reported feeling 

uncertain of which language to use when addressing a potential Spanish-English bilingual for the 

first time. The missionaries related that they often addressed someone in a language that was not 

their preferred language. They frequently made linguistic choices based on their interlocutor’s 

phenotype or spoke to the person in the language that they overheard them using. They also 

regularly asked their interlocutor which language they preferred to speak. However, Spanish-

English bilinguals repeatedly rejected the missionaries’ invitations to speak Spanish and replied 

to them in English. The missionaries presumed that this happened because they are white and do 

not look like Spanish speakers. They also spoke to other language learning missionaries in 

English simply because it was easier to communicate in Spanish even though they regularly set 

goals to increase their use of Spanish. While the missionaries were interested in improving their 

Spanish abilities, they were more invested in making their interlocutors feel comfortable and 

they were happy to speak whichever language was easiest for them.  
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Introduction 

Each year thousands of young Mormon men and women leave their homes to serve as 

missionaries. They spend 18 to 24 months in a location assigned to them by a religious leader at 

church headquarters. Prospective missionaries have no say in where they will be sent. While 

many missionaries are sent to foreign countries, others are increasingly being assigned to work 

with immigrant populations within the United States and are instructed to learn a foreign 

language as part of their missionary service. This is the case for Spanish language learning 

missionaries who are assigned to labor in the Arizona Tucson Mission of the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints which covers southern Arizona and parts of New Mexico. The 

majority of missionaries placed in southern Arizona are native English speakers who know little 

to no Spanish prior to their missions. Their only language training consists of a six-week 

intensive course in Spanish at a Missionary Training Center in either Provo, Utah or Mexico 

City, Mexico. As a consequence, many of them arrive in Tucson with a low level of Spanish 

proficiency.  

Around 80% of Latino/as in Tucson can communicate well in English or Spanish 

(Jaramillo, 1995). Since the Mormon missionaries in Tucson are interested in converting people 

to the Mormon faith, they need to quickly ascertain which language to speak when meeting 

people for the first time. One missionary explained, “The more I get to know them the more I can 

see what their preference is so I’ll switch to either language according to what they prefer” (H. 

Hamilton, personal communication, January 21, 2016).  Missionaries strive to accommodate the 

language preferences of the people with whom they converse, however, they are language 

learners themselves and want to improve their Spanish abilities so that they can effectively 

communicate with monolinguals. This tension represents the common linguistic conundrum 
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experienced by language learners in any new setting; should the learners insist on engaging in 

the language they are still acquiring in order to improve their proficiency? Or do they defer to the 

language preference of bilingual individuals? This circumstance is further complicated by the 

language choices of Latino interlocutors, who often wish to accommodate the missionaries by 

speaking to them in English. When Latino bilinguals interact with white English speakers in 

pressed shirts and ties, their first reaction is address them in English. 

This paper considers two questions: What factors influence the language missionaries 

choose to use? How do their interlocutors respond to missionaries’ language choices? This paper 

will focus on the experiences of four missionaries during one week of their missions and how 

they and their bilingual interlocutors navigate language choice. It will show that the missionaries 

regularly based their language choice on their interlocutor’s phenotype. However, they preferred 

to address their interlocutor in whichever language they overheard him or her speaking. In fact, 

Spanish-English bilinguals would often do the same thing and speak to the missionaries in 

Spanish if they overheard them speaking Spanish first. Nevertheless, the missionaries’ phenotype 

and professional appearance led many native speakers to respond to them in English even when 

they had been addressed in Spanish. The Spanish language missionaries had developed an 

English-speaking culture and rarely spoke Spanish when they interacted. While the missionaries 

were concerned with practicing Spanish and improving their abilities, their main concern was to 

speak the language that was most comfortable for their interlocutors. This paper is part of a 

larger study that explores the language socialization practices and paradoxes of Mormon 

missionaries whose religious work takes them to the largely Mexican origin barrios of Tucson, 

Arizona. 
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Theoretical Framework 

This paper uses language socialization as its theoretical framework. This model posits 

that language learners learn the norms, values, practices, and competencies of a community from 

experts (Lave, 1991; Wenger, 2000). Duff (2007), one of the leading scholars in the area of 

second language socialization defines it as “the process by which novices or newcomers in a 

community or culture gain communicative competence, membership, and legitimacy in the 

group" (p. 310). Li (2008), a colleague of Duff, explains how this process works. She writes, "By 

observing and interacting with more expert members in language practices, novices develop an 

understanding of sociocultural phenomena and become competent members of a community" (p. 

72). Observations and interactions with expert members of the community are crucial for novice 

members to develop competency.  

Mormon missionaries are socialized into two culturally distinct communities, first, the 

local Spanish speaking community and, second, the local mission community. Upon arrival in 

the mission site, all young missionaries are assigned a more experienced “companion” with 

whom they must remain at all times, literally, 24 hours a day for many weeks. Companions attain 

either senior or junior status depending on their experience in the mission site. That is, a 

missionary who has served the longest is typically assigned the role of senior companion while 

the less experienced missionary is designated a junior companion. New missionaries are assigned 

a senior companion who is also their “trainer.” Trainers are tasked with helping new missionaries 

develop their language skills and helping them to become effective missionaries. Most trainers 

are not native Spanish speakers, but they function as experts because they have had more 

experience and exposure to the Spanish language than the trainees (Duff, 2012).  
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Ochs and Schieffelin (2012) argue that “language socialization is best viewed as an 

interactional rather than unidirectional process" (p. 5). This means that experts and novices affect 

and shape each other throughout the socialization process. Language socialization is a two-way 

process between experts and novices (Eckert & Wenger, 2005).  Paradoxically, this process is 

limited for missionaries because there are rules that keep them from getting too close to the 

target community. This is done so that new converts join the church because they are committed 

to the religion and not simply because they are friends with the missionaries. In addition, the 

missionaries rarely spend more than six months in an area which encourages converts to 

integrate into the local church community instead of relying solely on the missionaries. The rules 

include a curfew, a restriction on the amount of time missionaries can remain in a home, and a 

requirement to use the formal pronoun Usted at all times. For these reasons missionaries 

typically participate as peripheral members of the Latino/a community (Handley et al. 2006; 

Morita, 2004). 

 Second language socialization “is part of a much larger process of becoming a person in 

society” (Ochs, 2002, p. 106). This happens for missionaries as they participate in the 

communities to which they belong or are seeking to enter. Ochs and Schieffelin (2012) explain 

that “even the seemingly simplest interactional routine (e.g., the beginning of a phone call) is far 

from automatic but instead a skillful interactional achievement” (p. 5). Missionaries become 

members of the community as they engage in these interactional routines which require both 

linguistic and cultural knowledge. As Álvarez, Beaven, and Garrido (2008) write, “language 

learning is not about trying to sound like a native speaker but rather about taking conscious steps 

to communicate efficiently in intercultural situations” (p. 181). Missionaries interact with 
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Spanish speakers on the street, in stores, at their doors, and in their homes. Their companions and 

interlocutors alike guide them into what an appropriate exchange looks like.  

 For language socialization to take place experts must be willing to assist novices. Wenger 

and Synder (2000) explain that “effective learning depends on the availability of peers and their 

willingness to act as mentors and coaches” (p. 142). This means that expert Spanish speakers 

must be willing to speak Spanish with the missionaries. Wang (2010) looked into the process of 

second language socialization that happens during study abroad programs. Wang found that 

language socialization did not occur simply because a student was in proximal contact with the 

target language. He argues that they “need to have regular and substantive interactions with 

native speakers, particularly those who can speak and write properly in the TL and are willing to 

play the role of supportive interlocutor in the process of SLA” (p. 51). Missionaries resemble 

study abroad students in that they are exposed to the target language. Their experiences are also 

similar to students in the United States in service learning environments. Lear and Abbott (2009) 

found that these students were not only socialized into the target language, they were also 

socialized into the professional environment where they were volunteering. Missionaries must 

learn how to fulfill their missionary duties as well as learn with whom to speak either English or 

Spanish.   

Initial encounters are particularly delicate because missionaries have few clues as to 

which language their interlocutor prefers. Often linguistic identity is ascribed to a person solely 

based on her race or phenotype (Bailey, 2000). Nonnative speakers, such as White missionaries 

speaking Spanish in the United States, can provoke negative responses from native speakers. As 

Callahan (2004) explains, “Inasmuch as the minority language functions as an identity symbol of 

an exclusive resource and symbol of group membership for its native speakers, its use by out-
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group members may be considered a form of usurpation” (p. 12). Thus, Spanish-English 

bilinguals can reject a missionary’s choice to use Spanish or they may accommodate it. 

Gafaranga (2005) maintains that “language preference itself is a membership categorisation 

device” (p. 193-4). Thus, native speakers who allow a missionary to communicate with them in 

Spanish in effect, allows them to occupy the category of Spanish speaker. Language choice 

permits speakers to assign themselves to certain categories and they in turn are assigned to 

categories by their interlocutors who either accept or reject their language choice (Bell & 

Gibson, 2011; Niño-Murcia & Rothman, 2008).  

Linguistic choices can be made with the interlocutor in mind. For example, Alfaraz 

(2009) describes the languages choices made by a priest conducting a bilingual mass:  “In the 

preparation, the priest’s choices are guided by the cultural, linguistic, and spiritual needs of the 

parishioners, and they may be limited by available resources” (p. 420). Linguistic choices can 

also reflect how the speaker wants to be perceived. Fuller (2007) describes two bilingual girls 

who always spoke English at school because to them speaking English was part of being a good 

student. Romaine (2012) suggests that “the prestige of one language over another is a function of 

the perceived power of those who speak it” (p. 454). Only about one third of the missionaries 

assigned to southern Arizona are asked to serve as bilingual missionaries with the other two 

thirds working with the English-speaking population. This designation sometimes makes them 

feel more important than their monolingual missionary peers. For missionaries, speaking Spanish 

can be viewed as faithfully fulfilling their duties as missionaries.  

Missionaries are anxious to accommodate the language choice of the people they meet 

because they, like salespeople, are trying to quickly build a rapport so that they will be able to 

teach their new acquaintance about the Mormon faith. Solon (2013) observed the linguistic 
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choices of bilingual vendors in Mexico. The vendors tried to rapidly ascertain the customer’s 

language preference. To do this they regularly greeted shoppers in both languages to see how 

they would respond. Many exchanges involved codeswitching as a medium of communication 

was established. Similarly, Callahan (2006) observed how service workers in a bilingual area of 

New York City accommodated their clients’ language choice by addressing younger clients and 

phenotypically White clients in English first. Typically, this accommodation is not an accident, 

“Spanish in the U.S. is not neutral. Spanish may be used by ingroup members between 

themselves and to address others they categorize as Spanish-speakers” (Callahan, 2006, p. 47). 

Using English first was seen as the safer option. In a previous study, Callahan (2005) 

interviewed a number of bilingual service workers about their linguistic choices with clients. She 

writes, “Assumptions about linguistic competence – similar to assumptions about ethnicity – are 

often based on appearance” (p. 280). In the United States, English is the unmarked variety and 

has less potential for causing discomfort, but in Callahan’s study, service workers would still 

address customers in Spanish who they perceived to be Spanish speakers.  

Van Vaerenburgh and Holmqvist (2013) reported on tipping behaviors in bilingual 

regions of Europe. They found that “customers expect service providers to display tact by 

serving them in their native language; that is, to minimize the cost and maximize the benefit to 

the customer” (p. 1278). Some customers perceived a lower quality of service when their server 

did not accommodate their language choice. Overall, they were more likely to tip and perceived 

better service when their server accommodated their language preference. Álvarez, Beaven, and 

Garrido (2008) explain that “linguistic inaccuracy can be easily forgiven, but intercultural 

incompetence has more adverse effects in the communication process among speakers of a 

different language” (p. 192). Thus, knowing when and how to use the target language is more 
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important than speaking it perfectly.  Mormon missionaries who are learning Spanish are 

language learners who are eager to master their second language and practice it. However, they 

are also anxious to communicate effectively and efficiently in the language that is preferred by 

their interlocutors.  

Participants 

 Four missionaries participated in this study, including one set of male missionaries 

(Elders) and one set of female missionaries (Hermanas/Sisters). Each participant was either 19 or 

20 years old, and a native English speaker. All four were learning Spanish as part of their 

missionary service, and expressed some degree of apprehension when they learned that they 

would be learning Spanish. A few of them felt that learning Spanish in the United States would 

be particularly difficult since they would not be fully immersed in the target language. However, 

they were eager to improve their linguistic abilities and become more proficient Spanish 

speakers. The four of them were part of an administrative unit known as a “district” with Elder 

Wilson functioning as district leader. As district leader Elder Wilson led weekly meetings and 

collected reports from the other missionaries. All four missionaries knew each other well before 

the study and had interacted regularly as part of their missionary service.  

 Companionship role Time on 

mission 

Previous Spanish experience 

Elder Wilson Senior companion / 

District Leader 

15 months Two years in high school 

Elder Bauer Junior companion 6 months One quarter in middle school 

Hermana 

Hamilton 

Senior Companion 13 months ½ semester in middle school, 

studied French in high school 

Hermana 

Francis 

Junior Companion 7 months None, studied French in high 

school 
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My Positionality  

I served a Mormon mission in Chihuahua, Mexico in the mid-2000s which is where I 

learned to speak Spanish. During my mission, I served in leadership positions including senior 

companion, trainer, district leader, and zone leader. I also taught Spanish courses for three years 

at the Missionary Training Center in Provo, Utah. The missionaries are aware of this and they 

also know that I taught Spanish at the University of Arizona. They viewed me as someone who 

was an expert at language learning and also an expert missionary. I was acquainted with all of 

the missionaries because I attended the same congregation or I had met them after speaking at 

two missionary conferences about language learning. Thus, I was perceived as an expert in 

language learning and missionary work.  

Methods 

 The data for this study were collected during January 2016. The four missionaries 

involved had agreed to significantly increase the amount of Spanish they spoke with each other 

and with Spanish-English bilinguals for an entire week. Prior to this week the four missionaries 

were interviewed with their companions regarding their linguistic history, their daily Spanish 

usage, their language goals, and difficulties they faced as language learners in the United States. 

The interviews allowed the missionaries to discuss in their own words what influences their 

language choices and how they choose which language to speak. At the end of the week I held a 

focus group with the missionaries in which we covered many of the same topics. This allowed 

the missionaries to reflect on the past week, their linguistic choices, and to discuss their 

accomplishments and struggles. The interviews and the focus group interaction were recorded, 

transcribed, and coded for relevant themes.  
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During this particular week the missionaries also kept daily journals in which they 

reflected on their Spanish use throughout the day. The missionaries were asked to write about 

their language use, who they spoke to, what led to their language choice, and any successes or 

failures during the day. The journals provided another source of data, and they were also 

transcribed. During the week, I accompanied the missionaries as they performed their missionary 

duties. I spent a total of six hours observing and working with each of the companionships 

spending three hours with each companionship during the first three days and another three hours 

during the last three days. These participant observations allowed me to witness their interactions 

with each other and with others. I kept careful notes of my observations taking careful notes of 

important interactions and language choices that the missionaries and their interlocutors made.  

Missionaries regularly have a member of the church accompany them when they teach 

lessons so my presence was not out of the ordinary. However, the missionaries knew that I was 

observing their language use so I undoubtedly affected their language choices. This is why it is 

important that I also collected information from their personal journals. I found that their 

journals were much more candid than the interviews or the focus group as the missionaries were 

able to express themselves without their companion listening. The journals allowed the 

missionaries the opportunity to openly express their shortcomings and frustrations in a way that 

they were not able to do when others were present.  

“We Spoke the Wrong Language to the Wrong Person”: Initial Encounters 

 Mormon missionaries regularly proselytize by greeting people on the street or knocking 

on their doors at home. Senior companions perform the role of linguistic experts in these 

exchanges as they guide their junior companions to know which language to use. Native Spanish 

speakers also act as experts to experienced and inexperienced missionaries since both 
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missionaries are language learners. In initial encounters the missionaries have few clues to allow 

them to quickly decide which language they will use. When they are in areas where Spanish is 

typically spoken, they will often greet everyone in Spanish first, especially if they are 

phenotypically Latino/a. However, there are frequent missteps. Hermana Francis lamented in her 

journal, “There were several times when we spoke the wrong language to the wrong person…” 

(Personal journal, January 23, 2016). For her, after the initial engagement, it often took a little 

time to establish the best language for communicating.   

  Hermana Hamilton and her companion Hermana Francis knocked on doors in a trailer 

park, encountering both English and Spanish speakers. After having spoken English with 

individuals at the last three homes, they approached a fourth.  Hermana Francis recalled what 

happened, “We knocked [on the door, which was answered by a man] named Brian who looked 

really white, but he actually spoke Spanish and was speaking it to his nephew who also looked 

white” (Personal journal, January 23, 2016). Since Brian was phenotypically white the Hermanas 

spoke to him in English. He appeared to speak English well, but when they asked him which 

church he attended he fumbled and finally said, "I don't know how to say it in English" 

(Observation, January 23, 2016). Hermana Hamilton immediately switched to Spanish to explain 

that they were Spanish speaking missionaries and could teach him in Spanish. She asked him if 

he preferred English or Spanish and he said he was fine with either. However, since he had 

demonstrated that he did not know certain religious words in English they both switched to 

Spanish for the rest of the conversation. In this exchange the Hermanas incorrectly assessed 

Brian’s linguistic abilities. Even after he stated that he was fine with either language, Hermana 

Hamilton, as senior companion, decided to switch to Spanish after Brian demonstrated that he 
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did not know certain religious words in English. He then then followed her lead and spoke 

Spanish as well.  

 Elder Wilson and Elder Bauer also struggled to decide which language to use when 

meeting a new person. Elder Wilson was more committed to speaking Spanish than Elder Bauer 

was when meeting new people at their doors. Many of their interactions took place exclusively in 

Spanish, but also involved actively negotiating which language to use. For example, an older 

Latina named Juanita opened the door and upon seeing a pair of blond missionaries on her porch, 

greeted them in English. The Elders responded by greeting her in Spanish and asking how she 

was doing. She switched to Spanish right away and the rest of the conversation took place in 

Spanish. At another home, the Elders spoke to the woman who opened the door and asked in 

unison, “Cómo está?” (Observation, January 23, 2016). She responded in English so Elder Bauer 

instantly switched to English, but Elder Wilson continued speaking Spanish. Realizing the 

confusion that this might cause, Elder Wilson finally just asked her which language she 

preferred. She replied that she preferred both, so Elder Wilson continued speaking Spanish and 

Elder Bauer followed his companion’s lead. The missionaries were ready to speak exclusively 

Spanish 100% of the time, but they were more interested in using the preferred language for their 

interlocutor. However, after stating that they were comfortable with both languages, the 

bilinguals they encountered often accommodated the missionaries’ use of Spanish.  

“This needs to happen right now”: The Convenience of English 

 When interacting with native Spanish speakers the missionaries tried to establish Spanish 

as the main language of communication. This was easily done with Spanish speakers who spoke 

little to no English, but more difficult with bilinguals who were tempted to speak English. 

Consequently, the missionaries occasionally used English because of its convenience. Speaking 



 114 

in English allowed the missionaries to quickly convey information to each other or to Spanish-

English bilinguals. While speaking Spanish as much as possible was the missionaries’ goal, 

English was often used because of its convenience.   

 Elder Wilson and Elder Bauer met Manuela while proselytizing in a trailer park in south 

Tucson. The missionaries introduced themselves to her on the porch and offered to share a brief 

message. She readily accepted and let them into her home. Manuela was from Mexico and only 

spoke Spanish, but her two grandsons with her were bilingual. Diego was 10 and Jesus a few 

years older. After sitting down, the missionaries pulled out an iPad to show them a video. Elder 

Wilson asked Elder Bauer, “Tienes el video?” and Elder Bauer responded, “Cuál video?” Elder 

Wilson replied quietly in English, “The good one” (Observation, January 22, 2016). Up to this 

point the missionaries had spoken entirely in Spanish to Manuela’s family and to each other. The 

brief switch into English by Elder Wilson allowed him to quickly convey information to Elder 

Bauer while also hiding the exchange from Manuela and therefore avoiding appearing 

unorganized. Also, Elder Wilson evidently had not yet deciphered how to describe the video to 

Elder Bauer since his description in English was quite imprecise. The switch likely occurred 

because he had yet to figure out how to describe the video and the extra mental step of describing 

it in Spanish seemed too taxing in the moment. After that brief switch the rest of the conversation 

occurred in Spanish. 

 As the missionaries were preparing to leave they made a return appointment with 

Manuela and her grandsons. They asked for the family’s last name so they could write the 

appointment in their planners. The grandsons had an uncommon last name so Elder Wilson 

asked how to spell it. Manuela started telling him how to spell it in Spanish, but Elder Wilson 

repeatedly got lost and asked her to repeat herself. After this happened a few times Jesus jumped 
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in and spelled it for him in English. Jesus had only spoken Spanish up to this point and his switch 

to English appeared to be a matter of convenience. He could tell that Elder Wilson did not 

understand what was being said in Spanish so he switched to English to make sure that Elder 

Wilson could understand. Having never met missionaries before, Jesus followed the 

missionaries’ lead when they entered the house speaking Spanish. They were older than him, 

well-dressed, and had a commanding appearance. He yielded to their language choice until 

speaking Spanish became ineffective. Switching to English allowed Jesus to rapidly 

communicate information to Elder Wilson that he had unsuccessfully tried to communicate in 

Spanish.   

 The missionaries often used English as a way to quickly pass information between each 

other. Elder Wilson explained his thought process, “This needs to happen right now” (Personal 

communication, January 28, 2016). The Hermanas also explained that at times they spoke to a 

Spanish-English bilingual in Spanish, they would switch to English if they needed to talk about 

something urgent or important. Even bilinguals whom the missionaries were teaching used 

English as a way to expedite the flow of information when the main language of communication 

was Spanish. In these instances, English became a tool to communicate more effectively.  

“They Overheard Us Talk”: Reactions to Missionaries’ Language Use 

 Elder Wilson and Elder Bauer were walking through a trailer park to meet with a young 

woman named María. As they walked to her trailer two men were chatting nearby in Spanish. 

Both missionaries greeted them by saying, “Buenas noches,” and Elder Wilson added, “Cómo 

están?” One of the men responded in English, “Pretty good. And yourselves?” (Observation, 

January 22, 2016). Even though the men had been speaking Spanish to each other and the Elders 

had greeted them in Spanish, one of the men chose to respond in English. The missionaries 
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respected his linguistic decision and had a brief conversation with them in English. As the native 

Spanish speaker he fulfilled the role of expert and as language learners the missionaries followed 

his lead.  

When María answered the door, the missionaries greeted her in Spanish and had a brief 

conversation in the doorway exclusively in Spanish. Unlike the men who were standing nearby, 

Maria responded to the missionaries’ Spanish greeting by accommodating their language choice. 

As the missionaries left María’s house they again passed by the two men who were chatting 

outside. Elder Bauer wrote about the experience, “One cool thing I saw was when we were 

looking [María] we saw two guys who talked to us in English but they overheard us talk to [her] 

in Spanish. When we passed by them again they talked to us in Spanish and were more nice to 

us” (Personal journal, January 22, 2016). Initially, the men had passed on the missionaries’ 

invitation to speak Spanish, but after witnessing them speak in Spanish they accommodated to 

their linguistic choice and spoke to them in Spanish. Not only that, but Elder Bauer perceived 

that they were treated better by these two men once they knew that the missionaries really could 

speak Spanish.   

 “We’re Obviously Not Hispanic”: Using Both Languages 

 The missionaries regularly had trouble establishing a language of communication when 

they met with bilinguals for the first time. Elder Bauer explained how he decided which language 

to use, “Whatever they come to us with we use” (Personal journal, January 21, 2016). He did not 

try to force a language on anyone and was happy to accommodate their language choice. 

Hermana Hamilton had a similar approach. She explained, “The more I get to know them the 

more I can see what their preference is so I’ll switch to either language according to what they 

prefer” (Personal communication, January 21, 2016). Both of them tried to follow the linguistic 
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lead of their interlocutors. They were trying to connect with people and establish a relationship 

of trust and part of that included speaking the other person’s preferred language. However, 

language choice became more difficult when their interlocutors would switch back and forth 

between both languages.  

Spanish-English bilinguals would regularly address the missionaries in English even after 

they knew that they were proficient in Spanish. Hermana Francis felt that this happened because 

she and other missionaries were not Latino/a. She wrote, “People come up to us and speak in 

English because we’re obviously not Hispanic” (Personal communication, January 21, 2016). 

Since they were not Latino/a they did not fit the Spanish speaking mold. This was hard for the 

missionaries, especially when they were trying to practice their Spanish. Hermana Hamilton felt 

particularly bad when she would speak Spanish and others would just respond in English. She 

felt that it was a reflection of how well she spoke the language. As a language learner she was 

seeking to use her interlocutors’ language, but as native speakers they could either accept or 

reject her Spanish usage. Responding to her invitation to speak Spanish by replying in English 

felt like a rejection to her.  

When Elder Wilson spoke to Spanish-English bilinguals in Spanish and they would 

respond in English he did not always view it as a reflection of his Spanish abilities. He did, 

however, find it frustrating. He explained, “Because a lot of these people I know speak better 

Spanish than English, but are trying to accommodate us by speaking English” (Personal journal, 

January 27, 2016). It was annoying when people would fail to accommodate to his choice of 

Spanish, especially when he knew they were better at speaking Spanish than English. However, 

he grants them a pardon with the understanding that his interlocutors know that he is a native 

English speaker. Speaking to him in English was less a rejection of his Spanish abilities, and 
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more a favor because they expected him to speak English. In these instances the distinction 

between experts and novices becomes blurred because the native Spanish speakers are trying to 

accommodate the missionaries’ native language, but the missionaries perceive that Spanish 

would be a more effective language of communication. Both parties are trying to help the other.  

This happened when a bilingual church member named Rafael accompanied Elder 

Wilson and Elder Bauer on a few of their visits. Rafael spoke better Spanish than English and 

really wanted to help the missionaries. Elder Wilson wrote that “he helped us out by trying to 

speak with us in Spanish, but when we didn't understand him he would switch to English, and 

then stay talking in English…” (Personal journal, January 25, 2016). Elder Wilson did not want 

Rafael to just speak to them in English because if felt like they were admitting defeat. So he and 

Elder Bauer continued speaking to him in Spanish. Rafael did not fully accommodate to their 

choice to use Spanish and Elder Wilson said that “it turned out to be more Spanglish…” 

(Personal journal, January 25, 2016). In this exchange the missionaries functioned as expert 

English speakers and Rafael as the expert Spanish speaker. No one in the exchange was willing 

to communicate exclusively in their native language and so they settled on a hybrid of both 

languages.  

Hermana Francis expressed that as more time passed she felt less and less comfortable 

speaking Spanish in initial encounters. She wrote, “I think it's because I feel less awkward 

starting out in English because people expect me to speak English” (Personal journal, January 

26, 2016). A white woman speaking Spanish in Tucson trailer parks was something out of the 

ordinary and it was simpler for her to speak English which is what people expected of her. 

However, since she and Hermana Hamilton were attempting to use Spanish many people 

partially accommodated their choice. She wrote, “People just always speak back and forth to us 
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in English and Spanish so I have a hard time not wanting to speak English to them when they 

speak English first. But we had to switch back and forth between the two all day” (Personal 

journal, January 24, 2016). She found switching back and forth to be tiring and confusing. She 

was happy to speak Spanish and thrilled to speak English, but when people kept switching back 

and forth she was unsure of what to do.  

 “I Kept Switching Back and Forth”: Navigating Language Choice with other Missionaries 

Preparation day, or P-day, is the one day a week that missionaries take a break from their 

missionary duties. On P-day they go shopping, do their laundry, write letters home, and play 

sports with other missionaries. The Hermanas struggled with language choice on P-day. 

Hermana Hamilton wrote, “Today was really hard” (Personal journal, January 25, 2016). 

Hermana Francis agreed, “P-day is really hard!” (Personal journal, January 25, 2016). They 

spent a lot of the day speaking English because they were with English speaking missionaries. 

Hermana Hamilton wrote, “I noticed that it was also very difficult to talk to Spanish speaking 

missionaries in Spanish, though. I think we are all just too used to talking to each other in 

English” (Personal journal, January 25, 2016). Through multiple, repeated interactions the 

Spanish speaking missionaries had established English as the language of communication with 

each other. This was a difficult habit for the missionaries to break. Hermana Francis related the 

following experience from P-day, “Then later we ran into some other sister missionaries at 

Walmart and it was strange speaking to them in Spanish rather than English” (Personal journal, 

January 25, 2016). Even though all the missionaries had been assigned to serve as Spanish 

speaking missionaries, speaking English with each other felt more natural and comfortable. As 

new missionaries arrived, the witnessed their senior companions and other missionaries assigned 

to learn Spanish speaking English with each other. Even though they are initially highly 
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motivated to practice Spanish, the novice missionaries witness the more experienced 

missionaries speaking English and they accept this community norm.  

Breaking this norm was difficult as the missionaries worked to increase the amount of 

Spanish they spoke throughout the week. It was especially difficult since only six missionaries 

had agreed to speak more Spanish and the other Spanish language missionaries had not. 

Hermana Francis wrote, “I was on the phone with a new missionary in our zone who doesn't 

know too much Spanish yet and so I tried to speak to her in Spanish, but I wanted to make sure 

she understood what I was saying so I kept switching back and forth” (Personal journal, January 

25, 2016). Using English with someone who understands little Spanish is very logical, but she 

still felt conflicted because she had agreed to speak Spanish with other Spanish language 

missionaries. Hermana Francis was acting as the expert in this exchange since she was more 

experienced than the other missionary on the phone. However, she felt conflicted because she 

wanted to maintain her Spanish speaking goal, but she also wanted the new missionary to 

understand. As the expert she was not sure what to do and the novice missionary on the phone 

was receiving a confusing message that a mixture of both languages was used.  

When the Hermanas were playing sports, there were a few English-speaking missionaries 

nearby which presented a few challenges. At one point Hermana Francis was talking to a group 

of Spanish language missionaries, but an English-speaking Elder was standing nearby. She was 

not sure if she should exclude him by speaking Spanish or speak to the entire group in English. 

She ended up switching back and forth between the two languages. She explained the 

compromise she made, “If I was talking to one specific person I'd speak to them in Spanish or 

English depending on who it was and then the whole group I'd speak English” (Personal journal, 

January 25, 2016). 
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When speaking with other Spanish language missionaries, the missionaries in this study 

struggled to know which language to speak. They were interested in and dedicated to practicing 

Spanish, but found it often to be uncomfortable and unnatural. Unlike when meeting a new 

person, the missionaries knew that all their fellow missionaries spoke English well which made it 

difficult for them to use Spanish when they knew that either they or their interlocutor did not 

speak Spanish well. The missionaries in this study battled between using a language that was 

comfortable and easy and practicing a language they had been assigned to learn.  

Discussion 

This paper discusses the language choices made by bilingual Mormon missionaries and 

their bilingual interlocutors by addressing the following questions: What factors influence the 

language missionaries choose to use? How do their interlocutors respond to missionaries’ 

language choices? It views these choices through the lens of language socialization (Duff, 2012; 

Li, 2008). In the Mormon mission context, there are explicit novice and expert roles in the form 

of junior and senior companions. These roles often correlate to the roles of expert and novice in 

the context of language socialization, but while the senior companion is more experienced than 

the junior companion, native Spanish speakers are more experienced than both of them. Ochs 

and Schieffelin 2012) and Eckert and Wenger (2005) explain that language socialization is an 

interactional process and not simply experts imparting their knowledge to novices. This study 

found this to be true as missionaries negotiated when to follow the expert’s lead. For example, 

Elder Bauer, junior companion to Elder Wilson, switched to English when meeting a bilingual 

Spanish woman who responded in English after being greeted by the Elders in Spanish. Even 

though the woman and Elder Bauer were speaking English, Elder Wilson continued speaking 

Spanish until he eventually asked her which language she preferred. In this situation, Elder Bauer 
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followed the lead of the native Spanish speaker while not accommodating to the language choice 

of his senior companion. Much like bilingual Catholic priests who use language as a tool to 

better serve their parishioners (Callahan, 2006), Elder Bauer was trying to use the language that 

this woman was using.  

Elder Wilson did not accommodate to his interlocutor’s use of English because he had 

made a goal to speak more Spanish as a way to improve his abilities. His motivation in this 

exchange was rooted in his desire to speak Spanish and trying to get his interlocutor to follow his 

lead. My presence as researcher might have also contributed to his continued use of Spanish. 

Both he and Elder Bauer faced a tension between immediately accommodating their 

interlocutor’s language choice and striving to use Spanish. Elder Bauer responded by 

immediately switching to English while Elder Wilson continued speaking Spanish. This 

interaction demonstrates that language socialization is heavily influenced by a speaker’s 

motivation. Elder Wilson was motivated by a desire to use the target language while Elder 

Bauer’s motivation was speaking the language of his interlocutor. Elder Bauer was interacting 

with a native Spanish speaker and his senior companion who both functioned as experts. Since 

they were making different linguistic choices he had to choose who to follow and he chose the 

native speaker. Interactions like this one show that language socialization is not a simple process 

of novices mimicking whatever the experts do. Rather, it builds on the work of Ochs and 

Schieffelin (2012) to show that novices are also agents who can accept or reject opportunities to 

follow the lead of experts.  

 Bailey (2000) discusses how phenotype regularly plays a role in language choice and this 

shows that missionaries often chose which language to use based on a person’s phenotype. 

However, this made them extremely uncomfortable because many of them had had experiences 
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of speaking the wrong language to the wrong person. This typically happened when they would 

address a phenotypically Latino/a individual in Spanish when that person did not speak Spanish 

nor preferred Spanish. For this reason, some of the missionaries were less eager to initially 

engage someone in Spanish. They were more willing to use Spanish in certain neighborhoods 

where they knew Spanish speakers lived. In these areas they used Spanish with much less 

vacillation. They also felt more confident addressing someone in Spanish in a first encounter if 

they overheard the other person use Spanish first, much like the priests who Alfaraz (2009) 

observed. Nevertheless, speaking Spanish in initial encounters was always difficult for Hermana 

Francis. She explained, “I hesitate to just start out speaking Spanish when contacting people. I 

think it's because I feel less awkward starting out in English because people expect me to speak 

English” (Personal journal, January 26, 2016). Other missionaries expressed similar sentiments 

that they felt out of place initially speaking Spanish. Hermana Francis specifically mentioned 

that it was her own phenotype and her accent that made her feel uncomfortable speaking 

Spanish. These two characteristics identified her and other missionaries as out-group members 

which is consistent with Callahan’s (2004) findings. Torras and Gafaranga (2003) show that 

bilinguals usually feel more comfortable speaking the language that they are expected to speak. 

In this study the missionaries’ phenotype not only affected how others spoke to them, but it also 

led to them feeling more comfortable speaking English because it was what was expected of 

them  

 Even though phenotype and accents betrayed the missionaries as out-group members, 

their use of Spanish was sometimes able to bring them into the group. For example, a group of 

Spanish-English bilingual men did not accommodate to Elder Wilson and Elder Bauer’s use of 

Spanish when they initially greeted them. However, after overhearing the missionaries speak in 
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Spanish, they did accommodate to their use of Spanish in their second interaction. The 

missionaries had to demonstrate through their abilities and their language preference that they 

were part of the Spanish speaking community. This is consistent with Gafaranga’s (2005) 

assertion that language choice can be used as a categorization device. The Elders were able to 

position themselves as Spanish speakers which showed that they were part of, at least 

peripherally, the Spanish speaking community (Handley et al. 2006). Once they established that 

they were competent Spanish speakers, others were willing to accept their language preference 

and speak in Spanish as well.  

 The missionaries are similar to salespeople in that they are trying to persuade people to 

listen to their message. Van Vaerenburgh and Holmqvist (2013) and Solon (2013) found that 

customers respond better and even tip better when addressed in their preferred language. They 

also respond less favorably when addressed by a service worker in their non-preferred language. 

There were a number of times that the missionaries reported speaking the wrong language to the 

wrong person. However, they rarely reported a negative reaction from their interlocutors who 

generally dismissed the error without commenting on it. Their mistakes seemed to be easily 

forgiven without any noticeable repercussions.  

 Lear and Abbott (2009) observed service learning students and found that they regularly 

had to switch back and forth between English and Spanish based on the task they were doing and 

their interlocutors. They also used English to facilitate communication. English was also used by 

the missionaries and by others as a way to quickly and efficiently convey information even when 

a conversation was taking place in Spanish. In these instances their language choice was highly 

practical. For example, Spanish-English bilinguals would codeswitch to English if they felt that 

the missionaries were not understanding what they were saying. Or the missionaries would 
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briefly switch to English to quickly convey information with each other or with another English 

speaker. In most of these instances the speakers codeswitched back to Spanish once the 

necessary information was conveyed. The use of English was not a rejection of the missionaries’ 

choices or their linguistic abilities, but was simply a way to facilitate the exchange of 

information. When Spanish was the base language of the conversation, English was used to fill 

in linguistic gaps. These interactions demonstrate the practical considerations that influence 

language choice. In the moment, many considerations that could impact language choice are 

trumped by the expediency of quickly passing on information.  

 Fuller (2007) examines the language choices of bilingual children and explains that their 

linguistic choices often reflect how they want to be perceived. While the missionaries were eager 

to speak Spanish with native Spanish speakers, they struggled to speak Spanish to each other. 

This resulted from a tension between their perceived duty and what felt natural. As Spanish 

language missionaries, they felt that it was their duty to practice their language skills and become 

as fluent as possible. They also knew that they were being observed by a researcher who was 

interested in their language use. For many of the missionaries, speaking Spanish was part of 

being a good missionary and they regularly spoke about the need to speak Spanish more often. 

Speaking Spanish was one way that the missionaries demonstrated that they were good 

missionaries. However, this desire to master the target language seldom resulted in greater 

efforts to speak Spanish and usually manifested itself as guilt from speaking English too much. 

Speaking Spanish with other Spanish language missionaries who were also native English 

speakers proved to be very uncomfortable. Part of this discomfort came from the fact that 

communicating in Spanish was work and many of them struggled to speak it. It seemed unnatural 

to add a barrier to communication when they could easily communicate in English. The 
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missionaries reported feeling uncomfortable when they tried to speak Spanish together for 

prolonged periods of time. Nevertheless, they still felt obligated to do so because it was part of 

their missionary service.  

 The other factor that made speaking Spanish together so difficult was the English-

speaking precedence that existed. When new missionaries arrive they are excited to master 

Spanish and assume that they will be speaking Spanish all day. Then their trainer communicates 

with them in English and they see the other Spanish language missionaries using English all the 

time as well. They learn through observation and experience that the Spanish language 

missionaries in Tucson use English as the language of communication (Duff, 2007). Therefore, 

speaking Spanish to other Spanish language missionaries for prolonged periods of time is seen as 

breaking the norms that have been established by the mission community. So not only is 

speaking Spanish to other missionaries difficult in a technical sense, but it also goes against the 

norms of the community. For these reasons the missionaries regularly speak English to each 

other and when a missionary does try to use Spanish the other missionaries will often respond in 

English. The missionaries in this study who tried to speak Spanish with other missionaries were 

seldom able to get them to alter their English-speaking habits.   

Limitations 

 This study involved a very small number of participants making it difficult to generalize 

the findings. A much larger sample size would have resulted in more rigorous conclusions. Also, 

all of the data came from the missionaries self-reporting and my observations. The study would 

have been more comprehensive if I had also interviewed and collected data from the 

missionaries’ interlocutors. The missionaries report how they think the other missionaries as well 

as native Spanish speakers felt about their interactions, but no data was collected directly from 
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them. In addition, all of the data for this study were collected over the period of one week. 

Collecting data over a longer period of time could have provided a fuller picture of the linguistic 

experiences of the missionaries in Tucson.    

Implications 

 Language choice was a struggle for the missionaries as they navigated the tension 

between accommodating language choice and practicing Spanish. The Hermanas in particular 

expressed a lot of apprehension when using Spanish in initial encounters because they did not 

want to offend anyone. The missionaries’ language study aids and their language training from 

the Missionary Training Center do not emphasize the importance of intercultural competence. 

Thus, the missionaries are not trained on how to navigate language choice with bilinguals. This 

is a skill that they learn through experience. Explicit training on how to navigate language choice 

could help to ease the fears of the missionaries and help them to be more confident speakers. One 

facet of language choice that should be emphasized is the importance of allowing other people to 

hear you speak the target language. The missionaries in this study commented that they were 

more likely to be spoken to in Spanish if their interlocutors overheard them speaking Spanish.  

 The missionaries are viewed as outsiders from the Spanish speaking community in 

Tucson in part because of their phenotype, attire, and accents. Steps could be taken to allow the 

missionaries greater access to the target community such as allowing them to consume some 

Spanish language media. Currently missionaries are only given access to religious texts which 

inhibits their acquisition of non-religious terms and phrases. Providing access to other Spanish 

language texts would facilitate an increase in vocabulary. This could include reading a local 

Spanish language newspaper or novels that are popular in the local culture. This would not only 

assist them in their language studies, but also increase their cultural knowledge. Currently such 
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media is prohibited which puts the missionaries at a disadvantage. Allowing them more freedom 

to connect with and explore the target culture would greatly increase their intercultural 

competence.  

Conclusion 

 Mormon missionaries working with the Spanish speaking population are eager to 

use and improve their Spanish. However, they are often hesitant to use Spanish when meeting 

someone for the first time whom they believe might be a Spanish speaker. They also frequently 

set goals to speak more Spanish with missionaries who are also learning the language. Their 

Spanish-speaking Latino/a interlocutors regularly accommodate the missionaries’ use of Spanish 

and converse with the missionaries in Spanish. However, at times the missionaries must first 

demonstrate that they are competent Spanish speakers first. Other missionaries are much less 

likely to speak to them in Spanish and often will respond in English if another missionary 

address them in Spanish. Much of the missionaries’ linguistic choices are based on race and 

phenotype. The missionaries in this study also perceived that others spoke to them more often in 

English because of they were white. These missionaries found that once they began conversing 

with someone they could ascertain which language their interlocutor preferred. They were 

invested in making the people they met as comfortable as possible and were willing to 

accommodate their language choice.   
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 

This dissertation includes three articles that discuss the linguistic choices made by six 

Mormon missionaries who had been assigned to work with the Spanish speaking population of 

southern Arizona. For one week they made a goal to speak Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm. 

While dramatically increasing the amount of Spanish they used, they also had to negotiate which 

language to use when communicating with each other and with Spanish-English bilinguals. 

These articles show that Spanish language learning missionaries in the United States are eager to 

improve their linguistic abilities, but often require external motivation and community support to 

use the target language. 

The findings in this dissertation could contribute to the literature on L2 use, language 

choice, and second language socialization. In addition, they could also inform the language 

policies that guide the language use of Mormon missionaries who are also language learners. For 

example, the findings in the first article, “Accessing ‘the Gift of Tongues’ through Increased 

Language Use: The Mormon Mission Context,” showed how difficult it was for missionaries to 

alter their language use habits. An English-speaking norm had been established among 

missionaries long before the missionaries in this study arrived. They simply followed the norms 

that were already established and then perpetuated them (Duff, 2007). However, the 

implementation of the temporary language use rule pushed them to realign their language use 

norms in a way that was beneficial to their missionary service and allowed them to meet their 

goal (Lear & Abbott, 2009). This language use rule allowed them to readjust their language 

ideologies so that they could accomplish their shared goal together (Guardado, 2009). It was 

essential that missionaries worked together as a unified group to increase their use of Spanish.  
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The senior companions typically took the lead in establishing Spanish as the main 

language of communication, but a lack of true experts within the companionships blurred the 

lines between expert and novice roles (Zuengler & Cole, 2005). However, native Spanish 

speakers were willing to act as mentors and coaches and helped the missionaries to realize their 

goal and improve the Spanish abilities (Wang, 2010; Wenger & Synder, 2000). The missionaries 

initially found a lot of success as they began to increase the amount of Spanish they used 

throughout the day. Their main success was their elevated level of confidence as Spanish 

speakers. They were largely successful throughout the week because the group of six 

missionaries had agreed on a shared goal. It was their mutual commitment to establish a new 

linguistic norm that allowed them to succeed. Nevertheless, once the week was over they 

reverted back to their previous language use norms. The missionaries had the opportunity to 

accept or reject opportunities to use the target language. When a language use rule was imposed 

on them they accepted the challenge, but once it was over they returned to their previously 

established norms (Handley et al., 2006).  

The findings of the second article, “The Influence of a Language Use Rule on the 

Linguistic Behavior of Mormon Missionaries,” demonstrate the influence of the community on 

language use in the Mormon mission context. The six missionaries in the study comprised their 

own tiny community that functioned within the larger communities in which they participated. 

During the week of the study, speaking Spanish throughout the day became an established 

community norm and was required to be a legitimate member of their little community (Duff, 

2007). Despite their commitment to speaking Spanish, linguistic gaps necessitated the occasional 

use of English. Their language choices were shaped by their linguistic abilities (Gafaranga, 
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2005). However, as a group they were committed to speaking Spanish and that shared 

commitment pushed them to speak more Spanish together than they had previously.  

The missionaries found that native Spanish speakers were happy to speak Spanish with 

them. Often they had to explicitly invite native Spanish speakers to speak to them in Spanish as 

Spanish-English bilinguals naturally wanted to speak to them in English. An English-speaking 

norm had also been established with many members of the Spanish-English bilingual community 

and the missionaries had to take the lead in creating a new norm. Native Spanish speakers were 

willing to adjust their linguistic behavior in order to accommodate the missionaries’ desire to 

speak Spanish throughout the day (Bell & Gibson, 2011). The missionaries found that one of the 

most productive times to practice the target language was during meal times with native speakers 

(Blum-Kulka, 2008). Establishing a rule that encouraged the missionaries to speak Spanish 

throughout the day altered the language use norms that had previously guided their interactions 

with many native Spanish speakers.  

 While many native speakers adjusted to the missionaries’ increased use of Spanish, other 

Spanish language missionaries who were not part of the study were not eager to participate. 

Many of them expressed admiration for the missionaries in the study and their desires to 

improve, but most of them failed to join in with the missionaries who were trying to speak 

Spanish throughout the day. An English-speaking norm had become so entrenched among the 

Spanish language missionaries that speaking English together had become a manifestation of 

their identities (Fuller, 2007). Some of the missionaries in the study were annoyed that the other 

missionaries would not respond to them in Spanish while others felt uncomfortable speaking to 

the other missionaries when speaking English was so much more natural. This study shows that 

for language use norms to change, the entire group needs to be willing to participate.  
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 As for the third article, “Navigating Language Choice in the Mormon Mission Content,” 

it is hoped that this article will help to explain the processes that are involved when a missionary 

interacts with a Spanish-English bilingual. The study found that English was often used 

pragmatically as a way to facilitate communication even when Spanish was the base language of 

the exchange (Callahan, 2006). The missionaries also cited a person’s phenotype as an indicator 

of which language they should speak (Bailey, 2000). However, they also noticed that people 

were more likely to speak to them in English because they were white. The missionaries also 

noted that native Spanish speakers would not speak to them in Spanish because their race 

identified them as out-group members (Callahan, 2004). For this reason, the missionaries were 

hesitant to initiate conversations in English. However, if they observed someone speaking 

Spanish they were more confident in their abilities to approach them in Spanish. In addition, 

native Spanish speakers were more likely to accommodate the missionaries’ choice to use 

Spanish if they had overheard them speaking Spanish first (Alfaraz, 2009). However, 

missionaries who were not part of the study regularly failed to use Spanish as a means of 

communication even after being spoken to in Spanish.  

 This study could inform other missions in which the majority of missionaries are native 

English speakers who are assigned to learn a second language. Such missions could implement 

rules that would promote a culture in which the target language is used among all missionaries. 

This study shows that the missionaries are anxious to improve their language skills, but lack the 

intrinsic motivation to use the target language when they are not held accountable. However, 

missionaries learn from their companions when it is appropriate to use either Spanish or English. 

Nevertheless, there were only six subjects in this study making it difficult to generalize the 

findings. In conclusion, rules can be implemented to foster an environment in which the use of 
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the target language is encouraged. Missionaries are more likely to commit to speaking the target 

language when they make that commitment as a group. 
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