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Abstract 

This dissertation is comprised of three studies that layer social and cognitive perspectives 

of the Mormon missionary language learner identity. This research explores factors that enhance 

and constrain their second language (L2) learning and defends arts-based research as a way to 

inquire the role emotions have in learning an L2. Possible implications for other language 

learning contexts are discussed. 

The first article is an exploratory study that examines the language learning experiences 

of Mormon missionaries by inquiring their unique language learning ideology called “the gift of 

tongues”, to miraculously speak the second language beyond one's ability through divine 

assistance. The study uses the anthropological framework of the figured world (see Holland et 

al., 1998) to understand how participants self-author their belief within their cultural frame 

through a Bakhtinian perspective of voice (see Bakhtin, 1981). The study identifies what inspired 

the participants to become missionaries, what the gift of tongues means to the participants, how 

this belief is constructed and performed by narrative in their cultural frame, and explains how 

their experience with the gift may be understood from a cognitive perspective. Participants were 

17 Spanish language learning missionaries from various U.S. regions assigned to Southern 

Arizona for 18-24 months. Data were collected through elicitation of their narratives with writing 

prompts and semi-structured focus-group interviews that evoked their language learning 

experience from their figured world. Findings indicate that all participants first wanted to be 

proselytizing missionaries before receiving the assignment to learn an L2. By gender, they are 

recruited into their figured world differently. Their experience with the gift seems to foster a 

powerful form of self-compassionate autonomous language learning which may not be replicated 

beyond their cultural frame. Their personal narratives contain appropriations of institutional 
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utterances and are narrated according to gender performativity (see Butler, 1990) of Mormon 

culture. At the cognitive level, their narratives of the gift express a strong self-efficacy for 

language learning and are evidence of passing through the silent period (see Krashen, 1985). 

This study informs other contexts that self-compassion is a vital emotional component for 

successful autonomous language learning. 

The second article is a mixed methods study that explores factors that enhance language 

learning among 23 Spanish L2 Mormon missionaries in a semi-immersed environment through 

three perspectives of L2 learning desire. Using the notions of investment (Norton, 1995), learner 

autonomy (Holic, 1981), and self-efficacy (Bandura 1997; 2006), this study reports on (1) what 

L2 identities GLL missionaries are invested in, (2) how learner autonomy is fostered by their 

proselytizing program, (3) the effect of a needs-based self-regulatory L2 pedagogy on their 

learner autonomy and self-efficacy measures, and (4) the social effect of the pedagogical 

intervention. All participants were invested in using Spanish for their proselytizing purpose. 

Those who were perceived with the highest oracy had been invested in additional L2 identities. 

Because of their common proselytizing vision, the community of missionaries may be a case-in- 

point of group autonomy, which predisposes them to be successful. The pedagogical intervention 

had a positive effect on measures of Chen, Gully, and Eden’s (2001) New General Self Efficacy 

Scale (NGSFS) and Murase’s (2015) Measuring Instrument for Language Learner Autonomy 

(MILLA). The pedagogy influenced investments in being a language learner. For a few 

participants, the pedagogy inspired them to study the L2 for imagined identities beyond the 

present missionary context. These findings have implications for other programs that value 

autonomous L2 learning with specific missions in mind; including study abroad, English for 

specific purposes, and the Peace Corps. 
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The third article is an arts-based analytical autoethnography that deeply explores the 

emotional dimension, or soul, of my own language learning experience. I was as a sojourning 

Spanish L2 Mormon missionary in Ecuador from 2002-2004. As a scholar-artist in the present, I 

investigated the relationship emotions had with my identity construction, learning Spanish, and 

bonding with the Ecuadorian people. In two parts I analyzed two years of autobiographical texts. 

The first speaks to the academic community through APA writing conventions without art. With 

a Bakhtinian discourse analysis I explored narrative voice construction during my pre-sojourn 

training using a concept I call intertextual voice appropriation. These were utterances I 

unknowingly appropriated from my mission colleagues. They captured perceptions and emotions 

we shared during our two-month Spanish language training. The second part continues this 

Bakhtinian analysis deepening the inquiry of emotion through multimodal arts-based research. 

The result was a multimodal collage piece created on 2016 Microsoft Word that can speak to a 

broader audience through what I call the Artists’ Article. Media included a collage of charcoal 

and watercolor, pen drawings and artifacts from my mission, diary texts, photographs, music, 

poetry, narratives and the aesthetic use of typography/formatting on Microsoft Word. Analyzing 

myself was extremely difficult and vulnerable. As I engaged in this intuitive-based creative 

inquiry my heart was captivated by memories and unresolved conflicts between identities. I lost 

myself in a phenomenological journey, seeking a sensible interpretation of my experience and a 

resolution through Jungian analytical psychology. Instincts/emotions of nostalgia, play, humor, 

belongingness, fear, falling in love at first sight, anger, and compassion all influenced my 

language learner trajectory. I framed these abstract emotional states as archetypes, personified as 

the “color spirits” and Greek mythological figures. Through a long meaning-making process of 

deep introspection, artistic expression, self-writing, and employing Jungian concepts, I was able 
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to make some sense of the soul of my language learning experience. The overarching theme was 

my journey was from religious self-erasure to self-compassion, and how this deep transition 

changed my relationships with religion, language learning, and the Ecuadorian people. Allowing 

self-compassion made all the difference. Though I misunderstood aspects of the local cultures, I 

genuinely connected with the Ecuadorians through instincts/emotions (e.g., play and 

compassion). The classical ideas of Jung inspired me in this autoethnographic journey and 

provided a sense of solidarity and resolution. However, the meaning I make of my past is 

unstable and continuously changes. The collage piece remains in an inconclusive and conflicted 

state, ever seeking resolution. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Many young adults of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS Church or 

Mormon Church) leave their families to serve as full-time proselytizing missionaries in a second 

language (L2) abroad or in a bilingual community for 18 to 24 months. If they are assigned to 

learn an L2 they begin their service at a Missionary Training Center (MTC) where they undergo 

eight to eleven weeks of intensive task-based language training. After training they enter their 

assigned areas where they are expected to find and teach potential converts and serve the local 

congregation in the L2 as autonomous language learners. 

Second language acquisition (SLA) research on the Mormon missionary experience is 

limited, but indicates their oral proficiency reaches a plateau like language learners of other 

contexts. For example, Larson-Hall and Dewy (2012) measured Japanese L2 Mormon 

missionary oral proficiency with the ACTFL Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) at different points 

of their sojourn. They found as a group, the missionaries generally advance in oral proficiency 

together during the first year. After which, OPI measures show a discontinuity within the group. 

Dewy and Clifford (2012) also used the OPI to assess oral proficiency outcomes of sojourning 

missionaries who served in various L2s in a variety of countries. They found that by the end of 

their service most missionaries reached the Advanced-Mid level, fewer in the Advanced-High, 

and far less showed traits of the Superior level. The researchers identified gaps in their oral 

proficiency for falling short of specific vocabulary and tasks. These L2 gaps were domain and 

genre specific, which Dewy and Clifford propose, could later be filled by instruction intervention 

after the mission service. In sum, Mormon missionaries exhibit the plateau phenomenon with 

their oral proficiency as L2 learners do in other contexts. 
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The limited studies on Mormon missionary SLA suggest they may be a population of 

good language learners (GLLs). Measures of their motivation are high and correlate with rapid 

vocabulary attainment in their first 6 months of the mission (see Hansen, Lam, Orikasa, Rama, 

Schwaller & Miller, 2012). As mentioned in Dewey and Clifford (2012), most of them  reach the 

Advanced-Mid level on the OPI by the end of their service. Their study compared Swender’s 

(2003) proficiency results of advanced undergraduate language students with sojourning 

Mormon missionaries. They state that “with eight to eleven weeks of intensive language learning 

experience followed by sixteen to twenty-two months of residence abroad as missionaries [the 

participants] demonstrated higher levels of proficiency than undergraduate language majors” (p. 

44). However, one must recognize there are unaccounted factors among participants of both 

these studies. Swender (2003) did not account for heritage learners nor college students who 

lived abroad. Regarding Dewey and Clifford (2012), they did not explore, in depth, the unique 

language learning belief their participants have in the “gift of tongues.” Mormon missionaries 

believe divinity intervenes to help them learn and use the L2. Other unexplored factors include 

the influence of their program culture for goal-setting and self-discipline. They are also pushed 

out of their comfort zones to use the L2 to find and teach potential converts. The combination of 

these factors may be the reason for their high motivation and proficiency outcomes. Norton and 

Toohey (2001) argue that good language learning is not entirely determined by what one does 

individually but also lies in the possibilities afforded in an L2 community. In other words, being 

a GLL involves control of not only of what one does independently (e.g., positive self-talk that 

boosts one’s self-efficacy for language learning), but also involves claiming membership in the 

L2 community resulting in abundant social interaction with others. This dissertation explores 

what generally makes them successful language learners, though they have some constraints. 
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Most studies on this population have been based in psycholinguistics. Of the few studies 

that explored the social dimension of Mormon missionary SLA is Kirk (2014) who points out a 

unique constraint in regard to learning culture. Kirk observed that after their 18-24 month 

sojourn, post-missionaries who studied college Spanish were limited in their ability to express 

certain cultural and historical knowledge, yet, the participants appeared to appropriate the local 

colloquial language of the areas they served and they expressed empathy for foreigners. 

Furthermore, not all participants of Kirk’s study considered themselves bicultural when 

prompted. Among those who responded to Kirk’s questionnaire “more than half considered 

themselves bicultural” as the others did not (p. 16). This outcome could be due to their targeted 

purpose. They are expected to put their lives on hold and devote all their time to proselytizing 

work. In doing so they are not allowed full participation in the culture as it would distract them. 

Specifically, they are not to use certain non-LDS L2 media (e.g., news, movies, television, and 

radio.) nor are they allowed to pursue certain non-proselytizing social activities (e.g., dating, 

work, and college). In sum, their other life pursuits are temporarily on hold as they are expected 

to be fully engaged in missionary service. This may be why post missionaries who sojourned 

were limited in their expression of cultural knowledge. 

Most social-based SLA research on this population is limited to retrospective studies with 

data collected among post-missionaries. There are a few studies directly from the mission field. 

Schilaty’s (2017) study is one of these. His research indicates that Mormon missionaries have a 

capacity to work towards a common L2 goal through teamwork. In his study, Schilaty examined 

the linguistic behavior of six missionaries in a semi-immersed environment of southern Arizona. 

These missionaries were native English speakers learning Spanish. Together they made a 

temporary rule to speak only Spanish from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm for one full week. Although they 
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succeeded and reported an increased confidence in their language abilities, at the end of the week 

they were exhausted and reverted back to using mostly English. This outcome indicates there are 

unexplored factors that predispose them to successfully work as a team. Sherman (2015), another 

study of missionaries during their service, carried out a long-term ethnographic study informed 

by Language Management Theory (LMT) to explore the relationship between the macro- 

structure of the LDS Church’s language policy with what the missionaries actually did in 

individual interactions while proselytizing. Sherman found that missionaries had to adapt the 

presentation of their gospel message in order to achieve their proselytizing tasks. They had to 

adapt their message to the local way of speaking and learn how to orient themselves according to 

local sociolinguistic situations. Another social-based study worth mentioning is Smout (1988) 

who argues that L2 missionaries in Japan create their own pidgin. The studies mentioned thus far 

appear to be the extent of social-based SLA research on this population. The three studies of this 

dissertation address this gap in the literature by investigating their SLA experience directly from 

the mission field with social-based theories to better understand their language learning 

experience. 

As advocated by Firth and Wagner (1997), this three-article dissertation addresses the 

need to explore the sociocultural dimension of their SLA. However, in doing so each study 

acknowledges there is a cognitive side to SLA that interacts with the social world. The 

overarching social-based frameworks used are poststructuralist and are explained in more detail 

within each of the studies. From social-based theories I employ the notions of capital (Bourdieu, 

1977), investment (Norton, 1995) and intertextuality (Bakhtin, 1981; 1986). I also draw on 

hermeneutic phenomenology (Heidegger, 1927/1962) to explain the process of my arts-based 

autoethnographic study. These social-based perspectives are layered with cognitive-based 
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perspectives on language learning, including the silent period (Krashen, 1985) from 

psycholinguistics and the construct of self-efficacy from social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997; 

2006). The arts-based study employs a phenomenological use of Jungian analytical psychology 

to interpret the role emotions had in my own language learning experience as a Mormon 

missionary. Layering these social and cognitive theories provides a more comprehensive 

understanding of the L2 learning experience. 

Language Learning Context of Mormon Missionaries 

The Mormon proselytizing program is a single, highly organized, global program united 

by core manuals, doctrines, policies, and procedures. The language learning experience of the 

Mormon missionary is unique for its aspects of self-discipline, spirituality, and the assignment of 

missionaries into inseparable pairs known as “companionships.” In Mormon culture, males are 

expected to serve for 24 months starting at age 18 as females are invited to serve for 18 months 

starting at 19. For the Mormon missionary, learning an L2 may be perceived as an assignment 

from God by revelation through their top ecclesiastical leadership. The missionary candidate 

volunteers to do the proselytizing work by passing an interview and submitting an application. 

However, the candidate does not decide whether the service will be abroad, if he/she will be 

required to learn an L2, nor what L2 that would be. Those choices are made for them through 

their top ecclesiastical leadership. If the candidate passes the interview and the application is 

accepted, he/she then receives a letter signed by the President (or Prophet) of the LDS Church 

known as the “mission call.” This letter indicates the geographic region of the mission service 

and if he/she is assigned to learn and L2. For the Mormon L2 missionary, learning an L2 may be 

perceived as an expression of religious devotion for the targeted purpose of church service. In 

doing so, they are expected to be self-disciplined and fully engaged in the work. They are to put 
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their other life pursuits on hold, obey the program rules, and share their gospel message in the L2 

as official representatives of the LDS Church. Those who are assigned to learn an L2 receive 

approximately eight weeks of intensive task-based L2 instruction for the proselytizing endeavor 

at a Missionary Training Center (MTC). After training they enter the mission field where they 

are expected to be autonomous language learners by creating their own “language study plans” 

and dedicating one hour every morning to language study. 

The life of a sojourning missionary is distinct from the study abroad context and their 

program is highly structured. To some degree they are in the L2 world but not of the L2 world. 

Shepherd and Shepherd (1998) state that “once missionaries are assimilated into the routines of 

missionary life, the mission organization – and hence the LDS Church – becomes their dominant 

reference group” (p. 174). The global proselytizing program is divided into geographic regions 

known as “missions.” Each mission is presided by a mission president who oversees the 

proselytizing efforts and well-being of the missionaries. The mission president assigns the 

missionaries into companionships and smaller areas where they serve a local congregation. 

These assignments rotate every six weeks. The assigned companions must always be in the 

presence of each other. Generally, the more experienced missionaries are assigned with the 

novice missionaries and the first companion assigned has the role of a trainer. The missionaries 

live under specific rules. Except for weekly emails and two phone calls a year on Mother’s Day 

and Christmas, they have minimal contact with home. As mentioned above, their L2 purpose is 

very focused and domain specific, and they are not to use popular media for entertainment nor 

pursue time consuming hobbies and secular interests. Their primary social and literacy activities 

are church related. However, they do have access to a large cannon of church-produced L2 

media, which includes audio, video, and textual L2 resources on gospel topics. 
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Participants of the first two studies in this dissertation were semi-immersed in the L2 as 

they lived and served in Tucson and the surrounding area from the years 2014 to 2016. Tucson 

has a considerable population of bilinguals. The census of 2010 reports that 41.6% of the 

population in Tucson identify as Hispanic and 33.7% of Tucsonans report speaking a language 

other than English at home (Brock & Campbell, 2014). As such, Spanish L2 missionaries faced a 

unique challenge in that it was more up to them to take charge of their own language learning 

because they have not been assigned abroad in an L2 context of full immersion. The third study 

of this dissertation is an autoethnography in which I was the participant. I was a Spanish L2 

missionary in Ecuador from 2002 to 2004. I analyzed two years autobiographical texts, which 

included my diaries, agendas, letters, and memories. 

The context in which data was collected for each study must be taken into account for 

possible limitations. Data collected in the first two studies included recordings of semi-structured 

group interviews, observations, autobiographical questionnaires, surveys, and diary reflections 

of the language learning experience. The aim was to elicit personal narratives on their language 

learning experience. Narratives “provide a window into people’s beliefs and experiences” (Bell, 

2002, p. 209). The practice of storytelling, whether orally with others or written towards an 

imagined other, is a social process that make meaning of one's own life. A limitation to the data 

elicited is the lack of one-on-one interviews between the myself and each participant. This is 

because missionaries are not allowed to separate from their assigned companion. All interviews 

took place in the formal setting of a church meeting house. The groups of missionaries 

interviewed ranged from of six to eight at a time. The participants appeared comfortable with 

me because I am a participant of their religion. However, they still perceived me as an outsider of 

their own missionary community. I am not an official representative of the LDS Church like 
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they are. They see me as a Mormon researcher, who was once a missionary, but no longer a 

participant of their missionary culture. 

My researcher-participant relationship with them, the formal interview setting, and the 

constant presence of the companion constrains the data collected in the first two studies. 

However, the third article gets to the inner-life of the language learning experience. There I 

delved into the more intimate data through my diaries, letters home, and drawings. Some of my 

autobiographical data included unresolved emotional struggles, vulnerability, and informality 

that would not be easily articulated nor afforded in the formal interview setting. It has taken me 

a considerable amount of introspective time to interpret the heart, find a comfortable voice and 

positionality, and find a heart-based way to transmit my emotional data to others. Arts-based 

research was the only way I could do this. My autoethnography gets to the heart of my language 

learning experience and aims to make it accessible to the broader population. However, it has its 

limitations as well. It is based on my own lived experience and the microcosm of my mind. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

Poststructuralism is the overarching social-based approach for each of the three studies. 

Within each study is also a cognitive layer, or a theoretical perspective of the mind. The first 

study includes the psycholinguistic understanding of the silent period (Krashen, 1985); the 

second study employs social cognitive theory with the construct of self-efficacy (Bandura, 

2006); the third study interprets my own language learning experience through Jungian analytical 

psychology through a hermeneutic phenomenological approach (Heidegger, 1927/1962) to 

interpret the role of emotions played in my own language learning experience. Below I briefly 

introduce poststructuralism followed by these three cognitive-based views for a comprehensive 

theoretical outline. Each theory is explained in more detail within the chapters. 
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The Poststructuralist Perspective of Identity 

The overarching theoretical framework associated with this dissertation is 

poststructuralism, generally defined as a set of cultural theories (Bakhtin, 1981; Bourdieu, 1977) 

that assert “meaning is unstable, never fixed”, that “everything is a text – and all texts are 

interrelated” (Schwandt, 1997, p. 122). Poststructuralism provides a framework to explore the 

complex construct of identity, the meaning of which is socially constructed, situated, and fluid. 

The poststructuralist view I use of a text is that of Hodge and Kress (1988) who assert that a text 

is something woven together and projects a version of reality on the mimetic plane. A text has a 

dialectic nature with the system, which is the linguistic system that is always being reproduced 

and reconstructed by texts in a complex, dynamic, ever-changing social context. The meaning of 

a text is therefore unstable, changing, and multiple. This dialectic relationship between a text and 

the system is known as discourse. For Hodge and Kress, discourse is “the site where social forms 

and organization engage with systems of signs in the production of texts, thus reproducing or 

changing the sets of meanings and values which make up a culture” (p. 6). By analyzing how 

language is used to construct the meaning of a social world, one can observe how meaning and 

culture are socially shaped and transmitted through individuals. To better understand this 

overarching poststructuralist framework, I give a brief overview of structuralism from which it 

reacted against. 

Ferdinand de Saussure, founder of structural linguistics, made a distinction between 

everyday speech (parole) and language (langue) in an attempt to find shared patterns and 

structures across languages despite sociocultural and interpersonal variations. For Saussure, 

language is a system of linguistic signs, which are the building block of the language structure. 

Signs are created when phonetic substance (a signifier) is joined with an idea (a signified). 
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However, if these are separate there is no thought nor language. There would be no system of 

signs to structure thought of a language user between relationships of signs that provide 

meaning. Saussure asserted “there are not pre-existing ideas and nothing is distinct before the 

appearance of language” (1966, p. 34). In other words, it is the given system of signs that creates 

a reality for a language user but it is not the reality because the value of the sign changes across 

languages, cultures, and societies. Lyons (1973) gave an abstract definition of Saussurean 

structuralism stating, 

Every language is cut to a unique pattern and that the units out of which utterances are 

composed – more carefully, the units which we identify (or postulate as theoretical 

constructs) in the analysis of utterances – can be identified only in terms of their 

relationships with other units in the same language. We cannot first determine what these 

units are and then, at a subsequent state of the investigation, inquire what structural 

relationships hold between them. Linguistic units derive both their existence and their 

essence from their inter-relations. (p. 6)

Saussurean structural linguistics implies there is an underlying, pre-existing system that 

structures meaning in human language. The meaning of a sign, from Saussurean view, is thus 

restrained to the underlying system of signs and set of given relationships between the signs. 

This poses an issue. The complex social phenomenon of shifting power relationships between 

language users (e.g., race, gender, and class), and their ability to struggle to claim voice and 

change their positioning over time, cannot be explained through the structuralist lens. Scholars 

became aware of this and reacted against the structuralist idea of a closed pre-existing system. 

Poststructuralist theoretical frameworks came forth with the idea that meaning is socially 

constructed through discourse. 
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The poststructuralist perspective of language learner identity is complex. Identity from 

this framework is socially situated, multiple, and shifts across time. Generally, the 

poststructuralist understanding of identity is that its meaning changes in relation to the ever-

changing social world. Norton (2000) for example defines identity as “how a person understands 

his or her relationship to the world, how that relationship is constructed across time and space, 

and how the person understands possibilities for the future” (p. 5). As a person interacts with the 

social world their identity is negotiated and alignments are made with others. Bamberg (2011) 

for example, describes identity as a construction that unifies people with a sense of sameness and 

simultaneously differentiates groups of people with a sense of uniqueness. 

An important aspect of the poststructuralist understanding of identity is that it is fluid, 

dynamic, and multiple. The meaning one has of him/herself is not unitary and fixed with 

coherency. The understanding of oneself is constantly being negotiated with others in a changing 

social context of unequal power. This process of identity construction can pose struggles and 

contradictions for a desire to be validated by others. McKay and Wong (1996) for example, 

explored how different investments and use of agency within the given power relationships of 

the classroom shape middle school Chinese ESL learners L2 learning experience. They used a 

Foucauldian sense of “discourse”; that certain statements used carry a historical weight and 

presupposes values, imposing what could or could not be said by certain people in certain 

contexts. Two discourses in this study were the racialized discourse on immigrants and the 

model minority discourse from the instructor. This study showed how discourses marginalized 

some Chinese students, but not all. What made the difference was their use of agency. The study 

illustrates that unfavorable marginalization from others can be resisted by negotiating a more 

powerful identity with an inner counter-discourse and claiming voice with others.
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Participants of the studies in this dissertation are therefore perceived through the 

poststructuralist lens having multiple identities that are socially negotiated. I perceive them as 

actors situated in a social world who have agency to make meaning of themselves, face and 

resolve conflicts of marginalization, and gain access to social networks to enhance their own 

language learning. From tje poststructuralist approach I use a Bakhtinian view of identity, that it 

is constructed by language, or situated utterances, where speakers are in continuous dialogue in 

their struggle to create meaning and find a voice that is acknowledged by others (Bakhtin, 1981; 

1986). I also use Norton’s (1995) Bourdieusian view of language learner identity, that social 

relationships have unequal power which structure discourses and relationships between them, 

and that the individual must claim the right to speak in these with acquired symbolic resources 

(Bourdieu, 1977). This approach also involves the construct of language learners’ ‘subjectivity’ 

or relationship with the world with what happens in a situated dynamic practice that is both 

conscious and unconscious (Weedon, 1997). In sum, the poststructuralist identity is an ongoing 

and uncertain project (Holland & Lave, 2001) as one always performs positions afforded in a 

given social structure and is also positioned by others (Davies & Harré, 1990). 

Conceptualizing religion with Mikhail Bakhtin’s discursive view on language (see 

Bakhtin, 1981) provides an insightful perspective for researching identity in the religious 

context. The performance of identity in a person’s religious community might be shaped by two 

forces. On the macro level, there is a centripetal force for the Mormon model way of being (e.g., 

an ideal behavior, appearance, and language) that Mormons may strive towards. On the micro 

level, there is centrifugal force for individuality that generates diverse ways of being Mormon 

and strives to claim voice within the frame of the organized religion. Though Mormons may
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be unified by central doctrinal tenets and rituals (centripetal forces), they are still diverse 

individuals (centrifugal forces). Mormons are certainly divided by their political views, cultural 

backgrounds, and diverse interpretations of what the Mormon religion means. As such, a 

holistic approach is needed, which sees the relationship between the macro level (institutional) 

and the diverse micro levels (personal). 

The Silent Period 

The first study in the second chapter explores the language learning experience of 

Mormon missionaries through narrative inquiry of their belief called “the gift of tongues”, to 

miraculously speak the target language beyond one’s ability after diligently immersing oneself. 

The social layer of the study is framed around the anthropological notion of the figured world 

(see Holland, 2001) to understand how participants self-author their belief within their cultural 

frame through a Bakhtinian perspective of individual voice construction (see Bakhtin, 1981). 

The cognitive layer of this study argues that one factor of their experiences with the gift of 

tongues has to do with the silent period phenomenon. The silent period is a psycholinguistic 

perspective based on implicit language acquisition from Stephen Krashen’s (1985) Monitor 

Theory. When Mormon missionaries experience eureka moments of spontaneous L2 speech it is 

evidence that the L2 domain they immersed themselves in has been unconsciously processed. 

These are precious experiences for them, when L2 first becomes extemporaneous and feels 

natural as they no longer need to consciously monitor their speech. These experiences become 

the topic of inspiring narratives, which boost their self-efficacy for language learning. They are 

the evidence that their language learning ideology works, that divinity has intervened to help 

them learn the L2 after diligently acting upon their faith. Below I explain the theoretical 

underpinnings of the silent period in more detail. 
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Among psycholinguistic-based studies is the view that humans have an unconscious 

innate linguistic knowledge called Universal Grammar (UG). According to this perspective, 

there are invariant universal principals across all human languages (e.g., the noun phrase) that 

have particular parameter settings for those principles in different languages. These parameters 

are set unconsciously after abundant engagement with the target language. Language acquisition 

of syntax and morphology, from this perspective, is an unconscious process. VanPatten and 

Benati (2010) summarize that language acquisition involves an implicit internalization of formal 

features, such as word formation (morphology) and sentence structure (syntax). These features 

become part of the developing system, or “the learner’s internal and unconscious representation 

of the language” (p. 80). The developing system is an abstract and unconscious system. It is a 

dynamic and changing mental representation of the L2 This system is governed by its own 

systematic rules as it attempts to resemble itself to L2 input exposure. VanPatten and Benati 

further explain that input, also known as positive evidence, is the essential comprehensible 

linguistic data that learners must be exposed to for acquisition to occur. Input is meaningful 

language in a communicative setting and there must be abundant engagement with it for the 

unconscious language acquisition process to occur. Positive evidence is what gets processed into 

the developing system. The more exposure a language learner has to L2 input for interactive 

purposes, the more the unconscious input processing occurs (as summarized in pp. 94-95). 

According to Krashen (1985), learning an L2 develops in two distinct autonomous 

systems; the conscious system and the unconscious system. The conscious system monitors 

one’s own speech. It consists of explicitly learned rules. However, under normal spontaneous 

speaking conditions language users have no time to monitor their speech with rules they have 

consciously learned. Krashen points out a distinction between learning an L2 and the acquisition 
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of an L2. A novice L2 learner undergoes what is known as the silent period, a phase where 

extemporaneous L2 speech is not possible. After abundant exposure and engagement with the L2 

the unconscious system develops and the language learner begins to use spontaneous L2 speech 

that was once beyond their previous ability. 

For the cognitive layer of the first study, it is important to understand that second 

language acquisition is distinct from consciously learning about the language (e.g., grammar). 

Rather, L2 acquisition is a deep unconscious processes that occurs after the learner has had 

abundant exposure to comprehensible input and has engaged with it in meaningful 

communicative contexts. Moreover, the unconscious developing system is constrained by its 

own inherent systematic rules from UG. As the system unconsciously develops in the earliest 

stages, there appears to be what Krashen (1985) calls the silent period. This is a phase where 

language learners are unable to perform unrehearsed, interpersonal L2 speech. After language 

learners had exposed themselves to abundant comprehensible input with an intent to 

communicate, unconscious input processing occurs and they began to speak extemporaneously. 

Social Cognitive Theory and Self-Efficacy 

The second study in chapter three draws on Albert Bandura’s social cognitive theory 

(SCT), specifically on the notion of self-efficacy. The study explains successful language 

learning of Spanish L2 Mormon missionaries in a semi-immersed environment through three 

perspectives of L2 learning desire. For the social views of desire, I use the concepts of 

investment (Norton, 1995) and the notion of learner autonomy (Holic, 1981). For the cognitive 

dimension of desire, I measure self-efficacy for language learning, which is an alternative 

measure that captures  intrinsic motivation. The study measures the effect of a needs-based 
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self-regulatory L2 pedagogical intervention on language learner self-efficacy for using Spanish. 

SCT is the theoretical framework behind self-efficacy. 

SCT is a psychological-based learning theory. The idea is that social behavior is learned 

by observing model behavior in others. People tend to replicate observed behavior as they build 

up experience. The learned social behavior continues depending if it was rewarded and afforded 

among peers. Self-efficacy, a construct that draws on SCT asserts that a person is dependent on 

successful past social experience in specific domains. It is the degree of a person’s confidence to 

take on new or unfamiliar challenging tasks (Wood & Bandura, 1989). The degree of self-

efficacy in a person depends on having and recognizing their own successful performances of the 

past, observing other people succeed in similar situations, verbal persuasion of authoritative 

figures, and the ability to manage one’s own physiological reaction to stress (Schunk, 1991). 

Bandura (2006) explains that agency is not only shaped by environmental pressures, but 

that humans are unique for their capacity to engage in cognitive self-regulation. In other words, 

we are able to visualize our futures then shape our life circumstances to our benefit by engaging 

in objective self-evaluation, and modifying alternative courses of action. Bandura (2006) 

elaborates that agency, as understood in SCT, plays a role in setting personal goals. Its core 

properties are (1) intentionality, which includes creating action plans and effective strategies to 

realize these, (2) forethought for temporarily extending agency into visualized future for 

predicting the desired outcomes of goals, (3) self-reactiveness is the reaction to the action plans 

and forethought, and finally (4) self-reflectiveness or the metacognitive ability to examine one's 

own functioning. In the context of language learning, SCT understands that learners are both 

producers and products of their social interactions. In the context of learning an L2 the lens of 
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SCT perceives the language learner with the capacity to self-regulate his/her own language 

learning to negotiate more social interaction through the cooperation of others. Language 

learners are therefore capable of setting and striving towards task-based language learning goals 

with other like-minded language learners and/or cooperating native speakers. This use of agency 

affords them partial authorship of the course of action that is carried out on the social stage. 

Jungian Analytical Psychology and Hermeneutic Phenomenology 

The arts-based inquiry of my autoethnography was an ongoing phenomenological 

process to make sense of my lived experience. I began the project by reading through two years 

of my autobiographic data as a sojourning Spanish L2 Mormon missionary in Ecuador (diaries, 

letters, agendas). Some of my documents were covered with evocative imagery that I drew as an 

aspiring life artist. I started my analysis by ignoring the imagery, using a Bakhtinian discourse 

analysis of the multiple, shifting, and conflicting narrative voices in my texts. At first, I 

followed APA guidelines. However, in my inquiry I was moved by the imagery and sentiment in 

my data. I could not ignore the emotions my diary evoked. There is what appears to be a certain 

magic and life beneath the texts that my art expressed. I also entertained the idea that individuals 

may have some inherent psychological core that interacts with the social world and oversees the 

performances of their multiple voices. This core would involve human instincts, psychological 

needs, and innate emotions (e.g., humor, belongingness, falling in love, and nostalgia). I had to 

ignore APA guidelines inquire this core. I  allowed a multimodal collage piece to take on a life 

of its own through the multimodal use of visual art, typography, narratives, music, and poetry. 

My autoethnography explores the emotional dimension, known as the inner-life or soul 

of my own language learning experience. At the beginning of my creative inquiry I simply 

followed my instincts not consciously adhering to a theoretical framework. I had no idea where 
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the journey would take me nor what the final product would look like. It was difficult to make 

sense of my emotion-based conflicts for their ambiguity. I eventually came across Carl Jung’s 

concepts of synchronicity and the collective unconscious. These ideas satisfied both my spiritual 

need for a mystic interpretation. As I immersed myself in Jungian thought and I discovered 

wonder and beauty in my introspective journey. I want to believe that there is something 

magical about the Universe, life, and nature. If their is a science to the soul, I believe, the proper 

inquiry is autoethnography with arts-based research and analytical psychology.

Before discovering the work of Carl Jung, I had no means of coherently interpreting or 

narrating my emotional experience. I struggled to make scene of the most vulnerable aspects of 

my story and find a voice that connects with outsiders. Employing some aspects of Jungian 

analytical psychology provided a comfortable voice of authority, specifically through 

personifying primary human emotions as characters of my language learning experience. By 

appropriating Greek mythological figures, and speaking through them, I was able to delve into 

that vulnerability. Archetypes, which I interpret as the basic emotions of the human condition, 

helped me make my experience more accessible to outsiders. I am fully aware that a classical use 

of Jungian analytical psychology is a type of structuralism that conflicts with the post-

structuralist theory of Bakhtin. Nevertheless, these ideas inspired and satisfied me in the creative 

journey. They give me a sense of resolution within and make the experience of organized 

religion work for me . However, I acknowledge that I am an unfinalizable project. Jungian ideas 

should not be mistaken as a reversion to structuralism. Rather, they are much needed self-

compassionate appropriations in my soul-based inquiry for an interpretation that works for me. 

The theory that best explains the interpretive process is hermeneutic phenomenology. Below I 

elaborate this approach followed by a brief overview of Jungian analytical psychology. 
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My autoethnographic article journeyed into Jungian analytical psychology through arts-

based research (ABR). McNiff (2007) provides a general definition of ABR as the systematic 

use of the artistic process, the actual making of artistic expressions in all of the different forms 

of the arts, as a primary way of understanding and examining experience by both researchers and 

the people that they involve in their studies (p. 29). ABR is an original type of investigation to 

gain new knowledge through artistic practice and analyzing the outcome of that practice. 

Blumenfeld-Jones (2015) points out that an important component in the process of ABR is the 

inner life of the artist. He argues that the theoretical framework of this inner life is a Husserlian 

phenomenology (ways of awareness by feelings) mixed with a van Manen phenomenology (life 

narratives of the process). Phenomenology studies the ‘life world’ as it is experienced by the 

individual (van Manen, 1997). It does not investigate the world as something separate from the 

individual (Valle et al., 1989). The aim of hermeneutic phenomenology, founded by Martin 

Heidegger, is to unfold meanings as they are lived in ones situated everyday existence. For 

Heidegger (1927/1962), consciousness is created by historically lived experience and is a way of 

being. Heidegger also emphasized that one’s way of understanding is an interpretation of the of 

the world and it is historically situated by one’s own background experience. My use of Jungian 

analytical psychology was an answer to my human need to make sense of my life world. I 

appropriated Jungian thought because it helped me, to a certain degree, feel that my story had 

reached a place of sensible meaning, order, cohesiveness, an accessibility to outsiders. I felt a 

sense of resolution within. However, my interpretation of my mission experience will continually 

change as I gain more life experience and the conflicts between the identities I explored are still 

unresolved.
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Jungian analytical psychology was the cognitive approach used for the third article. 

Though the study is a psychoanalysis of myself, I employ Jung’s notion of the collective 

unconscious and personify emotions as archetypes in attempt to connect my experience as a 

Spanish L2 Mormon missionary with the broader population. The collective unconscious is the 

key to Jung’s psychoanalytic approach. Jung asserts that the human mind does not begin as a 

blank slate. As a result of a long evolutionary process, humans have common interactive inborn 

features imprinted on the unconscious mind. Similar to Universal Grammar of psycholinguistics, 

the collective unconscious is an abstract genetic memory of universal primordial images and 

ideas derived from our ancestors. The collective unconscious is apparent in the similar motifs 

across cultures and religions (e.g., the use of the mandala to evoke meditation). For Jung, 

collective meanings are not isolated coincidences across mythologies and people but are the 

aspects of our innate collective unconscious. Jung called the ancestral memories and imprinted 

images archetypes. He states, 

My views about the ‘archaic remnants’, which I call ‘archetypes’ or ‘primordial images’, 

have been constantly criticized by people who lack a sufficient knowledge of the 

psychology of dreams and of mythology. The term ‘archetype’ is often misunderstood as 

meaning certain definite mythological images or motifs, but these are nothing more 

than conscious representations. Such variable representations cannot be inherited. 

The archetype is a tendency to form such representations of a motif—representations 

that can vary a great deal in detail without losing their basic pattern. (Jung, 1964, p. 67) 

Archetypes are persistent motifs and patterns across the collective human experience and support 

the existence of the collective unconscious. For Jung, archetypes are basic themes of human 

experience, evident in similar mythological figures across cultures and religions. Similarly, I 
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treat primary emotional states as abstract archetypes that reside in the hearts of other human 

beings as shared instincts. I personify emotions in my autoethnography, through Greek 

mythological characters to make my unique language learning experience more assessable to 

those outside of Mormonism. 

My Positionality 

I was a Spanish L2 Mormon missionary in Ecuador from 2002 to 2004 who later became 

an applied linguist. The participants of my studies perceived me as both a participant of their 

religious world and a researcher. I was positioned as a participant-observer. I also contributed my 

own language learning experience into this dissertation through my autoethnography. 

Religious beliefs can be powerful and very personal. Religion is obviously a sensitive  gap 

in SLA research. I approach this topic with thoughtful respect. Though some Mormon theology 

is at the background of my research, theological positions are not the emphasis. Rather, I focus 

on the diverse psychological and sociological realities of individual language learners. As a 

researcher, I value honest, thoughtful, critical inquiry for positive contributions, not only for the 

LDS Church, but for broader society. Although there were common themes identified across the 

participants, the Mormon missionary experience is still an idiosyncratic human experience and 

very unique. I avoid generalizing my findings to other contexts and populations. The participant 

voices expressed in the studies are diverse personalized accounts that I distinguish in italicized 

quotes. Moreover, my research does not officially speak on behalf of the LDS Church. 

I have an insider understanding of Mormon missionary culture. The overall intent of my 

work to make the language learning experience of Mormon missionaries as accessible as possible 

to outsiders as possible, giving voice to the participants themselves, and gaining an in-depth 

understanding of their unique experience. I hope however, that the findings, implications, and 
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insights offered in this work will be informative and transferable to similar contexts 

where language learner autonomy is a high priority. These contexts include study abroad 

programs, the Peace Corps, critical service learning, and English for specific purposes. 
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Chapter II: “We believe in the gift of tongues…” The Language Learning 

Ideology of Mormon Missionaries 
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Summary 

This exploratory study examines the language learning experiences of Mormon missionaries by 

inquiring their unique language learning ideology called “the gift of tongues”, to miraculously 

speak the second language beyond one's ability through divine assistance. The study uses the 

anthropological framework of the figured world (see Holland et al., 1998) to understand how 

participants self-author their belief within their cultural frame through a Bakhtinian perspective 

of voice (see Bakhtin, 1981). The study identifies what inspired the participants to become 

missionaries, what the gift of tongues means to them, how this belief is constructed and 

performed by narrative in their cultural frame, and how their experience with the gift may be 

understood from a cognitive perspective. Participants were 17 Spanish language learning 

missionaries from various U.S. regions assigned to Southern Arizona for 18-24 months. Data 

were collected through elicitation of their narratives with writing prompts and semi-structured 

focus-group interviews that evoked their language learning experience from their figured world. 

Findings indicate that all participants first wanted to be proselytizing    missionaries before 

receiving the assignment to learn an L2. By gender, they were recruited into their figured world 

differently. Their experience with the gift seems to foster a powerful form of self- compassionate 

autonomous language learning which may not be replicated beyond their cultural frame. Their 

personal narratives contain appropriations of institutional utterances and are narrated according 

to gender performativities (see Butler, 1990) of Mormon culture. At the cognitive level, their 

narratives of the gift express a high self-efficacy for language learning and are evidence of 

passing through the silent period (see Krashen, 1985). This study informs other contexts that 

self-compassion is a vital emotional component for successful autonomous language learning. 
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Introduction 

Therefore, verily I say unto you, lift up your voices unto this people; speak the thoughts 

that I shall put into your hearts, and you shall not be confounded before men; For it shall 

be given you in the very hour, yea, in the very moment, what ye shall say. But a 

commandment I give unto you, that ye shall declare whatsoever thing ye declare in my 

name, in solemnity of heart, in the spirit of meekness, in all things. And I give unto you 

this promise, that inasmuch as ye do this the Holy Ghost shall be shed forth in bearing 

record unto all things whatsoever ye shall say. 

   (Doctrine and Covenants: 100:5-8) 

Missionaries of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (also known as the LDS 

or Mormon Church) appear to be a population of good language learners (GLLs). Norton and 

Toohey (2001) argue that good language learning is not entirely determined by what one does 

individually (e.g., language learning strategies), but also lies in the possibilities afforded in an L2 

community. Research suggests that Mormon missionaries are highly motivated and their 

motivation correlates with rapid vocabulary attainment in their first 6 months of the mission 

service (see Hansen, et al., 2012). A study by Dewey and Clifford (2012) found that most 

missionaries reach the Advanced-Mid level on the OPI by the end of their service. They 

compared Swinder’s (2003) proficiency results of advanced undergraduate language students 

with sojourning Mormon missionaries. They state that “with eight to eleven weeks of intensive 

language learning experience followed by sixteen to twenty-two months of residence abroad as 

missionaries [the participants] demonstrated higher levels of proficiency than undergraduate 

language majors” (p 44). However, one must recognize there are unaccounted factors among 

participants of both these studies. Swinder (2003) did not account for heritage learners nor 
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college students who lived abroad. The sample population of Dewey and Clifford (2012) did not 

explore, in depth, the effect of the unique language learning belief Mormon missionaries have 

with the “gift of tongues.” 

Informative to this present study was Hansen et al. (2012), who surveyed language 

learning Mormon missionaries to learn more about learner affective variables (motivation, 

attitude, spiritual aspect). They found motivation to be the strongest predictor of vocabulary 

acquisition among their participants. Common across males and females was “their belief of the 

workings of ‘the Spirit’ in mission language learning”, and evidence was found for a significant 

positive relationship between language learning belief and vocabulary attainment (p. 104). 

However, studies on Mormon missionary SLA have been holistic regarding oral proficiency 

measures, cognitive-based in regard to their motivation for language learning, and 

psycholinguistic-based in regard to their acquisition and attrition of linguistic features (see 

Hansen, 2012). Research to date has scarcely explored the social dimension of their language 

learning experience, specifically, their belief in the gift of tongues as a shared language learning 

ideology (see Razfar, 2012) in relation to their language learning identity (see Norton, 1995). 

It seems that Mormon missionaries are inspired by a shared, though personalized, 

language learning ideology called “the gift of tongues.” This is a collective belief not to be 

confused with the charismatic “glossolalia” practiced in Pentecostalism, which is, to 

miraculously speak in an unknown L2. To elaborate, Copeland’s (1991) historical analysis shows 

that early 19th century Mormons widely practiced glossolalia along with “xenoglossy”, which is, 

to miraculously speak in a known L2. Mormon glossolalia gradually lost favor as top church 

authorities. In the 1950s they reformed and centralized Mormon doctrine as well as tighten the 

organization policies for global expansion after WWII (Shephard & Shephard, 1996, p. 36). It 
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was clear that Mormon glossolalia had ended when Joseph Fielding Smith, a 1957 church 

authority, set the status quo on what “speaking in tongues” meant in his day. When asked 

whether the gift had ceased, he affirmed, 

There has been no cessation of the gift of tongues. The true gift of tongues is made 

manifest in the Church more abundantly, perhaps, than any other spiritual gift. Every 

missionary who goes forth to teach the gospel in a foreign language, if he is prayerful and 

faithful, receives this gift. (1957, pp. 622-23) 

Mormon xenoglossy has been preserved ever since. It is a belief regarded as doctrinal, or 

unquestionably true to Mormons, and is a central to a missionary’s understanding of the SLA 

experience coupled with their religious identity as language learners. It should be noted that 

Mormon doctrine conceptualizes belief (or faith) as action. The miracle of novel 

extemporaneous L2 speech occurs not simply after the missionaries’ sincere prayer, but after 

working their faith by diligent language study, immersing themselves, and taking the initiative 

by “opening the mouth” to speak God’s word in the L2 to fulfill a purpose. They learn the L2 for 

a purpose higher than themselves. To illustrate, I offer a gift of tongues narrative between a pair 

of missionaries in the paragraphs below. These narratives are what I collected previously in an 

exploratory pilot study. 

Aaron and Josh were given a seven-day diary to reflect on their daily experience learning 

Spanish. That Sunday morning, Aaron self-immersed in Spanish texts for an hour and a half 

writing and speaking his sermon. He did “lots of language practice” on a specific gospel topic. I 

observed his performance at the pulpit. Though he struggled a bit with grammar, he spoke better 

than usual; confident, fluid, and extemporaneous. For Aaron, he noticed a significant 

improvement in his Spanish that day and attributes it to divine intervention. Aaron wrote 
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I feel my Spanish really improved today. I think I really took off today because of the 

spirit. I prayed really hard and it was me, a dictionary, and a piece of paper. I applied 

my Spanish knowledge and came out with an amazing talk. I don’t even know how that 

was possible other than the lord’s hand in helping me tell his children what they 

needed to hear. Then of course I had my prayers today. I used subjunctive correctly in 

them which is a milagro [miracle]! I’m so happy that a lot of things came to an 

understanding today. I just need to keep studying so this milagro doesn’t go away. 

For the rest of the day he expressed a heightened sense of intrinsic motivation and continued to 

speak exclusively in Spanish with his companion, Josh, who was also a Spanish L2 missionary. 

It is evident that the “milagro” was the topic of their conversation across the day. By comparing 

the italicized utterances between the companions (directly above and below) one can notice 

Aarons’ enthusiastic voice echo through Joshs’ narrative voice, in what I call, interpersonal- 

intertextual voice appropriation (see Vasquez-Wright, Chapter 3). That same day Josh wrote 

“After thought: My companion improved in one day with a piece of paper, a message to convey, 

a prayer, & a dictionary. Gifts of God are what help us learn to convey our message!” As 

Aaron experienced a spiritual gift of language learning, Josh affirmed it in a shared cultural 

frame. 

As indicated by Aaron and Josh, the gift of tongues is at the core of the language learner 

identity of Mormon missionaries. It is an institutional belief that frames how they understand 

themselves as language learners and the SLA experience. The belief is doctrinal for them, 

unquestionably true, and transcends from the Mormon institutional voice (e.g., scripture, voices 

of church authorities) to their personalized narratives. Religious belief in the language learning 

experience should not be taken lightly. Joseph (2004) points out the following, 
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Ethnic and religious identities concern where we come from and where we are going – 

our entire existence, not just the moment to moment. It is these identities above all that, 

for most people, give profound meaning to the ‘names’ we identify ourselves by, both as 

individuals and as groups. They supply the plot for the stories of our lives, singly and 

collectively, and are bound up with our deepest beliefs about life, the universe and 

everything. (p. 172) 

How one identifies him/herself to a larger group, to believe as a Spanish L2 Mormon 

missionary for example, can be a powerful unifying force in the religious context. The gift of 

tongues, in their view, is God’s promise to fulfill a divine calling. They believe God called 

them to find, teach, and baptize His children for eternal life, so all may live together as a family 

for eternity in His presence. As a canonical belief, the gift of tongues originated in 1842, when 

Joseph Smith, the first modern Mormon prophet (or president) of the LDS Church, authored 

the Thirteen Articles of Faith. The seventh states, “We believe in the Gift of Tongues, 

Prophecy, revelation, visions, healing, interpretation of tongues, and so forth” (The Pearl of 

Great Price, 1998, p. 60). Today these thirteen articles are still emphasized. From childhood 

Mormons learn them collectively through “We believe” proclamations, and simultaneously 

through their own personalized testimonies. 

For the context of researching the gift of tongues I elicit and analyze narratives. Bell 

(2002) argued that narrative inquiry is more than simply telling stories. Narratives “provide a 

window into people’s beliefs and experiences” (p. 209). Pavlenko (2002) also pointed out that 

the studies of her day showed how narratives “are not purely individually productions - they are 

powerfully shaped by social, cultural, and historical conventions as well as by the relationship 

between the storyteller and the interlocutor” (p. 213). In this study I elicited the culturally 
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situated gift of tongue narratives from Spanish language learning Mormon missionaries. My 

goal is to understand how they undertake language learning in the framework of their figured 

world (Holland et al. 1998). 

To frame the questions of this research it is important to emphasize a few aspects of their 

language learning context. First, Mormon missionary candidates do not choose to learn an L2. It 

is assigned to them. If assigned to learn an L2, they do not choose what that L2 would be. They 

willingly put 18-24 months of their life on hold to exclusively do proselytizing work in the L2. 

Secondly, the gift of tongues is understood in this project as a shared language learning ideology 

because it is doctrinally supported by authority voices of the religious institution. However, on 

the personal level the missionaries differentiate in how they perform their narratives as a 

personalized language learning belief. The four research questions (RQs) that guide this study are 

as follows: 

RQ1: How were participants recruited into the Mormon missionary figured world? 

RQ2: What advice do participants give for the gift of tongues to work? 

RQ3: How are narratives of the Mormon gift of tongues constructed and performed 

within the Mormon figured world? 

RQ4: What does the Mormon gift of tongues mean through the cognitive perspectives 

of the silent period and self-efficacy? 

After each research question is answered I propose a comprehensive model of the Mormon gift 

of tongues before concluding this study. This model merges the findings and concepts 

discussed in the research questions.
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Theoretical Frameworks 

This study adopts poststructuralism to understand how the identities of the language 

learners are socially constructed and performed among others. This is a social-based approach, 

that missionaries perform their identities like actors situated in a cultural stage. This gives 

perspective on the complex meaning constructs of identity and reality, both which are socially 

constructed, situated, and fluid. Identity is constructed by language or situated utterances, where 

speakers are always in dialogue struggling to create meaning and finding voice in a community. 

According to Weedon (1997), an individual creates his or her own ‘subjectivity’ or relationship 

to the world in a situated, dynamic practice of “the conscious and unconscious thoughts and 

emotions of the individual, her sense of herself and her ways of understanding her relation to the 

world” (p. 32). Identity construction is an ongoing and uncertain project (Holland & Lave, 2001) 

in which the individual always performs positions which are afforded in a given cultural and 

moral frame, while also being positioned by others (Davis & Harré, 1990). 

The gift of tongues is a centripetal belief among Mormon missionaries, their unifying 

language learning ideology. This is a belief they can consciously articulate because it is written 

as institutional scripture. However, there is an individual’s way of being and believing, which 

they may not be consciously aware of, but perform it nonetheless in their cultural frame (e.g., 

performance of Mormon gender roles). Institutional voices become naturalized into diverse 

personalized narratives and literacy practices. In other words, I explore voice as a 

multidimensional concept, which has been conceptualized as both institutional and personal in 

writing research (Ivanič 1998; Burgess & Ivanič 2010; Prior, 2002; and Tardy, 2012). This 

approach sees voice as having both a personal aspect (one’s unique imprint and identity that 

struggles to be heard) and a social aspect, (e.g., an institutional voice, the social world, or the 
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cultural frame). It is also dialogic as the personal voice self-authors and acts within the situated 

social realm. In line with this perspective, I use the concept of figured worlds (Holland et al, 

1998) to cover the larger social layer. I also use Bakhtinian theory (Bakhtin, 1981) to cover 

more personal and dialogic layers. 

Figured Worlds 

To best capture the relationship between the individual as an actor and their cultural stage 

as described above, I use the anthropological concept known as “figured worlds” defined by 

Holland et al. (1998) as “A socially and culturally constructed realm of interpretation in which 

particular characteristics and actors are recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts, and 

particular outcomes are valued over others” (p. 52). Figured worlds are the cultural models in 

which people act. They are the landscapes for self-fashioning, where voice and tone are   afforded 

with others. Beyond discourse, figured worlds also have artifacts, which can be texts as tangible 

objects that inspire, evoke, maintain, and create the figured world. Similar to this study, but not 

on Mormon missionaries, Chao and Kuntz (2013) explored adult immigrant identity in a church-

based ESL program as a figured world with a Bakhtinian perspective of language known as 

dialogic discourse (Bakhtin, 1981). In their study, they analyzed artifacts and classroom 

discourse to show how the Christian-figured world of the program was at first unnatural but 

through nurturing became natural. Legitimate Christian identity was mediated by some 

immigrants learning English but was resisted by others. These researchers worked with 

Bakhtin’s notion of authoritative discourse and the internally persuasive discourse to show how 

voices of authority can cause people to passively assimilate, resist, and shape their dialogic 

selves as “authors” in their figured world. In another exemplary study, which informed the 

methodology and theoretical framework of the present study, Coffey and Street (2008) used 
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figured worlds with life history accounts of language learning. By analyzing elicited literacy 

autobiographies, interviews, and discursive worlds with ethnography and narrative inquiry, they 

showed how the experience of British adults learning an L2 was discursively constructed by 

recourse to available cultural worlds and narrative strategies. These learners structured their own 

“language learning project” with discursive representations of social structures that meshed with 

their own personalized narratives of individual experiences. 

The participant of a figured world is perceived as an actor on a stage where certain ways 

of acting are modeled, valued, and naturalized. This current study identified the performance of 

Mormon gender roles in the way narratives of the gift of tongues were delivered. For this reason 

I drew on Judith Butler’s performativity theory to explain this data. Performativity theory 

focuses on ways gender identity gets categorized by discursive practices. Butler (1990) states 

that gender performativities are “a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that 

congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a ‘natural’ kind of being” (p. 32). 

In Mormon discourse there is an afforded way of being “feminine” and “masculine”, but the 

performance of these is distinct from the national culture. These are explored in this current 

study. 

The Mormon Figured World 

The LDS Church is a Utah-based religion but has a global presence and aims to be 

organized and uniform in its policies, doctrine, and worshiping behaviors. It is a proselytizing 

faith in roughly 50 foreign languages. To get a sense of the extent of urgency, responsibility, and 

inspiration to share God’s word that a novice Mormon missionary would feel, below I generally 

describe their mission purpose from their figured world. 
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Mormon missionaries believe that they are literally called by God by a living prophet to 

preach Christ’s “restored gospel” to the world for people’s eternal salvation.1 They accomplish 

this using the Book of Mormon as their proselytizing tool, which is regarded as a sacred, ancient, 

American scripture that tells the account of God’s dealings with the “Nephites and Lamanites”, 

who are believed to be the ancestors of Native Americans. It is also believed that this book was 

translated by Joseph Smith, God’s first, modern-day, living prophet through whom the primitive 

church was restored by revelation and priesthood authority in 1830. There are more complex 

core tenants of the faith that Mormon missionaries must teach to potential converts in the L2. 

They also socialize new converts into faith practices and Mormon culture, including how to 

pray, sing, and behave. In general, the official purpose of the Mormon missionary is to use the 

L2 to preach and baptize converts into their religious way of being. There are complex L2 tasks 

involved, which may seem daunting for an L2 missionary. However, a certain belief from the 

Mormon figured world provides needed assistance. As explained above, a core tenant of the 

religion is; “We believe in the gift of tongues”, which is a belief revised in the early 20th century 

to mean only xenoglossia to meet proselytizing needs during global expansion. The dismissal of 

Mormon glossolalia is a case in point, that over the passage of time figured worlds change as 

authority voices change along with the broader social contexts. 

The young men of the LDS Church who qualify based on interviews and health are 

expected to serve as full-time proselytizing missionaries for two years once they reach 18. 

Though not expected, females are invited to serve when they reach 19. The missionary program 

is global with 422 regions, called “Missions.” 2 Candidates of the program may express a 

1 Affirming that the LDS Church is Christ’s same primitive church restored with living prophets 
and apostles, and the priesthood authority to baptize for salvation. 
2 As of 2017 there were roughly 70,900 missionaries serving worldwide. 
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willingness to learn an L2 on their application. However, they cannot choose where they will 

serve, nor if they will be required to learn an L2. Their destination is determined by the mission 

call, which is a letter from the president of the LDS Church, who is regarded as God’s living 

prophet. The assignment to learn an L2 is understood as a revelation from God.

The missionary figured world begins early. Shepherd and Shepherd (1994) observed that 

for Mormon youth, taking up the missionary role is not an abrupt transition. Rather, it is a 

“gradated status sequence model” that “highlights the continuity and anticipatory socialization 

sponsored by the LDS Church” (p. 172). The Church’s primary social activities, including Boy 

Scouts, youth activities, early morning seminary, and advancement in the pre-mission priesthood 

responsibilities - have the underlying theme of missionary preparation. This emphasis is still in 

effect. Males are expected to be missionaries (for 24 months) and females are invited to serve 

(for 18 months). Moreover, missionaries do not earn or accept money. Rather, as pre-mission 

youth they are expected to work to save up money and pay their living expenses for their entire 

mission. If the missionary candidate has not saved up sufficient funds for the mission, the 

expense is covered first by his/her family. After which, local donations from fellow congregants 

can cover the expense. 

The Silent Period and Self-Efficacy 

The cognitive layer of this study recognizes the silent period and its relationship to self- 

efficacy. Mormon missionaries are pushed to study the L2, flooding their minds with the target 

language during their intense task-based language training at the MTC. They continue to 

immerse themselves in the L2 while in the mission field, dedicating up to one hour a day to 

language study and teaching gospel lessons most of the day. They cannot perform well at first 

with unplanned speech, but they are unconsciously processing the language. Though stressful, 
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they are constantly pushed to perform beyond their capacity. In psycholinguistics, there is what’s 

called the “Silent Period” from Krashen’s input hypothesis (Krashen, 1985). The silent period is 

rarely studied today because SLA research has moved on to other issues, but that does not mean 

it is an irrelevant or wrong concept (VanPatten & Benati, 2015). As participants pass through the 

silent period with novel, extemporaneous L2 speech they notice a marked difference in their 

performance. This awareness would have an effect on their intrinsic motivation and boost their 

self-efficacy, defined as “beliefs in ones capabilities to mobilize the motivation, cognitive 

resources, and courses of action needed to meet given situational demands” (Wood & Bandura, 

1989, p. 408). Self-efficacy is a construct of Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), a 

psychological-based learning theory on the premise that people learn by observing model 

behavior and past experience. As an L2 learner builds up a memory of successful past 

experiences, sees the success in other L2 learners, and is reassured by authority voices, his/her 

self-efficacy increases. The individual becomes more confident in his/her own abilities because 

of past success and is willing to take on new, unfamiliar tasks 

Methods 

Participants 

The participants in this study were 19 Spanish language learning missionaries from 

various U.S. regions. They were assigned to bilingual Southern Arizona for 18 to 24 months. 

Participants were selected based on location convenience and availability. Missionaries routinely 

meet every week to formally follow up on each others’ proselytizing efforts. I attended several of 

their meetings and recruited six at a time for this study, twelve males and seven females. All 

identified as White, except for two; Patricia was Hispanic, while Jessica was interracial: 

White/Mongolian/Native American. All but Patricia reported English as their first language, she 
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was a heritage Spanish speaker. Robert also learned some Spanish at home in his youth, but he 

did not self-identify as a heritage learner. His father, who was once a Spanish speaking 

missionary, raised him as a Spanish/English bilingual. All participants had studied a foreign 

language in high school for at least two years and were between the ages of 18-22. A detailed 

demographic breakdown is provided in Table 2.1 below. All names are pseudonyms. 

Table 2.1 

Participant Demographic Information (N = 17) 

Name Gender Age 
L2 studied in 

school 
Months 
in field 

Experience 
abroad Origin in US 

Daniel M 19 Spanish 6 Utah 
Robert M 19 Spanish 6 5 months 

(Latin 
America) 

Southeast 

Paul M 18 Russian 6 Central 
Sam M 20 Spanish 18 Utah 

Adam M 20 French/Spanish 18 East Coast 
Jason M 22 Italian/Spanish 18 7 years 

(parents in 
military) 

Utah 

Joel M 18 Russian/Spanish 6 Utah 
Kevin M 20 Spanish 21 Utah 
Ben M 19 Spanish 9 Pacific 

Northwest 
Tom M 20 Spanish 20 Utah 

Megan F 20 Sign Language 12 Utah 
Sheri F 21 Spanish 12 Pacific 

Northwest 
Elizabeth F 19 Italian/Spanish 9 Southeast 

Sarah F 21 Spanish 3 Pacific 
Northwest 

Kimberly F 20 Norwegian/Spanish 12 1 year 
(as a child) 

Utah 

Jessica F 20 French 9 6 months Utah 
Patricia F 19 French 

(Spanish Heritage) 
3 4 years Mid-West 
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Data Collection 

Three instruments were used to collect data for this study: a background questionnaire, 

an autobiographical questionnaire, and semi-structured focus-group interviews. This study began 

with pilot interviews, observations, and one-week daily reflections of participants’ L2 use 

throughout the day. From that preliminary data I identified common themes of their SLA 

experience and crafted more specific questions that targeted an exploration of their figured 

world. These questions became the autobiographical questionnaire titled “My Journey Learning 

Spanish”, an idea borrowed from Coffey and Street (2008), to understand how their “language 

learning project” is framed. They were asked questions on their experience becoming a 

missionary and their language learning beliefs. The survey also included questions to explore 

how they perceived the local Hispanics from their figured world. However, the data of their 

perception of the locals was not included for the current study. Questions asked participants to 

reflect in writing on their pre-mission journey to becoming missionaries and their current 

experience learning Spanish. I gathered data on their shifted perspectives of the local Tucson 

Hispanic culture (how they dismissed stereotypes of Hispanics from the media). However, due 

to the complexity of that data I focused this study specifically on their language learning belief 

and will follow-up with their perception of the people in a future study. Doing preliminary pilot 

interviews and drawing on my own SLA experience by reading my mission diaries was 

especially helpful to formulate the prompts that evoke the missionary figured world. 

Participants first filled out the background questionnaire (see Appendix A) then the 

autobiographical questionnaire (see Appendix B) along with a notepad to reflect and answer the 

prompts over a one-week period. After which, we held recorded semi-structured focus-group 

interviews during lunch in the local church meeting house. In groups of four, we informally 
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discussed each of the diary prompts to collectively make meaning of the language learning 

experience. I also did infield observations and took field notes. 

Data Analysis 

I take into consideration that I intimately relate to the participants’ SLA experience. I was 

once a Spanish L2 Mormon missionary from 2002 to 2004. However, that was 14 years ago, now 

distant with life altering perspectives that influence my interpretation of that experience. I am 

aware that my mind and possibly inaccurate memory influences the data, and for this reason I did 

several confirmation checks with the participants to ensure that their voices were heard 

accurately. I also drew on an idea by Barkhuizen (2011), who proposed a way to conceptualize 

the meaning making process of narrative research with the notion narrative knowledging, which 

is to be self-aware of “the meaning making, learning, or knowledge construction that takes place 

during the narrative research activities of (co)constructing narratives, analyzing narratives, 

reporting findings, and reading/watching/listening to research reports” (p. 395). The premise is 

that meaning making occurs not only in the narrator's original telling of the stories, but inevitably 

continues through me, the researcher, who retells the participants’ stories and actively shapes 

them with ethical sensitivity to represent the narrator’s emotions and positionings with 

conceptual coherence. I reserved the exploration of my own experience for Chapter 4.

For analyzing the data I engaged in narrative analysis, which Polkinghorne (1995) 

explains is a synthesizing and configuring process that identifies various bits of data, even data 

not explicitly stated in an interview, to form a coherent plot. This approach gives a focus on 

diachronic data (events, happenings, and actions as data) and all relevant texts and contexts of the 

participant’s life from their figured world, including artifacts. As a researcher who is familiar 

with the Mormon cultural frame, I was able to point out certain patterns that an outsider of their 



53 

culture may not easily identify (e.g., the echo of scripture texts in their personal narratives and 

the subtle differences in voice according to Mormon gender performances). Narrative analysis, 

according to Georgakopoulou (2007), “prioritizes the how of narrative telling” rather than the 

more traditional approach that emphasizes the “what of narrative” (p. 148). Narrative analysis, 

with an insider understanding of how to act and speak in their figured world, allowed me to find 

a coherent emerging plot across the participants. 

The inquiry started by first reading through all the data collected from the autobiographic 

questionnaire and four follow-up focus group interviews of their responses to the questionnaire. I 

reviewed and transcribed segments of the interview recordings, and reviewed in-field 

observations. I then analyzed across participants for each prompt to find overarching emergent 

patterns. Next, I analyzed their individual narratives to identify subtle differences across the 

participants. I found common focal points across participants relative to their common figured 

world, but they were also unique in their personalization of the institutional discourse. I approach 

the answers to each research question by first articulating the shared plot across participants. I 

then point out the subtle differences between the participants. 

Findings 

The answers to the first two research questions give voice to the participant experience 

and why it is important to understand. The third research question does the same but also 

implements an analysis of the social dimension of how their language learning belief is 

constructed and transmitted. The fourth question is a look at the cognitive dimension of the 

language learning belief. 
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RQ1: How Were Participants Recruited into the Mormon Missionary Figured World? 

All participants of this study assert becoming missionaries of their own free will. All 

expressed having had a personal conversion, or strong religious conviction to preach the gospel, 

before their decision to become a missionary candidate and receive the assignment to learn 

Spanish to preach the gospel. In other words, before knowing they were required or not to learn 

an L2, they were already purpose driven, first desiring the proselytizing missionary identity. 

They also reported that leaving home and family and adapting to the program culture of rules and 

discipline was a major adjustment. When they became missionaries, all were addressed by a new 

title: “Elder” or “Sister.” 3 They expressed that their responsibility was sacred, to officially 

represent the LDS Church and effectuate its proselytizing mission. They said that at first, it felt 

unnatural to stand out by their new name, formal clothing, and to approach strangers. However, 

in a short time they all became comfortable with it. The distinguishable black name tag has been 

an especially powerful artifact for them. It facilitates approaching strangers and is a respected 

symbol among in the Mormon community. Differences were found between genders. 

The Elders. Mormonism is a patriarchal religion in the sense that it is the men who hold 

priesthood authority to enact religious ordinances and preside over meetings. For male 

participants, receiving the title “Elder” has a strong connotation of responsibility, reverence, and 

worthiness. One missionary, Daniel, states that the new title “makes you more self-conscious of 

the things you do and say, you come to realize that you share the title with Prophets and 

Apostles.” As official representatives of the LDS Church, and new holders of the priesthood 

3 During the service Mormon missionaries are not to be addressed by their first name. Instead 
they are referred to by a new title. A female is called a “Sister” and a male is called an “Elder.” 
The title “Elder” is not to be confused with being elderly. It is only used among the male 
missionaries and the top world authorities in the LDS Church. 
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(ecclesiastic authority), the males expressed a heightened self-consciousness of their behavior, 

language use, and appearance. In line with what was expressed above, the anthropologist, 

Douglas Davies (2001) elaborates: 

The visible use of this title [Elder] in the labeled figures of missionaries [black suit, white 

shirt, and tie] reflects the fact that these are men who, for a period, carry a distinctive 

responsibility within the Church. […] Symbolically speaking they stand as one ideal type 

of Latter-day Saint believer, one who is seeking to spread the message to outsiders whilst 

demonstrating his own obedience and developing his own testimony. (p. 128) 

The habitus of the “Elder” is modeled by the top General Authorities, regarded as living 

prophets and apostles of the modern day. It appears that the males, in general, strive to embody 

an ideal Mormon way of masculinity. This is noticeable among Mormon men during Sunday 

worship. Their mannerisms and soft toned voice in their sermons and prayers, clean shaved 

faces, and the dark suit over a white shirt and tie all echo the habitus of the Mormon General 

Authorities. For male missionaries, this habitus is written as official policy in their Missionary 

Handbook (see Missionary Handbook, 2015), which explains in more detail their dress code, 

conduct, and language behavior as official representatives of the LDS Church. 

Most male participants in this study reported not always desiring to become missionaries 

at some time in their youth. All but one felt the strong social expectation from the church 

community and family to serve a mission. Family expectations were the strongest influential 

factor on becoming missionaries across the males. However, while in their youth, they report 

admiring and desiring the change they saw in matured post-missionaries. When the expectation 

to “submit their papers” [candidate application] increased as they came of age, those who did not 

feel like serving had to make that decision; to go or not to go. These males expressed a narrative 
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with a recurrent feature known as the turning point. Mischler (2006) states, “sometimes, these 

turning points lead to restorying of the past and the adoption of a new identity that changes the 

meaning of past relationships” (p. 39). Mischler further discusses that this is an ongoing process 

of revising our life stories and identities as we come to make sense what happened (p. 41). For 

the male participants of this present study, the turning points in their narratives came after a deep 

reflection followed by a change of heart. They expressed a putting-off of one’s own selfishness 

and frivolous childish things, to do what was right, and answer the explicit call to serve a 

mission as a Mormon male. To give a clear example of the turning point, below is Robert’s 

narrative. He wrote, 

The time came when I had to honestly decide whether I wanted to do this or not. I took 

some time to pray and really meditate [about] my whole life, my upbringing, family, 

opportunities given me, etc. When I did this, I realized how immensely blessed I had been 

and never realized because [of] my selfish and ungrateful attitude. I realized also that all 

of these blessings had been available to me because of the influence of the gospel of Jesus 

Christ in my family’s life. I knew right then that I had to repent, change my lifestyle and 

prepare to serve a mission. 

Two males however, had a different narrative structure. They expressed no turning point. They 

always planned on becoming missionaries since childhood. Ben was one of these. His narrative 

stood out, expressing that he worked before his mission to finance the expense of the entire two 

years. However, his mission call did not work out as he hoped. Ben recounted that upon opening 

his mission call he felt an initial disappointment but remained devoted nonetheless: 

I decided to serve a mission when I was a small child in my Primary class. I’ve always 

known that I was going to go and I spent my whole life preparing for it, both mentally and 
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financially. I was able to earn all the necessary funds for my mission and I sent my papers 

in hoping to get called to either a different language or to go to a different country. I 

received neither when I saw I got called to Tucson, AZ, English speaking. I was 

disappointed, but trusted enough to know what the right thing to do was. I left with the 

hope to do everything God asked me to do. 

After arrival to the mission field, Ben expressed his desire to learn Spanish to the mission 

president, a church authority who presides over the mission. The mission president transferred him 

into Tucson’s Spanish-speaking mission. Based on my observation, his oral/aural Spanish 

proficiency were high compared to other missionaries. He expressed desires to use Spanish for his 

future career as a medical doctor. 

The Sisters. Similar to males, the females also highly esteemed post-missionaries as 

changed, mature people. However, they agreed to not feeling expected but invited to serve. For 

three of them, when they turned 19 and were finally eligible to serve as missionaries, there was no 

doubt that serving was what they had always wanted to do. Kimberly was among these. She wrote, 

I always had that strong desire to serve Him & to increase my spirituality allowing w/my 

knowledge of this gospel. I also have always felt a very strong sense of gratitude for this 

gospel in my life. I wanted to give back & share it w/ others. 

The other four females expressed that they had a recent pre-mission spiritual experience, which 

were also turning points. When compared to the narratives of the males, they too felt the call to 

the service blossom from within, but it occurred as unexpected change of plans. Sarah for 

example, never thought about going on a mission, nor did she feel it was expected of her from 

her family and church community. She was in the middle of working on a college degree when 
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suddenly she knew everything in her life (e.g., school, work, and dating) had to be on hold for 

the next 18 months. She wrote, 

One day I was talking with friends, as we were walking something touched my heart and I 

had this thought enter my mind ‘Sarah, you need to serve a mission.’ […] The next morning 

I woke up and was immediately overcome by the spirit. While I wrestled with the idea for 

a long time, I couldn’t deny this prompting and knew I needed to go. 

Sarah knew that she was called to the service through an emotional experience. There was no 

social expectation as expressed by the males. Overall, the difference between the males and 

females was that females reported not feeling the expectation to serve as the males did. Within 

each gender there was the distinction between always wanting to serve since childhood versus 

feeling a recent call to serve once they came of candidacy age. Another factor of inspiration 

among females was the recently lowered age of candidacy, from 21 to 19, which inspired all but 

Sarah to serve a mission because it made it more “accessible” to them. The narratives from the 

females did not express the change of heart that the males did. 

RQ2: What Advice do Participants Give for the Gift of Tongues to Work? 

Before entering the mission field, all participants received six weeks of intensive task- 

based language training at the Missionary Training Center (MTC), in Provo, Utah. Though they 

could already do certain gospel-based tasks once they entered the mission field (e.g., pray and 

share a scripture), they realized their language learning journey had just begun. Shepard and 

Shepard (1998) point out that 

Although they are provided a good foundation in language development, most Mormon 

missionaries discover upon arriving at their destinations that they require several months 
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of additional practice and exposure to native usage before they become reasonably fluent 

in the language. (p. 53) 

They also realized in the mission field that merely believing in the gift of tongues was not 

enough. They learned to have faith in it. Faith, in their figured world, is a dual concept of both 

belief and work. For this reason, I saw it necessary to inquire into their language learning 

ideology by asking them to list what language learning advice they would give to a new 

missionary and label it in order of importance from one (most important) to three (third most 

important). Three categories emerged. The most important was learner autonomy, and second, 

self-compassion. Elizabeth gave the exemplary response. She wrote, “Speak the language is 

number 1! No matter how often we hear this advice it still is the most important. 2nd I believe is 

accepting that you will make mistakes. We all do!” There were two outliers, Adam and Sheri,  

the only two who prioritized self-compassion over learner autonomy. The third category was  

spiritual advice (e.g., to pray for comfort and divine help), which is unique for a language 

learner. This category, I argue, may reside under self-compassion for reasons explained below. 

Learner autonomy: The prioritized advice. Every missionaries receives the manual 

Preach my Gospel (2004). Chapter seven, titled “How can I better learn my mission 

language” (pp. 127-136) gives good advice based on principles of language learning and the 

technical aspect of learning autonomy. They are told to create and evaluate a language study plan, 

set personal language learning goals, study specific content that helps them achieve those goals, 

ask native speakers for help and to study with the assigned companion. The program policy 

expects learner autonomy from them, which Henri Holec classically defined as “the ability to 

take charge of one’s own learning” (1981, p. 3). This is evident in their policy called HSI, “habla 

su idioma” [speak your language], the scheduled language study hour, and their personalized  
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“langauge study plans” which they create and revise continuously across their 18-24 months 

of service. Studying the L2 for the proselytizing purposes is also an expression of their 

religious devotion to God because using the L2 for this reason fulfills their official mission 

call. A scripture they quoted to me twice in the focus group interviews states, 

I will go and do the things which the Lord hath commanded, for I know that the Lord 

giveth no commandments unto the children of men, save he shall prepare a way for them 

that they may accomplish the thing which he commandeth them. (Book of Mormon, 

1998, p. 6) 

Some participants attest that it has been difficult pushing themselves out of their comfort zones, 

being criticized in public, and discouraged when they repeatedly made the same L2 mistakes. 

However, with a companion at the side and a nametag on, and a purpose greater then themselves, 

they were able to put themselves out there and act upon their faith through obedience to their 

mission call and the explicit guidance of the program policy. They report doing exactly what the 

authority voices of their figured world tell them to do. Below is their primary advice related to 

learner autonomy. 

Daniel: The advice that I would give to any missionary, Spanish or English is to 

‘speak-up’. 

Paul: Speak constantly. Its super hard in the beginning & you will have migraines but 

it's worth the effort. 

Sarah: Just open your mouth. 

Sam: Honestly, the advice I can offer is Just do it. And be diligent about learning the 

language. 

Jason: Study daily, effectively for the full hour. 
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Joel: Le hablaria que tiene que hablar la idioma cada momento posible y tener 

confianza. [I would tell them they have to speak the language every moment 

possible to feel confident.] 

Kevin: Para ayudar cada misionero les advisaria que tengan que hablar. [To help each 

missionary I would advise that they have to speak.] 

Ben: Speak only Spanish w/ your companion, Take the full hour of language study 5 

times a week. 

Jessica: Always use the time you have to study effectively! 

Megan: Practice, Practice, Practice! 

Robert: Whole mission - always work to improve Spanish. Practice, speak as much as 

possible!!! 

Adam: Make sure you're always doing language study and that the stuff you're learning 

is things you will apply that day! Ask your companion for help. 

Sheri: Try to speak Spanish as much as you can [...] ask for help from the natives. 

The participant responses above are obviously purpose driven and goal-oriented. Synthesizing 

them as a collective voice, they recommend dedicating at least one hour a day to language study 

and what is studied must be applicable in the day. After language study one must continue 

practicing what was studied with the assigned companion (a language learning partner) and with 

the local native speakers, who can help. The bottom line, they said, was to “just do it” and 

“speak your language.” As they do this they learn to be proactive at finding and interacting with 

native speakers who want to listen to their gospel message in the L2. 

Self-compassion: The secondary advice. Mormon missionaries who participated in this

study, reported that they experienced anxiety as they learned Spanish. Foreign language anxiety
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(FLA) is generally categorized by Horwitz (2010) as a “situation-specific anxiety, similar in type 

to other familiar manifestations of anxiety such as stage fright or test anxiety.” (p. 154). It is 

widely accepted that FLA is “not a simple, unitary construct that can be comfortably quantified 

into ‘high’ or ‘low’ amounts” (Scovel, 1978, p. 137). In other words, FLA is an emotional state. 

One participant suggests one source of Mormon missionary FLA comes from the high 

expectations from their program. Adam wrote, 

It’s always discouraging when they [his mission leaders] talk about the mission’s level of 

Spanish proficiency. I don’t think the majority of us have reached the expectations they 

have for us, and that is discouraging as we continue to try to improve. 

This is to be expected because of the strong push for them to learn the L2 as fast as possible in 

the MTC and in the mission field. The remaining participants showed another source of FLA, 

which appears to be shared across the group. It is the inner-critic. Ben for example wrote “Even 

though I haven’t experienced a lot of outside criticism, I’ve felt a lot of discouragement from 

self-criticism.” Sam’s response represents the solution to managing the inner-critic. He wrote 

“discouragement has mostly been from myself because I compare myself to others a lot. But I 

began telling myself that I have good Spanish and started speaking more.” He had engaged in 

positive self-talk, a thought reframing technique. This same strategy was used by Jason. Upon 

first arrival, Jason was self-conscious of his “bad Spanish” [low proficiency] and sensitive to 

what native speakers thought of him. Jason wrote, 

I felt it [discouragement] when members [local native speaking Mormons] tell you your 

Spanish is bad on your first Sunday in the mission field. A member said after hearing me 

“Isn’t it amazing how missionaries come out with his [Jason’s] Spanish and leave so 

much better!” It was supposed to be encouragement though, so I didn’t let it get to me. 
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What Ben, Sam, and Jason are expressing above is a personal journey towards self- 

compassion. This was a dominant theme across the participants. To be clear, self-compassion 

does not mean selfishness, indulgence, nor self-pity. Neff (2003) defines it as a three- 

dimensional concept that includes (1) self-kindness (a kind and understanding attitude towards 

one’s self as opposed to harsh judgment), (2) common humanity (perceiving one’s experiences as 

part of the larger human condition instead of feeling separate and isolated), and (3) mindfulness 

(an awareness of painful life experiences but without overly associating oneself with them). 

Research shows that self-compassion is a powerful predictor of mental health in the religious 

experience (Akin & Akin, 2017). It is not discussed explicitly in their manual. However, self-

compassion appears to be fostered individually. Missionaries are instructed do daily meditative, 

personal prayers, and to “following the promptings of Spirit” within themselves. This is the 

dimension of their religion that affords a personal voice, a complement of the obedience aspect 

of learner autonomy. Their responses below indicate having undergone a journey of difficulty, 

but a certain wisdom was discovered in their struggle. They discovered self-compassion. 

Daniel:  I would also caution not to compare yourself to others. We are all different and 

have different strengths and weaknesses. Your Spanish is your own, not your 

companions or anyone else’s. You need to do your best and be yourself. Find 

good and fun ways to study and make Spanish enjoyable. 

Jessica: You know more than you think! Don't be afraid to speak! Don’t be afraid to ask 

others for help because they won’t care especially if you are trying. 

Megan: Also, don’t be shy. Just say what you know and don’t be scared to ask for help. 

[...] You don't have to speak perfectly! 

Ben: Get enough sleep. 
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Sam: 

Kevin: 

Adam: 

Sheri: 

Don’t be afraid to mess up. 

No sea frustrado. Aprendiendo un otro idioma es como comiendo un elefante. No 

van a ser eso a una comida. Pero poco a poco pueden aprender y va a quedar 

[Don’t be frustrated. Learning another language is like eating an elephant. 

You're not going to this in one meal. But little by little you can learn and it will 

stick.]

Don’t get discouraged! It takes time to learn Spanish. 

Be patient with yourself. 

The self-compassionate responses above indicate that mission life is not all about work 

and formality. They have fun learning the L2 through self-kindness. Generally, their behavior 

was formal when I interviewed them. However, the in-field observations showed a playful side. 

They engaged in language play, some appropriated local benign slang and colloquialisms into 

their speech (e.g., “¡muy padre!” [very cool]), and a few missionaries practiced informal 

Spanish conjugations within the companionship and among the native speaking children. Cook 

(1997) distinguishes two levels of language play, both of which were observed. These levels 

correspond to the formal and semantic levels of language. At the formal level, language play is 

generally performed through sounds (e.g. patterns of rhyme, rhythm, assonance, consonance and 

alliteration). This was obvious with their benign Spanish impersonations and tongue twister 

competitions. At the semantic level, Cook references Jakobson (1960), explaining that play is 

evident in grammatical structures which create parallelisms and patterns. These structures are 

combined units of meaning to create worlds which do not exist, as in fiction (Cook, 1997, 

p.228). From this level I heard Spanish jokes, puns, and entertaining fictitious stories for the
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sake of practicing the Spanish past tenses. Their language play did not show to be a scheduled 

activity. Rather, it emerged through interaction when it was afforded in the informal context. 

Some of the missionaries spoke to each other through informal Spanish conjugations and 

used informal slang, which does not precisely follow their rulebook. Most of the time their 

informality went unnoticed. On occasions the use of slang was noticed and was called out by a 

conscientious missionary. However, if the language play was too benign and afforded for the 

given informal context the missionary who called it out risked being labeled a “Pharisee” by the 

peers. On the other hand, speaking and behaving too frivolously, especially in the formal 

context, carried the risk of being called an “Apostate” by the peers. These terms are still 

missionary slang terms nonetheless, and are used playfully. It seems that they find a middle-way 

to negotiate their own Spanish identities in their obedience culture. They were strategic about 

when and where to play. This does not happen at a stranger’s front door step, nor at the pulpit 

during a reverent church meeting. It occurred between missionaries or emerged as they grew 

closer to the people they teach. These contexts indicate that playful Spanish behavior is reserved 

for intimate use, which is evidence that social bonding and relationships of trust have formed. 

The nature of missionary work is stressful and can even be discouraging. Though 

missionaries are well received by local Mormons, they still face rejection and face opposition 

when proselytizing to strangers in public. Self-compassion is also at play to resolve this issue 

through counterdiscourse, an effective strategy used by GLLs in other contexts (Cervatiuc, 2009; 

McKay & Wong, 1996). Elizabeth, for example, felt ridiculed by a man. She described him as a 

“rotten egg.” She reports him calling her a “güerita” [little white girl] with a negative tone and 

then insulted her religious beliefs. She learned to disconnect from what happened for a greater 

cause through a more powerful, counterdiscourse. She wrote, 
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We all go through discouragement or criticism, it’s what we signed up for […] It’s tough 

when people assume you don’t understand and they blatantly talk about you or the 

Church in a negative connotation […] sometimes you’ll get a rotten egg but let’s face it, 

that’s in every culture. 

She learned to expect the hardships and not to take criticism personally. She did not allow these 

incidents to tarnish her perception of the local people. It appears that the Mormon Missionaries 

routinely speak up for a purpose which, they feel, is higher than themselves. Rejection inevitably 

happens in public, and they learn to deal with it quickly and move on to another stranger who 

might want to listen to their gospel message in the L2. 

Seek divine assistance: An extension of self-compassion. Most participants gave 

spiritual advice for learning the L2. This is unique as it would not be typical advice coming from 

an L2 college student. When interviewed, Jason expressed that the gift of tongues is more than 

speaking a new language. He said “The gift of tongues is not just necessarily for speaking, like a 

different language, like Spanish, or German, or Russian, or whatever. I feel like, it’s also for 

like, speaking to the hearts of the people.” Jason is referring to what Mormons call, the 

“language of the Spirit.” This is a spiritual dimension in the realm of emotion. I did not rank 

their spiritual advice against the learner autonomy and self-compassion categories above. Rather, 

these unique responses seem to be an extension of self-compassion for an increased sense of 

inner-power (e.g., a form of positive self-talk and way to recognize ones’ own abilities). Their 

dominant spiritual advice was to always pray in the L2 for the gift of tongues, which most 

reported doing privately each morning and night. Belding et al. (2010) indicates that private, 

non-scripted, self-reflective prayer is a form of positive self-talk that relieves stress. From a 

Bakhtinian viewpoint, prayer may be understood as verbalizing self-motivating inner dialog with 
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the Other (God). At any rate, they report praying in the L2 daily, and they would not be doing 

this if they did not receive some psychological benefit from it. Below is their spiritual advice. 

Sarah: Pray for the gift of tongues and the interpretation of tongues. Remember that you 

Jessica: 

Ben: 

Jason: 

Kimberly: 

Adam: 

Kevin: 

Sam: 

are doing the lord’s work, but also remember that he called you to speak 

Spanish and he will provide a way for you to do just that. 

Always pray for the gift of tongues. 

Pray for the gift of tongues. 

Pray for the gift of tongues. 

Always seek the lord's help and pray for the gift of tongues. 

Always do your prayers in Spanish, actively seek the gift of tongues, LOVE 

the Culture! 

Orar siempre. [Pray always.] 

Seek the Spirit as you learn and practice. 

The secondary spiritual advice was to read the Book of Mormon out loud in the L2 and/or 

study it in the L2, which most report doing each morning during language study. Two 

participants wrote the following advice: 

Daniel: Read the BoM in Spanish. It brings a power and Spirit to your words and feelings. 

Sheri: Read the Book of Mormon in Spanish [...] remain worthy of the Spirit to help you 

[...] trust in the Lord.

It is not uncommon for missionaries to read the Book of Mormon out loud in the L2. All 

participants of this present study report doing this at the beginning of their language learning. 

This topic came up in one of the group interviews, and I asked why they did this specifically 
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with the Book of Mormon and no other text in the L2. Below is a segment of my conversation 

with Jason. 

Interviewer: Why is the Book of Mormon special for that kind of reading [reading out loud]? 

Jason: I think it’s one of those challenges that a lot of people hear about, um, that sounds 

pretty cool in the beginning of the mission. So, people decide they want to finish it 

out [reading it cover to cover out loud]. So, there is not really a challenge reading 

an article from the Liahona [church magazine] out loud or anything. 

Interviewer: The challenge, I think, it was that you’ll speak fluently by the time you finish? 

Jason: Yeah. I’m not sure if the promise has really matched but I can definitely speak a 

lot better. 

The participants were not sure of the precise origin of this promise, but it inspired them 

nonetheless. Jason’s comment aligns with Steinagel’s (2005) study, which found that novice 

missionaries who read the Book of Mormon out loud 30 minutes a day had no effect on 

measures of reading comprehension, grammar, or speaking performance when compared to 

missionaries that read silently. This study was short, lasting two weeks. However, Steinagel 

noticed that missionaries found the activity enjoyable and they became aware of improvement, 

specifically in the ability to read out loud (p. 73). From an acquisition standpoint, reading a text 

out loud with the focus on pronunciation is not the most effective practice when compared to 

reading silently for comprehension. However, it appears to be good pronunciation practice and 

improves the ability to read fluently out loud. Vocalizing and studying the Book of Mormon in 

the L2, each day, inspired them. It is the keystone of their religion, their most sacred text. It 

appears that reading this text out loud, over time, helped them see improvement in their own 

ability to read L2 texts out loud. In a different context, Lepp-Kaethler & Dörnyei (2013) 
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examined religious L2 learners who also had strong attachment to their religious text translated 

to the L2. Analyzing language learner motivation with the “L2 Motivational Self System” (see 

Dörnyei 2009), they found that when 

divine call/vision, L2 learning vision, and a sacred text—are pooled, synchronized, and 

channeled meaningfully, they appear to generate an unusually high ‘jet stream’ of 

motivation for language learning: learners are caught in a powerful inner current that 

propels them to acquire language with exceptional intensity, persistence, and longevity. 

(p. 186) 

Missionaries who have a high interest in studying the deeper aspects of Mormon doctrine, in 

conjunction with their interest in learning the L2, may have an advantage because they have full 

access to advanced L2 readings in their cannon of religious texts. 

RQ3: How Are Narratives of the Mormon Gift of Tongues Constructed and Performed 

Within the Mormon Figured World? 

The voice within the narratives of the Mormon gift of tongues simultaneously includes 

both institutional and personal dimensions. On the institutional level one can find echoes of 

scripture texts and the performance of Mormon gender roles in the delivery of the narratives. On 

the personal level one can see how the institutional voice has become naturalized into the 

missionary. Below I answer these research question through the social-based theories of 

intertextuality (Bakhtin, 1981) and gender performativity (Butler, 1990). 

Intertextual voice appropriation of institutional voice. Bakhtin (1981) states that 

“language, for the individual consciousness, lies on the borderline between oneself and the other. 

The word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes ‘one’s own’ only when the speaker 

populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when he appropriates the word” (p. 293). 
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Being familiar with Mormon authority voices and scripture quotes, I identified institutional texts 

implicitly absorbed throughout their narratives. Most of these were not direct quotations of 

scriptures and offered no citations. Rather, they were utterances that were absorbed into their 

own personal voice, a form of intertextual voice appropriation (see Chapter 4). Only a few 

participants explicitly cited scriptures, a form of reported speech. Most though were implicit, and 

either had traces of an archaic scriptural undertone or were completely naturalized into the 

participant’s own words. A few texts were biblical, but the majority came from Mormon 

scripture (including one from a modern Mormon apostle). 

The dominant Mormon text across participants was Doctrine and Covenants (D&C) 100: 

5-8 (quoted above the introduction of this article). All participants either appropriated segments

of it into their own voice, explicitly referenced it, or framed their responses on its idea. There is 

another Mormon scripture, nearly equally influential, 1 Nephi 3:7 (in the table below). The four 

participants in the table below show how Mormon missionaries, as individuals, make sense of 

the SLA experience through their religious lens. Each participant applies the institutional texts in 

their individual voice in different ways. Each is afforded in the shared religious world. Segments 

of the texts are italicized and in bold on each column of Table 2.2 below to illustrate how 

participants crafted their own authorial voice by drawing on institutional texts associated with 

the gift of tongues. 

Table 2.2 

Intertextual Voice Appropriations of Institutional Texts 

Institutional voice Intertextual voice appropriation 

“…you shall not be confounded before 
men…” 
(D&C 100: 5-8) 

“God TRULY will not allow us to be 
confounded before men if we but exercise 
faith and open our mouths and also, he 
always prepares a way for us to accomplish 
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“…I will go and do the things which the Lord 
hath commanded, for I know that the Lord 
giveth no commandments unto the children of 
men, save he shall prepare a way for them 
that they may accomplish the thing which he 
commandeth them.” (1 Nephi 3:7) 

what he has commanded. (1 Nephi 3:7) He 
sent me here to speak Spanish. Therefore, 
I will through His help, be able to speak 
Spanish” (Kimberly). 

“…speak the thoughts that I shall put into 
your hearts” (D&C 100: 5-8) 

“But the Comforter, which is the Holy Ghost, 
whom the Father will send in my name, he 
shall teach you all things, and bring all 
things to your remembrance, whatsoever I 
have said unto you.” (New Testament, John 
14:26) 

“And if men come unto me I will show unto 
them their weakness. I give unto men 
weakness that they may be humble; and 
my grace is sufficient for all men that humble 
themselves before me; for if they humble 
themselves before me, and have faith in me, 
then will I make weak things become strong 
unto them” (Book of Mormon, Ether 12:27). 

“I saw this gift the first time in the MTC 
(training). I wanted to give a prayer to my 
Heavenly Father and I didn’t have the words I 
wanted to say. I prayed for the help to express 
my heart and He [God] helped me and this 
gift helped me remember classes from high 
school and my teachers, and I said 
everything I wanted” (Kevin, translated from 
his Spanish). 

“I never had a good memory, but all of a 
sudden I was able to remember hundreds of 
words and conjugations. […] Ether 12:27 – 
Promises that God will help me make 
Spanish a strength” (Jason). 

“Part of the tragedy you must avoid is to 
discover too late that you missed an 
opportunity to prepare for a future only God 
could see for you… [explains how he lost the 
opportunity to practice Spanish with his dad] 
…It was no accident that I was born into a 
home with a Spanish speaking father.” 4
(President Henry B. Eyring, General 
Authority) 

“I had studied for 7 years in school, practiced 
a lot with my dad, and had a pretty good 
handle on the language my first day in the 
mission. I think for me, the lord gave me the 
gift of tongues before the mission in a way by 
giving me opportunities to learn and practice 
knowing he would send me on a Spanish 
speaking mission. That being said, there has 
still been room for improvement and my 
Spanish skills have increased exceptionally 
through the Lord’s help. But I think the real 
gift to me was the learning I received before 
my mission which has helped me immensely” 
(Robert).5

4 Months before collecting data, a colleague researcher and I did a workshop for the 
missionaries to inspire them to learn Spanish. We shared this quote from a Mormon Apostle. 
5 In a follow-up interview Robert told me that he was in fact inspired by Elder Eyring’s quote. 
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On the left column of Table 2.2 are quotes from Mormon canonical scripture. These include the 

New and Old Testaments of the Bible, the Book of Mormon, and the Doctrine of Covenants 

(D&C). There is also one quote from a member of the First Presidency of the LDS Church, 

President Henry B. Eyring. On the right column are quotes from participants questionnaire 

responses. As they responded to the prompt, to define the gift of tongues and give an experience 

of it, they appropriated institutional utterances. Jason and Kimberly report scripture for some of 

their response. The rest of the responses were full appropriations into the personal voice. These 

textual origins might go unnoticed to a researcher who is unfamiliar with Mormon discourse. 

They were obvious to me as I could here the institutional echo resonate through the text. 

Mormon gender performativity. When participants answered the journal prompt: 

“what does the gift of tongues mean to you? Share any motivating experiences where you have 

witnessed it in your own life or in the lives of other missionaries” the males and females 

responded differently. They responded through gender performativities (see Butler, 1990) that 

are common sense to Mormon culture. Below are the two Mormon gender performativities 

through gift of tongue narratives. 

The Sisters. When prompted to define the gift of tongues and share any experiences with 

it, the female participants contrasted with the males in written diary text but not in spoken 

performance. In writing they were more sentimental than the males and used the voice of 

Mormon testimony discourse. This is typically marked by the phrase of assertion, “I know____   

is true”, followed by a personal, emotional narrative. The oral performance of a testimony occurs 

in a reverent setting, such as at the pulpit or while formally teaching the gospel. In Mormon 

culture it is not uncommon to hear either gender express tender feelings in a testimony. 
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However, the males and females differed in written voice. To give an example of the female 

voice, Elizabeth wrote, 

The Gift of Tongues is something really special to me. I know that it is a gift of the 

Spirit that I must ask for and be worthy of. I will never forget my first experiences 

with this gift: - It was my 5th week in the mission & I had left church the 4 weeks 

prior always with a killer headache because I was concentrating so hard on trying 

to understand. So on the morning of my 5th Sunday, I spent most of my time on my 

knees pleading for Divine Help. I determined to fast. Finally church started, & I 

was shocked to find that I would understand almost every word that was said. I 

could understand! Tears of gratitude just flooded my eyes because of this incredible 

gift. I have always tried to remain worthy of the Gift of Tongues ever since & to ask 

for it everyday. 

Note how she expressed the Mormon testimony language marked with “I know” and it is 

followed by a long sentimental narrative. She expressed “tears of gratitude.” Typically, the 

females gave elaborate heart-felt inspiring narratives as they would be heard over the pulpit in a 

spoken testimony. The males however, did not use Mormon testimony discourse in their written 

narratives. 

The Elders. Anthropologist David Knowlton (1992) states that “Mormonism praises the 

man who is able to shed tears as a manifestation of spirituality” (p. 23). Though not required, the 

performance of Mormon masculinity affords public tears at the pulpit while bearing a heartfelt 

spiritual narrative known as a “testimony.” In Mormon culture, the expression of tenderness is a 

sign of humility. Knowlton also notes that Mormon masculinity is a manhood in conflict with 

national culture, where it not perceived masculine to speak sentimentally. Males of this study 
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performed both Mormon and national masculinity. When prompted to define and share a gift of 

tongues experience to me in writing, no tender feelings or narratives were expressed by the 

males. Rather, they gave me a short dry textbook definition. They did not express sentimental 

testimony narratives as the females did, which are typically marked with the “I know” phrase to 

express certainty. To illustrate, below is what Jason wrote, 

The gift of tongues is a spiritual gift where, if one qualifies for it, the Holy Ghost will help 

the message being delivered and communicated to the hearers’ heart. Perhaps this is 

through help in learning a new language (in a moment or over time) or spiritually 

conveying the message. I feel I’ve learned Spanish faster than I would without spiritual 

help. 

Note how Jason did not use the Mormon testimony language (e.g., I know…) and avoided the 

expression of emotions when prompted to give an experience with the gift through writing. 

Because the males did not write testimony discourse does not mean they were less 

emotional (or spiritual) than the females. Their performance in writing simply was not the social 

context for a Mormon male to do this. I did four interviews, three of which did not capture their 

sentimental narratives. However, one particular interview felt different. Before I started the 

recording, I brought refreshments. I offered a prayer to first bless the food before interviewing. I 

then started the interview in a solemn tone, sharing my own story of how I became a missionary. 

I then asked the Elders how they were converted and wanted to become missionaries. At this 

interview, the male participants shared their testimonies. All present performed the soft Mormon 

testimony discourse voice and shared long sentimental narratives. I then asked each in the group 

how has taking up the missionary roll been a major adjustment. Tom, who was a huge football 

player, opened up to me and spoke in a soft reverent voice, 
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So, I played [college] football before [the mission], and I’m going to play a little bit 

after, but [pauses], so it’s definitely a culture shock. It’s going from a physical thing, like 

having to get over physical trials in football coming into a mission, where it’s more a 

mental or a spiritual thing, like that took a while. The mental things were a problem for a 

while just getting over the fact that people don't always want to listen to you. So yeah, it 

was a struggle getting through that transition. 

I then changed the topic to the gift of tongues. Tom shared a personal narrative, again in a soft 

reverent voice like the rest of the males who were present, 

I’ve served in an English area for a little bit and we still knocked into people who spoke 

Spanish, so I was the only one that could speak Spanish. I realized how much I had 

learned since the last time that I guess I had used Spanish. So that. That was cool to see 

that maybe I had forgotten those words, especially in an English area and I didn’t even 

think I knew Spanish still, and we would knock on a door and they'd know Spanish and 

I’d start up a conversation with them, and like, I’d say words that I didn’t even realize 

that I knew or that I ever learned, and wow. 

The soft side of Mormon masculinity was exclusively expressed in the interview through much 

longer heart-felt narratives. The reason male participants performed their sentimental side was 

because I created the reverent context for it, like a Mormon testimony meeting. It first started 

with a prayer followed by myself sharing a testimony of my own language learning experience. I 

expressed what I remembered of my own vulnerability while learning the L2 and the males 

joined me. The prayer I offered and my initial testimony sent a metamessage to the Elders, that 

our forthcoming interview was to be a sentimental conversation on the gift of tongues. 
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RQ4: What Does the Mormon Gift of Tongues Mean in the Cognitive Perspectives of the 

Silent Period and Self-Efficacy? 

Generally, the gift of tongues narratives are narratives of the eureka moments in L2 

performance and/or comprehension. These experiences, from the psycholinguistic point of view, 

are evidence that the L2 has been unconsciously processed and unplanned L2 speech is possible. 

In other words, they are going past the silent period and are aware of it. This awareness appears 

to have a positive effect on their self-efficacy for language learning. Moreover, these experiences 

typically occurred in the beginning of the language learning journey, after diligently immersing 

themselves in the L2 for a targeted purpose in the domain of teaching gospel principles. Once 

they noticed that they were finally able to extemporaneously perform successfully after 

considerable effort, the experience becomes an inspiring narrative in their cultural frame. 

Sharing the gift of tongue narratives through testimonies may explain, in part, their high 

self-efficacy for language learning (see Chapter 3). The missionaries share their personal gift of 

tongue narratives through testimony discourse (e.g., I know the gift of tongues is real…) in the 

formal context of church meetings and between each other when it came up as a conversation 

topic. This is inspiring discourse for them. It is doctrinal supported by their scripture that they 

will succeed in the L2, even a promise from God. When they are united and assert through their 

collective voice, “We believe in the gift of tongues” they are fostering a sense of self-efficacy at a 

collective level known as group potency. Sosik (2010) explains that group potency has two 

aspects, (1) a belief of mutual confidence that is shared across group members and (2) a general 

belief that the group is effective across a variety of tasks or situations, rather than a specific 

context. Their group potency is evident through the testimony discourse and inspiring scripture 
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texts that mediate through the group discourse. They remind themselves that God is on their side 

and will prepare a way for them to succeed after they have done all they could do. 

Proposed Model of the Mormon Gift of Tongues 

In this exploratory study I used both cognitive and social perspectives on the Mormon 

gift of tongues. Before concluding I bring these perspectives together in this section to propose a 

comprehensive model. However, it has a limitation because it does not represent the experience 

Robert and Patricia had with learning Spanish. They were the only participants who admitted   not 

having a “remarkable experience” with learning Spanish. This is possibly due to already having 

a high L2 proficiency and any development of Spanish proficiency would go unnoticed. The 

model seems to be more applicable to new language learners whose narratives expressed these 

remarkable experiences with their first unrehearsed, novel L2 speech. 

When participants were asked what the gift of tongues meant to them, all asserted it was 

real and had faith in it. However, for a Mormon there two components to the concept of faith; to 

have a sincere desire within the heart and to act upon that desire through works. Kimberly 

elaborates. She wrote, “Something though, that I have learned the hard way, is that the gift of 

tongues is not free. We have to work really hard and be very diligent in order to obtain it.” In 

the group interview Jason gives a good explanation on these two components of faith. In the 

interview he explains Mormon faith through a metaphor. He expressed, 

I feel like it’s definitely like, desire to have that gift and to work for that gift, because you 

can’t just sit around, not study the language, and expect it to happen. It's not going to 

work that way. It's like the scripture James chapter two where it says faith without works 

is dead. Faith is that desire, and then if were like working for that gift, it's going to be 

like, pushing us in that right direction. It’s like rowing a boat, if you’re just rowing one 
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oar you’re going to go in a circle for hours. But if your using both of them together 

you're going to be going in a straight direction. 

The first oar of faith is the dimension of sincere inner-desire, finding internal power through 

positive self-talk, and believing in oneself. The second oar of faith is the oar of works, which 

includes the more technical aspects of learner autonomy (e.g., setting goals, studying, and 

writing down new vocabulary). 

Generally, within the Mormon figured world there are two approaches to understanding 

revelation, or the word of God. One is spoken through the institutional voices of authority and 

the other is spoken through the heart of the individual through personal interpretation. Both 

approaches set the stage for this powerful language learning ideology. In the model I call them 

the “Iron Rod” and the “Liahona.” The Iron Rod was dreamed by a Book of Mormon prophet, 

Lehi. It represents the word of God that must be firmly adhered to and followed (e.g., written 

scripture, program policy). In religion it may be understood as following in the “letter of the 

law.” It is a centripetal force of unity. Lehi also received a Liahona to guide him through a 

wilderness. It was a compass-like object and worked according to the faith of the individual, or 

the desire that came from the heart. In the model it is a centrifugal force for individualism. 

Mormons are encouraged not only to follow the God’s word (the Iron Rod) by obedience, but to 

also engage in introspection for their own personal revelations. They are instructed to listen to 

the “still small voice” from within through private personal prayer. I represent these two 

dimensions of the Mormon figured world in relation to language learning in Figure 2.1 below. 

For the missionaries the ore of belief in the gift of tongues, which I call the Liahona, 

involves faith in one's own abilities, that God will not break His promise but assist in fulfilling 

the mission call to preach in the L2. Gaining personal faith, on the Liahona side, also involves 



79 

claiming individual voice in the Mormon figured world through self-compassion. This includes 

language play, motivating positive self-talk, and voice appropriation of local informal speech. 

The other ore of faith is the more technical dimension of works, which is the enacted desire. By 

obeying, or in other words doing what their leaders and scriptures tell them to do (e.g., speaking 

to strangers to share the gospel and language study) they are also expressing their devotion to 

God as autonomous language learner learners. When these two ores are joined in the Mormon 

figured world they create a powerful language learning ideology for the missionaries. 

Figure 2.1. Proposed Model of the Mormon Gift of Tongues 
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Elaborated above are the two dimensions. The Iron Rod on the left fosters the technical 

dimension of learner autonomy. The Liahona on the right fosters the psychological/emotional 

dimension of self-compassion. As L2 Mormon missionaries practice both sides of their religious 

faith they become self-compassionate autonomous learners. Their diligent work brings forth L2 

miracles, or going past the silent period. This results in feeling intrinsic motivation, or an 

increased self-efficacy for language learning. By observing the positive effect of their faith 

(successful L2 use) they may continue the cycle of as self-compassionate autonomous learners. 

For a new L2 Mormon missionary this may be a powerful cycle to be in. However, this model 

may be most applicable to new language learners in the first year. After the basic missionary 

routines have been mastered a proficiency plateau inevitably sets in the missionary at this point 

may have less experiences with the gift of tongues. To continue progressing the L2 missionary 

would need to expand him/herself beyond the basic missionary tasks and L2 domain. 

Conclusion and Future Research 

Due to the religious context the language learning experience of the Mormon missionary 

is unique compared to other language learners. Their language learning ideology is doctrinal for 

them, unquestionably true in their figured world. There is probably no authority voice more 

powerful and encouraging to them than God’s word and promise through scripture and living 

prophets, assuring them that they will succeed in the L2. This authority voice appears to have a 

positive effect on their self-efficacy for language learning as it resonates in their personal 

narratives in different ways. They not only believe but affirm that they confidently “know” God 

has called them to proselytize in the L2 and will help them succeed after exercising faith 

through diligent work. The Mormon understanding of “faith” is what makes their language 

learning ideology so powerful, involving two sides of successful language learning: hard work  
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and self-compassion. 

Mormon missionaries tend to start their language learning journey already wanting to 

be proselytizing missionaries. They act upon that desire by expressing their devotion to a 

God through immersing themselves in the L2 for proselytizing work. The result is a group 

culture of self-disciplined autonomous language learners. The gift of tongues, with its prayer 

component, may be understood as a form of self-compassionate positive self-talk that 

activates an inner-power for a self-fulfilling prophecy. In other words, in the struggle 

learning an L2, if you keep reframing your thoughts by telling yourself you will succeed, 

you will persist with a more positive outlook until you eventually succeed. The language 

learning success of the Mormon missionary is accompanied with self-compassion, which is a 

mindfulness and being kind to oneself. This appears to be learned independently after 

experiencing struggle and discouragement. As for the psycholinguistic perspective, the gift 

of tongues experiences occur after abundant exposure to the L2. After their minds have 

unconsciously processed the L2 they experience golden moments of extemporaneous L2 

speech. As for the social perspective, these experiences become inspiring narratives which in 

turn, boosts their self-efficacy for language learning. Future research must explore the role of 

self-compassion in SLA because it appears to be the psychology behind the language 

learning success of Mormon missionaries. 
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Chapter III: Language Learner Investment, Autonomy, and Self-Efficacy of 

Spanish L2 Mormon missionaries: A Multilayered Perspective on Effective 

 Self-Regulatory L2 Pedagogy 
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Summary 

The present mixed methods study explores factors that enhance language learning among 

23 Spanish L2 Mormon missionaries in a semi-immersed environment through three 

perspectives of L2 learning desire. Using the notions of investment (Norton, 1995), learner 

autonomy (Holic, 1981), and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), this study reports on (1) what L2 

identities GLL missionaries are invested in, (2) how learner autonomy is fostered by their 

proselytizing program, (3) the effect of a needs-based self-regulatory L2 pedagogy on their 

learner autonomy and self-efficacy measures, and (4) the social effect of the pedagogical 

intervention. All participants were invested in using Spanish for their proselytizing purpose. 

Those who were perceived with the highest oracy had been invested in additional L2 identities. 

Because of their common proselytizing vision, the community of missionaries may be a case-in-

point of group autonomy, which predisposes them to be successful. The pedagogical 

intervention had a positive effect on measures of Chen, Gully, and Eden’s (2001) New General 

Self Efficacy Scale (NGSFS) and Murase’s (2015) Measuring Instrument for Language Learner 

Autonomy (MILLA). The pedagogy influenced investments in being a language learner. For a 

few participants, the pedagogy inspired them to study the L2 for imagined identities beyond the 

present missionary context. These findings have implications for other programs that value 

autonomous L2 learning with specific missions in mind; including study abroad, English for 

specific purposes, and the Peace Corps. 
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Introduction 

Many young adults of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS or Mormon 

Church), leave their homes to serve as full-time proselytizing missionaries in a second language 

(L2), either in a foreign or a domestic region for an extended time. Unlike college undergraduate 

students who choose to major in an L2 or study abroad, Mormon missionary candidates do not 

choose where they will go to learn the L2, if they will have to learn an L2, nor what that L2 will 

be. It is assigned to them from their top ecclesiastical leaders. Those who are assigned to learn an 

L2 are either sent to a foreign country where they are immersed in an L2 or to a domestic 

bilingual community where they are semi-immersed, or in other words, where the L2 is not the 

dominant language used across the population. Missionaries do not receive formal L2 

instruction after their initial training. They must learn how to take charge of their own language 

learning,and this can be more difficult for those who are semi-immersed. Despite these 

circumstances, unexplored variables appear to help them succeed as language learners. 

Research on their L2 learning is limited. Most SLA studies on this population are in 

psycholinguistics. Among these studies are a few proficiency-based studies on sojourning 

missionaries (Dewy and Clifford, 2012; Hansen et al., 2012; Larson-Hall and Dewy 2012) that, 

when synthesized, suggest in the beginning Mormon missionaries make significant proficiency 

gains as a group. They are also highly motivated in the first six months as their vocabulary 

increases, which indicates they experience intrinsic rewards as they notice an increase in 

proficiency. After approximately 12 months their oral proficiency and vocabulary attainment 

begins to differentiate, resulting in what appears to be a proficiency plateau. Some missionaries 

continue to make proficiency gains. Overall these studies suggest Mormon missionaries are 

good language learners (GLLs). As a group they are highly motivated and reach a high level 
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of oral proficiency (see Hansen et al., 2012; Dewey & Clifford 2012). Existing studies on their 

SLA have not yet explored the social dimension with social-based theories. 

The current study has two purposes. First, to understand from a socio-cultural 

perspective, why they tend to be successful in the first year but result in diverse proficiency 

outcomes by the second year. Second, it seeks to create a reasonable pedagogical intervention 

that may boost their autonomy and self-efficacy for language learning. In doing so, I explore two 

dimensions of their language learning desire; the social and the cognitive. I draw on three 

constructs of desire, namely the poststructuralist social view of language learner investment 

(Norton, 1995) and the socio-cognitive views of learner autonomy (Holic, 1981) and self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1997). A better understanding of Mormon missionary SLA can inform the 

other language learning contexts. These would consist of programs that have their own 

“missions” in mind and prioritize autonomous L2 learning (e.g., Peace Corps, study abroad 

programs, critical service learning, and English for specific purposes). 

As I investigated th shared language learning ideology of Mormon missionaries, known 

as “the gift of tongues” for a previous study (see Chapter 2), they often asked, “What can I do to 

improve my Spanish?” and “How can I feel more motivated?” They obviously cared about 

increasing their oral proficiency but faced an obstacle; they were not fully immersed in the L2. 

These missionaries in particular were not assigned to foreign missions; they were semi-

immersed. In a recent study (see Schilaty, 2017) with this same community of missionaries, my 

college, Ben Schilaty, found that implementing a one-week Spanish-only policy they achieved 

the feat through teamwork and felt a boost, but afterwards they reverted back to using mostly
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English. 6 Again, the struggled to be autonomous language learners continued. It appeared to me 

that there was no simple one-size-fits-all answer to their problem. They had diverse personal 

interests for learning the L2, proficiency levels, and varied in experience with learning strategies. 

In addition, they noticed around their one-year mark, that proficiency growth had become less 

and less noticeable. They expressed that their Spanish had “hit a wall” and they no longer felt 

the intrinsic motivation as they did in the beginning of their journey learning Spanish. 

Social factors of the Mormon missionary program are obviously speeding up the SLA 

journey of its participants in the first year, and for many it plateaus in the second year. However, 

research to date does not explain why this occurs nor what could be done about it. I began this  

study with the idea that the missionaries, as a collective, may be predisposed to succeed at 

learning an L2 due to unexplored social factors. It may be that Mormon missionaries, because of 

their community, are a case-in-point of group autonomy. Wellman (2003) explains that 

Group autonomy… can be exercised by a collective as a whole, rather than individually 

by persons in a group. ...Group autonomy exists when the group as a whole, rather than 

the individuals within the group, stands in the privileged position of dominion over the 

affairs of the group (p. 273) 

For group autonomy to exist, there must be a common vision in the group. This was already 

obvious in a previous study (see Chapter 2). One of the central components of the Mormon 

religion is to preach and baptize new converts into the faith. This endeavor in the L2 

context is carried out in a higly  organized way, as a team. It is important to note that for

6 Our studies were far enough apart in time that the participants in his study did not cross over 
into my study. 
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group autonomy, Tuomela (2007) explains, there must be a “we-mode” and not only an “I-

mode.” Tuomela states, 

In the we-mode case, the group has the authority... and thus the group members...share 

the authority and responsibility for whatever they do as a group. ...In contrast, in the I- 

mode case, each person has full authority over what he is doing. The collective 

commitment involved in the we-mode entails that everyone is committed to furthering 

what everyone is jointly doing and to doing his or her part of it. It is not a question of 

who does what in each situation. ...The participants in we-mode contexts are socially 

committed to each other to participate. (p. 56) 

Taking into account the notion of group autonomy, I decided to investigate their language 

learning success by inquiring about desire from various theoretical perspectives and attempting 

to do a pedagogical intervention that is suitable for their culture in order to increase their 

intrinsic motivation. I began this study with the idea, that if they are a case of group autonomy 

and a goal-oriented culture, a pedagogical intervention for the autonomous learning should be 

successful. My positioning in this study is that of an insider-outsider of the missionary 

community. The missionaries know me as a participant of their religious faith, but also as a 

researcher. I also collaborated with them, allowing the participants to adapt the portfolio for 

their own goal-setting program. Therefore, I was a facilitator. I listened to their feedback and 

gave them the power to adapt this language program according to their own needs and culture. 

Language Learning Context 

Male youth start serving missions at ages 18. They serve for 24 months. Females start at 

age 19 and serve for 18 months. In Mormon culture males are generally expected to serve, while 

females are invited (see Chapter 2). Missionaries do not receive income for their service. 
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Rather, they pay for their own living expenses. Their primary purpose is to find, teach, and 

baptize others into the Mormon faith. Religion creates a sense of unity in the group. They have a 

common vision and purpose for learning the L2. Generally, their purpose is to socialize new 

converts into the local Mormon community, including the religious knowledge and practices. In 

doing so they are pushed out of their comfort zones and must become expert teachers of their 

religion in the L2. 

Mormon missionaries are situated in a highly disciplined, organized, goal-setting culture. 

The geographic area in which they serve is called a “mission.” The mission is overseen by a 

mission president, who assigns and reassigns missionaries into companionship pairs and rotates 

the assigned areas every 6 to 12 weeks. Within a mission are “zones” of missionaries, each are 

composed of smaller units called “districts.” Each zone has an assigned leader called a “zone 

leader.” Under the zone leader are several “district leaders.” Zone and district leaders are 

assigned by the mission president. These leadership positions are assigned to males who 

typically have more experience in the field. This study focused on the one “Spanish zone” of 

southern Arizona. The zone was composed of 18 missionaries, which had a total of three districts 

of 6 missionaries. Every week the missionaries meet as a team to follow-up on the proselytizing 

goals of the other companionships. Their program policy is highly organized and favors 

discipline and unity. Shephard and Shephard (1996, p. 36) point out that since WWII, Mormon 

missionization has increasingly relied on a business-like approach. They compare the mission 

program to the modern business principles in Walls (1991). The business-like characteristics 

they point out are the following: 

(a) uniformity of the proselyting message and how it is to be delivered by missionaries

(b) goal setting and outcome measurement by objective criteria
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(c) standardized and programmatic training of missionary novices

(d) systematic supervision of missionary performance

(e) cost-benefit accountability

The characteristics above are still in effect today, as far as consistency in program policies 

and procedures at a macro-level (e.g., church manuals). However, at the smaller micro-level, the 

weekly zone meetings are flexible and feel democratic. Individuals are free to bring up new ideas 

and make collaborative decisions through discussion. It is important to recognize this is an 

organized religion with manuals, but there is no professional clergy. The LDS Church (including 

the mission program) is run by diverse lay-people who volunteer their time and talents for a 

common endeavor. Each individual brings with them a unique background, insight, and skill. 

Through teamwork and cooperation their backgrounds and talents are activated and joined to 

achieve a common goal. 

Learning an L2 as a Mormon missionary begins as a very targeted programmed 

experience that later becomes open-ended and autonomous. Their L2 learning journey begins 

with an intensive, six-week, task-based L2 instruction at the Missionary Training Center (MTC) 

where they learn how to do specific proselytizing tasks in the L2. After this training they are sent 

to the mission field where there is no instruction. Their morning schedule allows up to one hour a 

day to study the L2. They are expected to create their own “Language Study Plan”, which is a 

flexible, personalized, goal-based action plan for studying the L2. It is created, implemented, and 

evaluated by the individual missionary. No L2 instructors are involved. 

The work of a Mormon missionary is highly social with a targeted use of media. Their 

primary social activities are proselytizing related, to find, teach, and baptize new converts into 

the local Mormon community as well as reactivate those who stopped attending church. Most
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of their time is spent visiting people’s homes to teach gospel-based lessons that cover basic 

Mormon doctrines and worshiping practices. They also participate in community service 

projects. For their allotted time as missionaries their lives are on pause. They do not seek 

employment, attend college, date, nor engage in time-consuming hobbies. Their contact with 

family and friends is limited to a weekly email and two phone calls a year (on Mother’s Day and 

Christmas). They are not permitted to watch television, read novels and magazines, surf the 

internet, or access the news. They use media of the LDS church, which is abundant and available 

in various modes (e.g., audio, video, and textual). This could be why Kirk (2014) found their 

ability to express certain culture knowledge (e.g., historical, political, and media-based) was 

limited, possibly because their program policy discourages conversations on politics and access 

to non-LDS media. However, conversations that are culture related may occur during mealtime 

conversations with local Mormons, service projects, and social events they are invited to (e.g., 

birthday parties). 

Theoretical Frameworks 

Psycholinguistic studies research desire as “motivation”, which is conceptualized as an 

individual difference variable, measured on a continuum, assessed by a designed questionnaire 

(see Dörnyei, 2001; 2005). The notion of motivation is a cognitive-based perspective that I do 

not use for this study. Rather, using a multi-layered view of language learner desire, I    investigate 

what drives them to learn the L2 from three alternative perspectives that are socially-based, 

namely investment, a highly social view based on poststructuralist theory (Norton & Toohey, 

2001), self-efficacy from social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997; 2006), and learner autonomy 

(Lewis, 2014; Tuomela, 2007), to best account for their first year success and plateau in their 

language learning. Below I define each of these constructs in depth. 
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The Social Perspective: Investment 

To account for the variation in Mormon missionary proficiency outcomes from the social 

perspective, I inquired into their investment in language learning. Investment is defined as “the 

socially and historically constructed relationship of learners to the target language, and their 

often-ambivalent desire to learn and practice it” (Norton & Toohey, 2001, p. 312). This is a 

poststructuralist social view of L2 desire, and cannot be captured nor measured by Likert scales 

or questionnaires. Language learner investment shifts over time and across social settings. It is 

best observed socially. Investment accounts for using the L2 for diverse social practices, 

specifically, what specific social interactions the learner cares most to learn and do with others. It 

was Norton (1995) who first challenged the notion of motivation, theorizing it as investment. 

Norton drew on poststructuralist theory (see Weedon, 1987) and Bourdieusian ideas to capture 

the complex and dynamic relationships between power, identity and language learning. By 

answering what language practices Mormon missionaries are invested in, as Norton (1995) did, 

in-field studies can provide a clear explanation as to why their oral proficiency plateaus and 

varies. 

The notion of investment is derived from Bourdieu’s (1977) metaphorical view that 

linguistic exchanges have capital. For Bourdieu, capital in linguistic competence implies the 

mastery over certain situations with different interlocutors by the use of the right knowledge and 

skills, rather than having a competence of acquired language structures (or in the case of L2 

learners, sounding just like a native speaker). To explain briefly; cultural capital involves the 

cultural knowledge and skills used within a certain group and symbolic capital involves prestige 

or honor received by the group. Language users gain capital within a market that offers products 

(or linguistic competence), but products vary in their symbolic values among language users of 
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different “fields” (social contexts that the products are used in). Within social groups are power 

relationships, which are set up by interaction, and its user’s competence varies in capital. One’s 

ability to engage in a specific discourse is a symbolic asset, but it varies in power and meaning 

within different social groups (e.g., the kitchen staff sociolect at a restaurant verses the academic 

community). Power relations can change with interaction. That is, the competent individual can 

impose reception with use of their cultural capital (e.g., by offering knowledge the interlocutor 

values) and by symbolic capital (e.g., by positioning oneself as an expert). In sum, language 

learners can achieve recognition as legitimate speakers with a strategic use of capital even if not 

fully understood. 

In regard to investment and capital, Norton and Gao (2008) explain that, “if learners 

invest in the target language, they do so with the understanding that they will acquire a wider 

range of symbolic and material resources, which will in turn increase the value of their cultural 

capital” (p. 110). In other words, L2 learners hope that their engagement in certain language 

practices will eventually pay off by gaining what they invested in (e.g., gaining access to a 

community of practice or legitimacy in a native speaker community). With an increase of 

cultural capital in the target community, or a strategic use of their own cultural capital, learners 

can resist marginalization and negotiate a desired and more powerful identity (e.g., positioning 

oneself as an English instructor in a Spanish community). It is investment that causes cultural 

capital to increase or be used to “claim the right to speak” (Norton, 1995, p. 25). Investment 

therefore captures the “complex relationship between power, identity, and language learning” (p. 

17). Investment also responds to the L2 learner’s shifting desired identities. Another important 

aspect of investment is that it is not limited to the here-and-now. Human beings have 

imaginations, and can belong also to imagined communities, defined as “groups of people, not 
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immediately tangible and accessible, with whom we connect through the power of the 

imagination” (Kanno & Norton, 2003, p. 241). The dimension of imagination has been used to 

understand how language learners’ real or desired membership in a community interacts with 

their investment in particular L2 uses. A language learner’s imagination influences their present 

participation in the L2, which at the same time shapes their trajectory and overall learning 

outcomes. 

Menard-Warwick (2005) points out that Norton suitably avoided Bourdieu’s habitus 

treatment of identity by adopting Weedon’s notion of “subjectivity”, which views identity as 

multiple and fluid. Weedon (1997) describes identity as “the conscious and unconscious thoughts 

and emotions of the individual, her sense of herself and her ways of understanding her relation to 

the world to explain shifting within a given conversation” (p. 32). With this sense of subjectivity, 

Norton (1995) tries to show that language learners can strategically shift in fluid subject 

positioning in language use by setting up counter discourses, which resist taking on less powerful 

positions in order to take up more powerful ones (e.g. Marta; from immigrant woman to mother). 

Effectuating investment to gain the right to speak therefore involves positioning oneself among 

others or locating oneself and others with rights and obligations to act and speak. It can either 

deny or give L2 learners the right to act and speak. L2 identity studies have recognized the 

paradox of positioning; from the socially-given to the individually-struggled for (Norton & 

Toohey, 2011, p. 418). Davies and Harré (1990) define position as “the central organizing 

concept for analyzing how it is that people do being a person” (p. 7). More precisely, Wortham 

(2004) defines social positioning as “an event of identification, in which a recognizable category 

of identity gets explicitly or implicitly applied to an individual” (p. 166). It is necessary to take 
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into account how the L2 learners position themselves in, and are positioned by, their 

communities. 

Socio-Cognitive Views: Learner Autonomy and Self-Efficacy 

Self-efficacy is a construct that draws on Bandura’s (1997; 2006) social cognitive theory 

(SCT); it is dependent on past social experience and is domain specific. It is a measure of a 

person’s confidence to take on unfamiliar challenging tasks (Wood & Bandura, 1989). Moeller et 

al. (2012) show that learners who are actively engaged in their own learning process increase in 

intrinsic motivation for language learning. They also point out that the ability to strive towards 

goals as an autonomous learner is also linked to increased student motivation, language 

achievement, and growth in proficiency. A measure of self-efficacy is a measure of the effort, 

persistence, with an emotional reaction to success or failure (see Zimmerman, 2000). Measures 

of language learner self-efficacy have recently accounted for the effect of self-regulatory, goal- 

setting, L2 pedagogy (Ziegler, 2014). This present study assumes that accumulating successful 

experiences with using the L2 and recognizing one's own capital would result in intrinsic 

motivation. This emotional response would manifest itself as a measurable gain on a self- 

efficacy scale. 

Learner autonomy was first defined by Henry Holic (1981) as “the ability to take charge 

of one’s learning” (p. 3). It implicitly underpins Norton’s concept of investment in the social 

performance of being a language learner. Learner autonomy is also understood as having a social 

dimension because learning is interdependent (Bound, 1988). In this sense, learner autonomy is a 

socio-cognitive. A language learner can’t simply use native speakers as walking dictionaries. 

There must be cooperation. This approach is in line with Ushida’s (2006) argument that suggests 

assessing autonomy may be the best approach to explore cognitive motivation since desire is not 
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entirely determined internally. Though a language learner may set language learning goals, there 

must be cooperation with others in the social world to achieve those goals. Autonomy is also 

understood as a group dynamic. Lewis (2014) argues that when certain group traits are present 

(e.g., empathy, fairness, cooperation, etc.), there should be a predisposition to group autonomy, 

which is present when a group comes together with a common vision in the “we-mode.” 

Few SLA studies explore language learning on the basis of investment in conjunction 

with learner autonomy and self-efficacy. Cervatiuc (2009) is among the few studies that 

acknowledges both social and cognitive dimensions of language learning. Her study explains 

how both internal and external powers interact among 20 professional Polish immigrants to 

construct more powerful identities despite being marginalized. This is much like the Mormon 

missionary context in that her participants were also esteemed as professional service providers 

in the native speaker community and felt at first displaced in their new social environment. She 

extended the notion of “power” to an internal dimension independent of interactions of the 

external social environment. She defines internal power as the “psychologically constructed 

relations of individuals with themselves” (p. 267). This involves recognizing the value of one’s 

own capital, attributes, expertise, and self-worth. Cervatiuc identified three GLL characteristics 

across all participants who exercised agency with internal power to reframe their social context. 

First, was the role of a counterdiscourse created by engaging in a self-motivating inner dialogue. 

They chose to resist these views with thought-reframing techniques (e.g., acknowledging their 

talents, knowledge, and progress), which would mean they would have a high self-efficacy and 

learner autonomy. They fostered a multilingual pride and constantly reminded themselves of 

their own cultural capital as intercultural multilinguals. Secondly, they actively imposed 

reception, seeking access in to the native speaker’s social networks to enhance their own 
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language learning, even if they were initially unwelcome because of their ethnicity. Through 

proactive effort, they found the interlocutors that highly esteemed their intellectual contributions 

in conversations. But it took effort and interlocutors who valued their cultural capital. The final 

characteristic was their symbolic membership in a shared imagined community, “group(s) of 

people, not immediately tangible and accessible, with whom we connect through the power of 

imagination” (Norton & McKinney, 2011, p. 75). They imagined themselves as members of the 

multilingual bi-cultural immigrant community of Canada. Moreover, they knew they would 

always be positioned as non-native outsiders, but this did not bother them. Assimilation was not 

their solution, rather, they embraced a hybrid identity by merging both their native and host 

cultures (e.g. Canadian-Polish) in an imagined multilingual community. Cervatiuc’s study is 

similar to the Mormon missionary context on several levels. Both contexts involve professional 

identities negotiated with the social context. Similarly, I explore both internal and external levels 

of power, which both entail L2 learner desire. 

Methods

I approached the present study with the idea that Mormon missionaries who are 

esteemed with the high oracy (by their peers and local native speakers), may have investments in 

the L2 that are beyond their officially L2 purpose. I was also informed by Schilaty (2017). His 

study indicates that Mormon missionaries have a capacity to work towards a common L2 goal 

through teamwork. There are unexplored factors, on the program level, that foster their group 

autonomy. If group autonomy is present this would mean introducing needs-based self- 

regulatory pedagogy would have a positive effect on both learner autonomy and self-efficacy 

measures. With a multi layered approach I explore four research questions. The first two focus 

on the participants’ rapid L2 acquisition and plateau from social observations and interviews. 
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The second two account for the socio-cognitive effect that self-regulatory L2 pedagogy has on 

the participants. The research questions (RQs) are the following: 

RQ1: How does investment explain the language learning success of Mormon 

missionaries? 

RQ2: How is learner autonomy fostered by the Mormon proselytizing program? 

RQ3: What effect does needs-based self-regulatory L2 pedagogy have on measures of 

self-efficacy and language learner autonomy? 

RQ4: What effect did the self-regulatory learning portfolio have on learner investment? 

Participants 

The study participants, 21 language learning missionaries who were assigned to bilingual 

Southern Arizona, were selected based on location convenience and availability. All identified  

as White, except for Andrea and Valeria, who are both Spanish learners of Mexican heritage, 

and Jose, who was a Hispanic native Spanish speaker from Mexico learning English. All 

participants had studied a foreign language in high school for at least two years as a course 

requirement and were between the ages of 18 to 22. Nineteen of the participants participated in 

the pre and post- surveys, which included 14 males and 7 females. Phillip and Samantha 

participated only in the preliminary needs analysis (NA) phase while I was piloting the portfolio 

with other missionaries. Their interview data was used as case studies only. By the time the 

portfolio was ready they had already returned home and were replaced with new missionaries. 

Data from Phillip and Samantha comprises of their observed L2 behavior and pilot interviews to 

answer only the first research question of this study. Moreover, not every participant made 

SMART goals. Four who did not were among the newest in the mission field. A demographic 

breakdown is provided in the Table 3.1 below. All names are pseudonyms. 
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Table 3.1 

Demographics of Participants (N = 23) 

Name Gender Age 
L2 studied 

before mission 
Months 
in field 

Reported 
SMART Goals 

1 Phillip M 21 Spanish 24 (Case study) 
2 Samantha F 22 Spanish 18 (Case study) 
3 Frank M 21 Spanish 22 Yes 
4 Terry M 20 Spanish 17 Yes 
5 Jeremiah M 19 Spanish 17 Yes 
6 Brandon M 19 Russian 17 Yes 
9 Susan F 22 Spanish 14 Yes 
10 Stephen M 20 Spanish 14 Yes 
11 Alex M 20 Spanish 10 Yes 
12 David M 19 Spanish 10 Yes 
13 Mary F 20 Spanish 10 Yes 
14 José M 20 English (Native Spanish) 10 No 
15 Andrea F 20 Spanish, Mandarin 6 Yes 
16 Valeria F 19 Spanish Heritage Learner 6 Yes 
17 Isabela F 19 Spanish Heritage Learner 1 Yes 
18 Loren F 19 Spanish, German 1 Yes 
19 Ryan M 19 Spanish 1 Yes 
20 Thomas M 18 French 1 No 
21 Spencer M 19 Spanish 1 No 
22 William M 18 Spanish 1 No 
23 George M 18 Spanish 1 No 

Instruments 

Four data collection tools were administered for this study, including a background 

questionnaire (see Appendix A) for the table above, a double column notepad for six-week 

reflection and goal writing, two statistically validated surveys that measure self-efficacy and 

learner autonomy, and a language learning portfolio. 

Measuring self-efficacy. The New General Self Efficacy Scale (NGSES) is an eight-item 

Likert-scale that scores from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The NGSES has the 

ability to tease out the construct of self-esteem to better capture generalized self-efficacy. Chen, 

Gully, and Eden, (2001) show that it has a good test–retest reliability (.67) and internal validity 
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(α coefficient = .86). For the present study, I slightly modified the NGSES statements for the 

context of learning Spanish (e.g., I will be able to achieve most of the Spanish goals that I have 

set for myself). Appendix C provides a comparison between the modified and the original 

NGSES items. The overall NGSES score is the sum of all 8 items with a maximum score of 40. 

Measuring language learner autonomy. To measure learner autonomy, I used a portion 

of the Measuring Instrument for Language Learner Autonomy (MILLA) developed by Murase 

(2015). Like the NGSES, it is also a Likert-scale instrument that scores from 1 (never) to 5 

(always). The full MILLA survey consists of 87 test items to measure four dimensions of learner 

autonomy; the technical, the psychological, the socio-cultural, and the political-psychological. 

The technical dimension is what I used. It includes 26 items in total. Murase recommended 21 of 

these items because they were more reliable for capturing behavioral and situational aspects of 

the technical dimension. Murase defines behavioral autonomy as “the ability to use cognitive and 

metacognitive strategies, such as setting goals, planning and monitoring, in order to take control 

of one’s learning” and situational autonomy as “the ability to take control of one’s learning in the 

situation where the learners need to study independently” (p. 47). The MILLA, with all its 87 

items, had a reasonable reliability (α coefficient = .936). The statements of the MILLA were also 

modified to fit the Mormon missionary context and language of the program (e.g., The item “I 

make study plans for the day before I start studying English” was changed to “I make a language 

study plan before I study Spanish”). Appendix D provides a comparison between the modified 

and the original MILLA items. The highest possible MILLA score, exclusively for the 21 

recommended items from the technical dimension, is 105. 

Spanish language portfolio. The pedagogical instrument used for this study was a 

language portfolio adapted from the interpersonal communication self-assessment from the 2015 
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NCSSFL-ACTFL “Can-Do Statements” (Appendix G). The ACTFL portfolio works as a self- 

evaluative tool on a continuum of Spanish language tasks, from Novice-Low tasks (e.g., saying 

hello) to Advanced high level (e.g., discussing complex views). The original ACTFL statements 

are too general for the Mormon missionary context and include topics that misalign with their 

official purpose (e.g. missionaries are not to express their political views and do not have access 

to current events such as the news). Therefore, I modified the ACTFL self-assessment tool. I 

started with in-field observations through needs analysis (NA), which is a program evaluation 

practice in L2 education. NA is used to develop practical curriculums (Flowerdew, 2013) and is 

particularly useful for specialized populations (Serafini et al., 2015), such as English for Specific 

Purposes (Brown, 2016). As a participant-observer, I continued doing NA by accompanying the 

missionaries for several days and across various sites where L2 linguistic exchanges occur. I also 

conducted informal interviews with them to identify specific tasks they must do and frequent 

conversations topics they encounter. The portfolio instrument underwent three drafts. I piloted it 

twice with two pairs of missionaries who were not part of this study. Based on their feedback I 

made revisions each time. Essentially, this portfolio became a Mormon missionary version of the 

ACTFL “Can-Do Statements.” Because the participants are not allowed to use non-LDS 

materials,7 I created topically-based vocabulary lists that I adapted from vocabulary lists found in 

various textbooks to correlate with the portfolio’s can-do statements.8 The topics used to 

organize these vocabulary are reflective of the conversation topics that missionaries encounter 

beyond gospel-focused conversations but seem appropriate for exploring some of the life and 

7 Missionaries are restricted from using certain non-LDS popular media for entertainment, such 
as the news, movies, surfing the internet, magazines and novels, listening to the radio, etc. 
8 I do not include the vocabulary lists in Appendix H because there are more than 10,000 words. 
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interests of the locals (e.g. their employment, health, school, etc.) with additional topics of 

personal interest expressed by some missionaries (e.g. astronomy). 

After I fine-tuned the portfolio, I gave it a title to inspire the participants according to 

their cultural frame. It is the “Spanish language portfolio for a SMARTER language study plan: 

A goal-setting tool especially for Spanish language Mormon missionaries” (see Appendix H). I 

added a considerable amount of new can-do statements and changed some of the statements to fit 

their context. For example, the Advanced-Low ACTFL can-do statement “I can discuss what is 

currently going on in another community or country” was changed to “ I can discuss what is 

currently going on in another ward/branch [congregations], and at my home ward or in my 

family” because the participants have limited access to the media but do keep up-to-date with the 

news of their families. To make the portfolio more inspiring to the participants I incorporated 

statements from Mormon Apostles and Prophets in its introduction. The use of these quotes 

helped activate their goal-setting cultural frame and justify the use of autonomous language 

learning pedagogy. The overall goal of the portfolio aimed to; (1) help participants make more 

effective language learning goals by increasing their learner autonomy, (2) boost their self- 

efficacy for language learning by providing them an objective measure so they can track their 

personal growth and feel intrinsic motivation, and (3) foster their investment to learn Spanish for 

personal reasons. 

As I created the portfolio, I noticed it was impossible to include all learner needs and 

interests. In addition, the more advanced “Can-Do Statements” were not specific enough to be 

measurable goals and therefore needed to be broken down according to the language learner. For 

this reason I integrated the “SMART” goal-setting strategy. SMART is an acronym for effective 

goals that are specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, and timebound (Doran, Miller & 
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Cunningham, 1981). Personal progress can be recognized with SMART goals if there is an 

element of self-reflection and revision. Therefore, I made goals “SMARTER” with by integrating 

evaluation and reflection (see Moeller et al. 2012). The idea is that when a language learner 

recognizes what he/she could not do previously, but can do now, would feel intrinsic rewards 

and and show an increase in their self-efficacy measure. Since learning an L2 involves learning a 

second culture, I left in the cultural-based ACTFL can-do statements. These are italicized in 

Appendix H. The overall purpose of the portfolio was to provide an objective measure of their 

Spanish progress and enhance their personal “language study plans.” To record their goal-setting 

process, I provided notebooks with instructions to write their goals down and follow-up on their 

personal progress. This material asked them to express their reflections, as a way to capture the 

changing nature of their personal SMART goals. 

Training materials. I trained the participants for one hour on how to use the portfolio 

and make personal SMART goals with it. The mission president had also selected two Spanish 

Language Trainers (SLTs) to assist after I trained them. The SLTs were missionaries who 

demonstrated an ability to make effective language study plans for themselves. They appeared to 

have experience with good study strategies. The role of the SLT was to briefly follow up and 

offer help on the other missionaries language study plans. They did this once a week with a brief 

phone call. Before using the portfolio I had collaborated with them to create an outline for the 

phone interview (see Appendix E). The mission president also gave every missionary the 

assignment to teach a 15-minute Spanish lesson to their district before the routine weekly 

meetings. In other words, each missionary took turns, once a week, to teach Spanish to their 

peers. I collaborated with the mission president and we created an outline to make these task- 

based Spanish lessons that focused on their needs (see Appendix F). 
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Findings 

Findings are reported for each research question in turn. 

RQ1: How Does Investment Explain the Language Learning Success of Mormon 

Missionaries? 

Norton’s (1995) Bourdieusian concept of investment explains, in part, why Hansen et al. 

(2012) observed a rapid vocabulary attainment among L2 Mormon missionaries in the first six 

months. Investment also explains why Larsen-Hall & Dewey (2012) observed a differentiation in 

their oracy during the second year. First of all, observations showed that all participants did 

proselytizing work in Spanish. They all had the same reason to study and use the target language 

to perform Spanish proselytizing identity. Observations indicate this was an investment shared 

across the group, that is, all participants engaged in L2 practices to find interested non-Mormons, 

teach them gospel lessons, share their spiritual experiences, and pray. 

In regard to Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of linguistic exchanges as capital, investment in the 

Spanish proselytizing identity enjoys two forms of capital that afford abundant linguistic 

exchanges. Their cultural capital consists of expressed gospel knowledge in the L2. As 

proselytizing missionaries, they are constantly under the expectation to find interested listeners 

and teach them the gospel. Their goal-oriented culture expects them to do this diligently through 

social networking in the local Mormon community and meeting strangers in public as they go 

door-to-door. In doing so they find and surround themselves with native speakers who value 

their knowledge and listen, and hence, more L2 interaction because of their official purpose. 

It was evident in the observations that Mormon missionaries enjoyed symbolic capital. Their 

name tag for example, is a powerful symbol that gives them a reason to approach strangers and 

officially speak on behalf of their institution with more confidence than usual. In the local 
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Spanish speaking Mormon community, they were recognized for the name tag, receiving respect 

as official representatives of the LDS Church. Often, local native speaking Mormons express 

their hospitality. Nearly every evening they are invited into the native speaker homes for dinner. 

They were invited to family events, birthday parties, weddings, and holiday celebrations. The 

missionaries were special service providers among the local congregants, who expected them to 

know and teach the gospel in the L2. 

Language learner identity is not a monolithic construct limited to a single purpose and the 

here-and-now. There were a few missionaries observed in the study’s NA phase who had strong 

imaginations and an interest in using the L2 beyond their official proselytizing purpose. During 

the NA phase of this study I found an aspiring medical doctor among the participants. He 

dedicated his language study hour to learning medical terminology. This occurred towards the 

latter-half of his mission after he had mastered the basic proselytizing Spanish. I observed during 

the initial NA phase of this study, two particular missionaries, who by subjective assessment, 

were esteemed by their peers and native speakers as having the highest Spanish oracy. In 

addition to performing Spanish L2 missionary identity (e.g., teaching gospel lessons), they were 

both performing the Spanish L2 learner identity (e.g., asked native speakers language related 

questions and wrote down new words). Both had already finished their service before I 

administered the revised portfolio. However, I was intrigued to know what investment was 

behind their good language learning and briefly inquired as preliminary case studies before the 

portfolio was completed. I included them in the segments below. 

Case I: Phillip. Phillip didn’t know much Spanish before his mission. His Spanish oracy 

and explicit grammar knowledge was precise. With ease he accurately spoke grammatically 

complex phrases, using the past subjunctive, and had fun with it. In addition, he had a notepad 
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where he collected a repertoire of Spanish “dichos” [sayings] and jokes to relate to the local 

people. I followed him throughout the day to observe his language behavior. He insisted we 

speak only Spanish the entire time. As I got to know him, he expressed that he felt a plateau in 

his Spanish after he mastered the basic missionary routines. In a follow-up phone interview after 

he returned home, he expressed that his two years in the mission field was his chance to learn as 

much Spanish as possible before entering into the busy career life. He didn't want to be like 

others he knew, who completed their mission service with mediocre Spanish. He wanted Spanish 

to be a skill for future opportunities. Therefore, as a missionary he studied it diligently, every 

morning one hour a day. He was also an inspiring leader. He became the zone leader and 

conducted the weekly meetings in 100% Spanish, which had not been done for years. I observed 

his language behavior in these meetings. He reminded everyone of their sacred call to speak the 

language God called them to speak. He reassured the newer missionaries that they would 

succeed in the L2 and praised their L2 achievements. From a perspective of social cognitive 

theory, Phillip is an example that proper verbal persuasion from an authority figure can develop 

self-efficacy in others (Schunk, 1991). He volunteered for an audio-recorded interview. Below is 

an extract of our conversation: 

Extract 1 (2015) (P = Phillip, C = Interviewer/Author) 

01 C: 

02 P: 

03 C: 

04 P: 

There’s one thing I noticed in the zone meeting, that y’all do most of it in 

Spanish. Yeah, we do it often. 

Have you, has it always been that way? 

No, that's kind of a new thing we’re trying to do because, I been trying to um, 
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05 to focus more on the language for everybody, and, so I decided that speaking in 

06 Spanish with the missionaries in the zone more, that, it will increase their desire 

07 to learn the language. 

08 C: Ok. 

09 P: It’s kinda like pride for their culture and stuff. [...] We made a rule that all district 

10 meetings, all zone meetings have to be in Spanish too. 

11 C: So how did the missionaries respond to that? 

12 P: They like it. I think it was hard for them at first but, but everyone's been willing 

13 to do it. I think it’s better because I remember at first, as leader it was kind of 

14 awkward because nobody said anything. I mean, I just kept on doing it and I think 

15 it’s helped a lot of people. A lot have fear speaking in front of people, as 

16 missionaries, because they don’t know Spanish that well, and once they get 

17 comfortable with it then they can speak more Spanish. 

In his view, it was unfair to not help the newer missionaries speak more Spanish. Also, he 

inspired them with a reason to express their religious devotion through speaking Spanish. After 

he completed his service and went home, some of his Spanish enthusiasm faded from the 

Spanish zone, but he set the language behavior for the next zone leaders who remembered him. 

Like Phillip, they continued to conduct the weekly meetings mostly in Spanish, even if everyone 

present was a native English speaker. It takes a strong leader to set a norm, but it can set 

expectations for the newer missionaries. 

Case II: Samantha. Samantha was also a new Spanish L2 learner. She was similar to 

Philip in that she used the L2 throughout the day in contexts beyond teaching the gospel lessons. 

She also studied it diligently every morning. She was unique in that she often spoke Spanish to 
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the local children to practice the informal tense. Based on my observations, she was one of the 

few I knew, whose phonology sounded native-like. She also used colloquialisms. She left an 

impact on the local native-speaking Mormons. They remembered her as “la hermana con buen 

español” [the sister with great Spanish]. She became recognized in the missionary community as 

the most proficient language learner and was invited to speak at the annual mission-wide Spanish 

conference. There she gave an inspiring sermon titled, “Speak your language” to 40 Spanish L2 

missionaries. She was obviously above and beyond the others. Months earlier, while I conducted 

the NA, she had agreed to a recorded interview. I went back to hear our conversation and found 

the following segment. 

Extract 2 (2015) (S = Samantha, C = Interviewer/Author) 

01 C: What language learning concerns weigh in on your mind each day? 

02 S: Sometimes I think about, um, I would really like to teach my children Spanish 

03 after the mission, and I wonder about how to just tell them to do things around the 

04 house, I would have no idea how to do that. I would be, like, lost. 

05 C: So would you like to learn that? 

06 S: Yeah! I would like to learn all the different aspects of Spanish. 

Since our interview, Samantha had been invested in language study for participation in an 

imagined community, to one day be a Spanish speaking mother. Her personal investment for her 

future bilingual children explains why she was esteemed as a proficient language learner. This 

same imagined identity, of being a L2 speaking Mother, came up four times during the 

interviews of the present study. Mary for example, reported SMART goals based on household 

tasks and learning the Spanish informal tense. After using the portfolio, she stated in the 

interview, 
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So I notice a lot in Arizona, is that a lot of families that have parents that are mostly 

dominantly Spanish speaking, their children speak mostly English. So one of my long 

term goals it to make sure my children know both Spanish and English. 

Susan and Valeria also expressed the same investment in their interviews. The group reported 

that it is common among female missionaries to learn Spanish for their future children. This 

investment was not expressed by the males in the interviews. 

RQ2: How is Learner Autonomy Fostered by the Mormon Proselytizing Program? 

During the preliminary NA phase of this study, one year after Phillip had returned home, 

I attended several weekly missionary meetings to observe their language behavior. Meetings 

typically started with a Spanish hymn sung together, a Spanish prayer, and a recitation of several 

memorized Spanish mottos and scriptures in unison. This was routine behavior and had already 

unified them with a Spanish L2 purpose (to find, teach, and baptize). The meetings were still 

conducted in 100% Spanish by the zone and district leaders, though a bit of English was used by 

new missionaries and was still the primary language out of the meetings. At one particular 

meeting however, there was a minimal use of English. The zone leader was Terry, and he started 

the meeting with a motivational Spanish sermon on how the zone could have a more “active 

faith” and to be “more unified” to help each other’s investigators (potential converts they were 

teaching). All the missionaries present agreed on a day to do a fast for the zone (abstain from 

food and water for 24 hours). The zone leader stuck to the L2 and affirmed the zone stating in 

Spanish, “I know we will succeed”. As a motivational speaker, he reminded them of their sacred 

calling, that God called them to preach the gospel in Spanish and promised to help them do it. 

He shared the Book of Mormon Scripture, 1 Nephi 3:7 which states, 
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I will go and do the things which the Lord hath commanded, for I know that the Lord 

giveth no commandments unto the children of men, save he shall prepare a way for them 

that they may accomplish the thing which he commandeth them. 

He then explained that merely professing desire was not enough. He urged them to open their 

mouths, find people, and teach them the gospel. After his sermon, he invited all present to share 

ideas on how they could have a more active faith. When English questions were asked in the 

group, he responded back in Spanish. It was as if he were an L2 instructor who modeled the 

target language for the novice missionaries. He used simple syntax, gestures, and a chalkboard. 

Terry facilitated a group discussion in the L2. The topic was a service project clearing rubble out 

of a new convert’s backyard. The second half of the hour Terry dedicated the time to sharing 

testimonies, starting with Terry. Each missionary had a fair opportunity to walk up to the pulpit 

and shared their feelings of the gospel in Spanish. The audience was forgiving of the errors and 

chimed in if the speaker struggled to find the precise word or verb conjugation. The meeting had 

a routine feel. The setting was formal, yet a comfortable place to speak. Terry modeled the 

behavior for Spanish that hour, even though most all were native English speakers with a few 

native Spanish speakers who spoke English as a second language. Conducting the meetings 

exclusively in Spanish had started with Phillip, a year before. It appears the pattern continued. 

The meeting described above illustrates that learner autonomy requires cooperation with 

others. For a group it is helpful to have a leader who emphasized the common L2 objective. In 

regard to autonomy and sociality, Lewis (2014) discusses the principles of group autonomy that 

I could easily observe in the missionary meeting described above. For example, positive attitudes 

were encouraged over negative, known as reciprocity. This created a positive peer pressure so 
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outliers would join the group’s endeavors. At a later meeting there was a new missionary who 

refused to speak in Spanish. It appears that he eventually gave in to this positive peer pressure 

and used the L2 in the meeting. The meeting also created a space of fairness because the zone 

leader gave all missionaries a fair opportunity to speak up and their ideas. He also gave them 

time to go up to the pulpit and share their personal experiences in the L2. Other principles of 

group autonomy are empathy and altruism. These were observed at one specific meeting where 

new missionaries first arrived, directly from the MTC. On this occasion the more experienced 

missionaries express empathy towards the newcomers, particularly for the newcomer who would 

not speak the L2. It appeared that others in the group expressed empathy for his struggle with 

language learning. Altruism is a self-less concern for others well-being. It was evident when 

more experienced missionaries trained the newcomers and helped them settle in the new 

environment. Evidence of group autonomy was also salient in the interviews. When asked how 

learning Spanish as a missionary was different than learning in high school William said, 

I feel like before the mission if I made a [Spanish] mistake, that was bad. Now it’s like, I 

make a mistake in Spanish and I have six people here to help me, ‘Oh, this is how you do 

it, this is how it sounds.’ It’s not a bad thing to make a mistake, it's more of now everyone 

is loving and caring and wants me to get better so I can work on my mistake and do it in 

a way that even though I talk and make a mistake in Spanish it’s ok to make a mistake to 

learn. 

Even though missionaries are situated in a supportive environment for the language 

learning identity, not all of them were equally invested in being a language learner. As 

mentioned above, there was one particular missionary who resisted using Spanish when I 

attended one of their zone meetings. After the meeting I gave the group a task-based Spanish 
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lesson. He did not participate and appeared to be bored. However, his peers continued to treat 

him with respect. They told me it was important to first respect his free agency and that no one 

should be forced to learn Spanish. Six months later I followed up with this individual. He 

changed. I heard him speak Spanish at the meetings and he requested a copy of the SMART goal 

portfolio to prepare for college Spanish. I got to know him better and it was obvious that he went 

on a mission because of family pressure. However, he refused to go back home. It appears that 

he became invested in learning Spanish after he found a desire to be a missionary. This finding is 

in line with what other studies indicate, that Mormon youth, especially the males, experience 

social pressure to become missionaries (see Chou, 2013). 

One must keep in mind that the Mormon religion is an interdependent lay religion 

without paid clergy; all are called to serve in various ecclesiastical positions throughout their 

lives. The same is true in the missionary program to move it forward. One must also keep in 

mind that every missionary has put their life endeavors on pause for what they see as a greater 

cause. With support of the religious mindset and self-sacrifice, group autonomy runs strong in 

the missionary culture, which might be another social-based reason for their success in the L2. 

RQ3: What Effect Does Needs-Based Self-Regulatory L2 Pedagogy have on Measures of 

Self-Efficacy and Language Learner Autonomy? 

Paired t-tests were used for both NGSES and MILLA surveys. A paired t-test measures 

the same subject twice using the same survey before and after the pedagogical intervention. It is 

an appropriate measure for finding a positive effect. 

Self-efficacy. Using the NGSES survey, a paired t-test was conducted to compare within 

subjects factor of self-efficacy for learning Spanish before and after the intervention of self- 

regulatory L2 pedagogy. A significant difference was found between self-efficacy scores before 
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(M=32.00, SD=4.269) and after (M=34.36, SD=5.00) pedagogical intervention with the 

conditions; t(18) = 2.863, p = 0.0103. These results suggest that self-regulatory L2 pedagogy has 

a positive effect on self-efficacy for learning Spanish. Specifically, results suggest that as 

Spanish L2 Mormon missionaries strive towards SMART Spanish L2 goals their confidence in 

their ability to take on new, unfamiliar, challenging Spanish tasks increases. Pre and post 

measures of self-efficacy are compared below in Figure 3.1 Comparing the shape distributions of 

the pre and post NGSES scores we can see that the central value has increased and the upper 

quartile narrowed meaning it shifted towards a positively skewed distribution. 

Figure 3.1. Pre and Post-Test of Self-Efficacy 
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Language learner autonomy. Using the MILLA survey, a paired t-test was conducted to 

compare within subjects factor of language learner autonomy before and after the intervention of 

self-regulatory L2 pedagogy. There was an extremely significant difference between learner 

autonomy scores before (M=69.579, SD=10.616) and after the pedagogical intervention 
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self-regulatory L2 pedagogy has a positive effect on language learner autonomy. Specifically, 

results suggest that as Spanish L2 Mormon missionaries who use the self-regulatory portfolio 

have more control over their language learning. Comparing the shape distributions of the pre and 

post MILLA scores in Figure 3.2, we see a significant increase in the lowest observation and 

central value of each measure. There is a lower variability in the post-test. 

Figure 3.2. Pre and Post-Test of Language Learner Autonomy 
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Both figures indicate that needs-based self-regulatory L2 pedagogy increases both self- 

efficacy for learning the target language and language learner autonomy. As language learners 

make SMARTER goals for language learning they are performing the traits of GLL. They are 

aligning personal language study with real world contexts, making goals that are challenging but 

achievable, and keeping record of personal goals to later evaluate and reflect on how it went. As 

the goals are achieved they feel a boost in their intrinsic motivation and their self-efficacy 

measure increases. As they strive for, and achieve personal goals, they feel more confidence in 

their own ability to take on new, unfamiliar tastes in the L2. 
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RQ4: What Effect Did the Self-Regulatory Learning Portfolio Have on Learner 

Investment? 

The portfolio was less effective for new language learners. The portfolio was based on 

ACTFL interpersonal communication tasks and not on the other input-based tasks (interpretive 

listening, interpretive reading) and output-based tasks (presentational speaking and 

presentational writing). It appears that a portfolio based on interpersonal communication was 

more useful for the more experienced language learners and less for the new missionaries. Of the 

19 participants, 7 were new missionaries, 4 of whom did not make SMART goals. However, two 

of the newer missionaries, Ryan and Lauren, did write goals in their notebooks, but they were 

not based on interpersonal communication. Ryan’s goal was to “Do personal study in Spanish. - 

Define all words I don’t know.” This is a broad goal, not specific, and not based on interpretive 

reading. Lauren’s goal was more specific, measurable, and achievable. Her goal was to write 10 

sentences in subjunctive tense, which was based on presentational writing. Moreover, after 

achieving this she stopped because she said she was overwhelmed adapting to missionary life 

(learning her new environment). It was their first week in the mission field.9 Isabella, a heritage 

language learner who considered herself a “native speaker”, was also a new missionary. She 

made it her goal to expand her vocabulary and took interest in the topics of healthcare and 

human anatomy. She learned five new words a day over the course of a week and wrote them in 

sentences. After she achieved this SMART goal, she focused more on her writing skills and on 

9 There are emotional factors not accounted for, such as leaving home and adapting to a new 
routine. It could also be that as new L2 learners, these new missionaries were still experiencing 
the silent period. It may be best for them to start with a portfolio that has input-based can-do 
statements for more achievable SMART goals they can control. Such input-based goals would be 
interpretive reading and listening. Their output-based tasks can be SMART goals based on 
presentational speaking (e.g., teaching gospel principles). 
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learning the more archaic scriptural Spanish. It was especially important for her to write 

Spanish without grammatical and spelling errors. She wrote Spanish in letters home, diary 

entries, and reports to the Mission President. In particular, she proofread her letters and reports 

for small spelling and accent mistakes before sending them. This she did for a month as she 

focused on learning the archaic Spanish terms in the scriptures. Her final reflection of the study 

was, “I was finally able to achieve my [writing] goal and I was able to learn a lot of new 

words!” Like the more experienced language learners, she expressed intrinsic motivation after 

accomplishing what she previously could not do. 

The portfolio worked better for more experienced language learners. Among them, 

the primary social identity that the portfolio fostered was that of being an autonomous Spanish 

language learner, one who takes charge of his or her own learning. With the exception of the 

newest missionaries described above, the rest of the participants made SMART goals and passed 

them off one-by-one. They felt internal rewards in doing so. Below are participant statements 

gathered from their portfolio reflections and interview recordings. These statements provide 

explanations for the increase in their self-efficacy scores indicated in previous research 

questions. 

Alex: Now, my vision of what I could learn has been expanded, as well as an excitement 

to master the language [...] breaking the language-learning down into bite-sized 

chunks has helped me to get more excited about mastering little topics and seeing 

‘little victories’ in the whole process. 

Andrea: Since my goal on December 1st I have journaled every night in Spanish it has 
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really helped me to learn to express myself in the language and also served as 

quite the confidence booster- I had no idea I could wrote so much! It was a great 

way to learn and integrate new vocabulary. 

David: When I reviewed vocab, I was surprised to see how much vocabulary I retained 

and how quickly the other vocabulary came back. 

Alex: Just being able to set good appropriate goals, ones that I could achieve quick 

enough but were still hard to give me that good dopamine rush. I was just like 

‘ah! you know, I got to get to the next goal, I need to grow.’ I noticed the most 

growth, or the quickest growth in my mission when I was using these kinds of 

goals. 

The missionaries were able to break down the language learning experience into “little 

victories” and enjoy the inner rewards. This was possible by first identifying personal SMART 

goals that were challenging, yet achievable and needs-based. Afterwards they worked on them 

until they succeeded and felt intrinsic motivation. 

The portfolio appeared to foster a language learning culture among the zone. Their 

interdependent learner autonomy was also apparent in their social activity. Observations showed 

that it was common practice between companionships to quiz each other with a flashcard 

program on their tablets. They also reserved blocks of time each day to speak the target language 

to each other (e.g., from 6:00 PM to 9:30 PM speak only Spanish). Throughout the day they 

worked on SMART goals within the companionships. In other words, during down-time as they 

were driving to gospel lesson appointments, they role played with targeted vocabulary in 

hypothetical real-world conversations (e.g., reviewing spatial vocabulary by describing how to 

get to the church). They also quizzed each other on thematic vocabulary lists with digital flash 
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cards they made on their tablets. When they met each week for their regular meetings, they 

shared new SMART goal ideas. Every two weeks the SLT did a brief phone interview to offer 

any help with their SMART goals. 

Goals became SMART and personalized, fostering learner autonomy. Participants 

reported a stark difference in the quality of their language learning goals. Overall, they were able 

to align their personal language study plans with specific contexts they encountered as 

missionaries and their personal interests. Below, Alex represents the feedback of the interviews. 

Extract 3 (2016) (A = Alex, C = Interviewer/Author) 

01 C: Ok Alex, anything to say about the goals before and after this program. 

02 A:         The goals before were very broad, they were not very specific. The like, the goals 

03              I would set were like kinda what William had said with, you know, setting a goal 

  04 to master a certain grammar principal, like that. But there was never any 

05 direction on like, how to get to that point. Why would you read like how to 

06 conjugate it? But with SMART goals I was able to still achieve those same goals 

07 but also achieve certain tasks. [...] 

08 C: What kind of task did you achieve? 

09 A:       Um, a task that I achieved. Being able to, one that I really liked was being able to 

10  ask, um, better inspiring questions, like questions that wouldn't end with a yes 

11             or a no, or like a negative or a positive. Well ones that could really make 

12             people think using past subjunctive and future subjunctive and things like that, 

13            and it, you know, I was really able to apply it to lessons and really make a big 

14            difference in the level of questions I was asking. You know, better questions.  

15            And you know, telling people what our interests are.
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The participants who expressed what Alex did, appeared to already have an intermediate 

to advanced oral proficiency. Some of them wanted to explore personal interests they had in 

common with the local native speakers. Terry for example, already had a good grasp of gospel- 

based Spanish and wanted to expand his L2 functionality beyond performing his religious 

identity. When he started using the portfolio he went directly to studying sports in the L2, a topic 

he was passionate about. The first SMART goal he wrote was, 

Since sports are a big interest and hobby of mine, I want to be able to talk about them 

with other people to connect to them personally. This week I will study the vocab and 

usage of common sports I like (soccer, basketball, football, baseball, golf, etc). I plan to 

master this and apply it by next Monday. 

During language study he wrote out typical phrases that could be said on the soccer field. Later 

that day he practiced a conversation about soccer with a native speaker missionary who also 

enjoyed sports. Terry reflected, “I felt pretty comfortable with it.” However, that Thursday after 

he played touch football with local native Spanish speakers he self-evaluated and wrote another 

reflection, “I realize I still lack on some of that [vocabulary].” Based off evidence from self- 

observation, Terry knew his ability to converse about sports was not yet adequate. He adjusted 

his SMART goal to be more specific. To study one sport at a time, starting with soccer. For three 

days, when he had free-time, he quizzed himself on soccer vocabulary and practiced talking 

about soccer with his companion. By Monday, his deadline, he self-evaluated again and wrote a 

final reflection, “I focused and feel more comfortable now talking about soccer. I want to 

continue to review that and use it, but now focus on other sports.” He then wrote out his next 

SMART goal, “I will focus this week on learning common vocab specifically for basketball and 
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football such as rules and equipment.” Terry, like the others, also expressed that having access to 

thematic vocabulary list saved study time looking up each word in a dictionary. After several 

months using the portfolio he got bored with it. He said it needed study activities that were 

creative (e.g., pair-work activities found in an L2 textbook). 

Meaning-based SMART goals were more effective for communicative purposes. 

Mormon missionaries do not have access to some texts used by native speakers (e.g., 

newspapers, magazines, and popular media). They do however, have access to a grammar book, 

a dictionary, and a wide variety of Church materials translated from English to Spanish. These 

include an abundant amount of Spanish materials in audio, textual, and video format. This 

present study suggests that limiting SMART goals to studying a grammar book is insufficient for 

enhancing interpersonal communication. This was apparent in comparing Susan to Alex. 

Susan: Focused on grammar. Susan made it her SMART goal to study her grammar 

book. She expressed in her first reflection “I feel like grammatically I still struggle to be 

understood, especially using subjunctive.” Samantha’s goal became, “SMART GOAL: 1. Study 

grammar.” She studied the grammar book for 6 weeks and realized her explicit grammar 

knowledge was better than she thought. She reflected, “I realized that I have just a pretty natural 

grasp … it was good to review but also nice to clarify just a few weak points.” She concluded the 

six weeks stating “reviewing the [grammar] chapters is good. It gave me a good objective for the 

day. But after reading about spell changes I got pretty bored.” Samantha’s case shows that 

having a mastery of grammar was beneficial, but she did not indicate it helping her 

communicate. Studying explicit grammar rules was boring to her. 

Alex: Focused on meaning and communication. Alex approached studying grammar 

and vocabulary in a different way with a more meaning-based approach through reading. His 
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SMART goal was to study the series of short stories by Mormons called “Voces de los Santos” 

[Voices of the Saints]. These are found in the Liahona church magazine. His reflection was 

I have been LOVING using “Voces De Los Santos” from the Liahona as a language- 

study tool. Reading it has boosted my comprehension, but also made me aware of 2 areas 

in specific where I can improve in my language-learning: (a) Grammar Constructs [...] 

(b) A Magnified Vision of Vocabulary [...]

Alex, among other missionaries, found these short stories to be enjoyable reading material with 

Spanish vocabulary commonly heard in conversations around them (they also download these 

stories in audio format and listen to them). His reflection continued stating that the “Grammar 

Constructs” were easier to learn when read in a narrative as opposed to a grammar book. He 

expressed that the narratives were “quite useful and VERY conversational.” Under “Magnified 

Vision of Vocabulary” he expressed “while reading a story from VdLS, I ran across the word 

‘rosáceo’ which means ‘pinkish.’ This made me realize that there are also different levels of 

vocabulary lists.” Alex realized that reading meaningful text provides input necessary for 

acquisition and communicating. Studying narratives are effective input-based SMART goals. 

Constraints learning culture. When I designed the portfolio, I left in some of the 

culture-based ACTFL “can-do” statements (see italicized in Appendix F). In one of the group 

interviews, I asked for any feedback on how the portfolio could be improved. Brandon pointed 

out that all the can-do statements were achievable except for the cultural-based ones. He could 

have a conversation on topics he already knew (e.g., his own interests, the missionary life, and 

the LDS Church). However, he was unable to express certain knowledge of the Mexican culture 

(e.g., El Día de Los Muertos) because it cannot be found in his grammar book, dictionary, or 

church-produced L2 materials. During the interview he opened his portfolio and read out a few 
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of the culture-based can-do statements and said, “I can’t do it.” Below is the dialogue that lead 

up to the point he made. 

Extract 4 (2016) (A = Alex, C = Interviewer/Author, V = Valeria) 

01 A: The one thing I had trouble with was the question “I can talk about, Mexican 

02 History” and about like, “Dia de los Muertos”, like, I can’t talk about that 

03 because I don't have the information, like, I don't know enough. So like, maybe if 

04 there was like a couple of wikipedia pages, and, I don't know, print them off and 

05 put them in the back [of the portfolio] and you can read about it and get the 

06 information and have the opportunity to go like, apply that information you just 

07 learned. Or maybe the mission will give us an encyclopedia or something. 

08 C: Maybe like a Church authorized, um, literature? 

09 A: Yeah, the history of the mission [the area of Southern Arizona], the history of the 

10             Language, history of the people, you know, stuff like that. 

11 C: Do you think it is important to know these things? 

12 [All six missionaries present unanimously said ‘yes’.] 

13 A: Yes. Because it really makes a difference getting to know someone. Because if 

14             you can come in [someone's home] and, “Oh yeah! I know what you’re talking 

15     about because.” [Alex gets interrupted in the middle of his sentence by Valeria,  

16              who was a heritage speaker in the group.] 

17 V: I think… 

18 A: Oh, go ahead. 

19 V: I think that if you are learning about someone else, learning my language, it's 
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20 like “oh wow, how sweet, they are learning how to communicate with me.” But if 

21 they are talking about my culture it is still sweet but it’s with an undertone of  

22 “they genuinely love and care about me because they have taken the time to, not 

23 only to learn how to speak the language but to study my culture.” 

After the interview Alex told me he had been studying Spanish texts he found in the public space 

(e.g., a voter registration from the library). He said there was no specific rule that kept him from 

studying a college-level Spanish textbook that he acquired on his own. I gave him a textbook that 

had some cultural content and activities on conversation topics that come up with the locals (e.g., 

hobbies, healthcare, school, and work). He used the text for his language study hour and was 

satisfied. However, I noticed the cultural content of textbooks are too general and not up-to- 

date. Alex made it a priority to learn the Spanish culture as much as he could. This was evident 

in an ethnographic strategy he used. He always carried around a small notebook in his front shirt 

pocket where he made a list of colloquial Spanish, local sayings, and slang words. I followed up 

on Alex after he completed his mission. He expressed that learning the Spanish culture made a 

profound impact on his language learning desire and connected him with the native speaking 

people. Culture was the drive behind his SMART goals. He expressed that both Spanish and the 

culture of the people were important to learn. 

Influence on imagined identities. The portfolio influenced imagined and future 

identities, which are beyond the here-and-now in the mission field. Alex expressed in the 

interview, 

With this [portfolio] you give us multiple new topics that we are allowed to learn, and 

multiple ways to learn new topics about ourselves. It gives us [Alex pauses and 

continues], it broadens our ability to learn about another subject to get past the plateau. 
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Of the 9 participants who had more than 10 months in the field, 6 of them started the study by 

writing down portfolio-based goals directly from the “Can-do” statements. However, towards the 

end of the 6 weeks they created personalized SMART goals that aligned with their own interests 

and imagined Spanish identities of their past or future. In the interviews, the heritage learners 

expressed how they felt a responsibility to improve their Spanish to better connect with their 

family. The participants who were Spanish L2 learners were invested in learning for college 

credits and/or their diverse careers (e.g., engineering, mathematics, psychology, and social 

work). Below I elaborate on two participants who showed a shift beyond the portfolio-based 

goals. 

Andrea became invested in her future identity while Jeremiah learned Spanish related to 

his hobby. Both appeared to be advanced Spanish learners as they already had their missionary 

tasks mastered. Andrea focused her SMART goals on the topic of college vocabulary. She made 

it her goal to ask and answer questions related to various subjects and majors in a university. 

Returning to her college studies were obviously influencing here SMART goals. After she 

passed these off, her goals became more focused and personal. She made it her goal to formulate 

interview questions to elicit spiritual narratives expressed among native Spanish speakers. At the 

end of the study she wrote the final reflection in her notebook expressing what she used to do as 

a college student, 

I realized that after my mission I would love to come back and record and transcribe 

these stories (I had done so as a job in college for WWII veterans). It has been a great 

motivator for me to increase my vocab, comprehension, and conversational abilities. 

Jeremiah’s first SMART goal was to review vocabulary on nationalities in the portfolio. He 

wrote, “Be able to talk about all nationalities by next week.” He passed this off within a week. 



124 

He then wrote “I want to learn 10 new words to be able to talk about fishing in the next 3 days, 

and talk to a member [of the Mormon Church] about how I went fishing for scouts a few years 

ago.” That next week he told his fishing story to his companion, Brandon, accomplishing his 

SMART goal. Jeremiah continued to study vocabulary related to outdoor life. He filled a spiral 

notebook with vocabulary related to hunting and wildlife (e.g., moose, deer, and pheasant). 

Variance in study skills. It was apparent in the data that participants varied in the 

quality of their study strategies. Autonomous learning is a learned skill and some participants 

need training and continuous mentorship to study more effectively with SMART goals. Having a 

strong inner-desire or clear goal to learn the L2, such as an investment for a future L2 identity, is 

not enough. One must be able to take charge of their learning by interacting with others who 

cooperate and use effective learning strategies. Frank, for example, had been a missionary for 21 

months. Though he had a lot of time as a language learner and expressed an imagined identity 

stating, “Someday I see myself using Spanish in a Humanitarian setting” and “I see myself 

someday being interviewed for a job in Spanish”, he did not express the skill to make effective 

SMART goals for these pursuits. He did not evaluate the goals he made. Instead, he memorized 

isolated word lists that related to these topics. After which, he wrote, “I didn’t feel stretched.” 

Stephen on the other hand, had 14 months in the mission, less time than Frank. Before his 

mission, he studied in a rigorous college program majoring in aerospace engineering. It was 

apparent that he brought with him effective meaning-based study skills into his language 

learning. His first SMART goal was to translate course descriptions of the engineering classes he 

once studied. After he accomplished this goal he studied vocabulary on car repair by creating his 

own learning activities and using flashcards to brush up on this specialized vocabulary. At the 

end of the six weeks he wrote a final reflection that shows his skillful autonomous learning, 
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I’ve noticed that I’ve been learning and retaining a lot of information, but that I’ve still 

been losing some. So I’ve decided that every 4 weeks I will dedicate a couple of days to 

review the exercises that I have done over the past weeks to help with my retention. 

Steven continued to achieve a list of SMART goals created by himself. Below are a few. 

• Write an engineering job resume in Spanish.

• Explain features of cars i.e. Motor components, interior features, basic maintenance, etc.

• Explain how the major components of an airplane work.

• Explain how a swim meet goes i.e. Strokes, relays, races, distances, different

competitions.

• Explain how to solve a Rubik’s cube

After participating in the study, Steven continued to self-evaluate, revise, and set new SMART 

goals for his future career. He also found it to be effective use of his study time to translate 

sermons from English to Spanish. Though Frank and Stephen both had future L2 identities, they 

differed in the quality of their language learner strategies. The distinction has to do with their 

backgrounds, or available assets, known as funds of knowledge. Moll et al. (2005) define this 

concept as a “historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills 

essential for household or individual functioning and well-being.” Self-regulatory learning and 

goal setting was a skill that Stephen had already acquired from his family upbringing and 

educational background. Though Frank had more time learning the L2 it appeared he was still 

learning those skills and needed some direct guidance on meaning-based study strategies. 

Conclusion and Future Research 

This study demonstrated that cognitive and social perspectives on language learning 

desire can be used in conjunction for a more holistic understanding of the GLL. One can measure 
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their self-efficacy and language learner autonomy through surveys and at the same time observe 

their investment. Overall, the use of a needs-based SMART goal portfolio enhances language 

learning by providing an objective view of language ability, encouraging self-evaluation, and 

helping to align personal language study with real-world tasks. As personalized SMART goals 

are achieved, personal progress is noticed, and intrinsic motivation is felt. The result is a positive 

effect the self-efficacy of the language learner. 

This study has implications in other contexts who have a mission in mind and require 

autonomous L2 learning, such as study abroad, English for specific purposes, critical service 

learning, and the Peace Corps. A preliminary needs analysis is recommended for designing the 

portfolio according to the given program culture and mission purpose. The portfolio is still a 

work in progress, though this pedagogy should remain flexible for diverse participant needs. For 

this particular group of participants, I found it necessary to include inspiring quotes on goal- 

setting from religious authorities. This endorsed the instrument in their cultural frame. In the 

case of the Mormon missionaries, using such a portfolio increased measures of learner 

autonomy and self-efficacy for learning the L2. One must also consider that I gave them the 

power to continuously design and modify the portfolio because I welcomed feedback for a new 

version. Moreover, one participant expressed the very fact that he was a participant of a study 

inspired him to make SMART goals. However, the pedagogy positioned the participants as 

autonomous language learners accountable of each other for the success of the group. They were 

also given the endorsement to explore their diverse personal interests for learning the L2, which 

was especially enjoyed among the more advanced learners. Other language programs should be 

aware that this pedagogy may not work well without core principles of group autonomy already 

in place. There must first be a common vision across the stakeholders with regular meetings, the 
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responsibility for language learning must to be shared (e.g., assigning each person to be a 

Spanish instructor), and funds of knowledge need to be activated in the group (e.g., finding 

Spanish language trainers who have experience with study strategies and help each other). It is 

also helpful if there is an assigned leader who inspires and encourages the group of language 

learners. 

The portfolio may have not worked as well if the mission president did not assign two 

SLTs and Spanish language instructors. These were rotating assignments. The basic role of the 

SLT was to briefly follow-up on other missionaries’ language study plans and provide authority 

persuasion. If the SLT found that a missionary was struggling, he/she helped evaluate and revise 

their language study plan and gave encouragement. They did this through a brief 10-minute 

phone interview once a week. The SLT assignment would be a unique role in the Mormon 

cultural frame because it is would not be a priesthood assignment that deals with the spiritual 

affairs of others. Rather, it is based on one's background experience with learning strategies. The 

use of SLTs activates the funds of knowledge within the group, whether it be a male or female. 

The SLT was possibly the most important assigned identity because it created a sense of 

accountability with the weekly phone interviews. Having SLTs in place sustained the SMART 

goal program for one year after the pedagogical intervention. The assignment as Spanish 

language instructor, which was also required by the mission president, also encouraged a 

language learning culture. This policy pushed all the participants to teach each other a brief 15-

minute task-based Spanish lesson before each weekly meeting. 

The portfolio can-do statements in this study may not have been as effective for new 

language learners because they were based on interpersonal communication rather than 

presentational speaking. The portfolio could be further adapted for these novice learners. Input- 
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based can-do statements may be incorporated for input-based SMART goals, such as listening to 

audio materials and reading intermediate-level texts. In the case of Mormon missionaries who 

have access to tablets, they can download sermons and narratives for listening and reading. Can- 

do statements based on presentational speaking and writing may also be integrated into the 

portfolio for the novice learners. In the case of Mormon missionaries, they may make SMART 

goals based on presenting specific gospel principles, write out their lessons, and proofread them 

together. Individual missionaries who feel they have plateaued could enhance their language 

study hour by purchasing and studying used college L2 textbooks (on their own). Though the 

cultural content of a textbook may be helpful, it is inadequate and not up-to-date information. 

However, missionaries do have some good resources for learning culture. Cook (2006) studied 

mealtime conversation between Japanese host families and study abroad students. In this setting 

cultural beliefs and stereotypes were frequently brought up. Cook concluded that “both parties 

became aware that what they have believed to be true about Japanese culture and about the 

learner’s culture may not be true” (p.149). The same can happen among Mormon missionaries 

when they eat with the local native speaking Mormons. There are also missionaries who are 

native speakers. They can also be a resource for learning culture. Missionaries may also take 

advantage of conversations using ethnographic strategies (see Roberts, 2001) to facilitate 

learning culture as autonomous language learners (e.g., as in the case of Alex and Andrea in this 

study). Moreover, one of the top priorities of the LDS church is to “care for the poor and needy”, 

which includes doing informal humanitarian projects where formally teaching gospel lessons is 

not the emphasis (e.g., teaching the gospel without words through service). In line with this 

service aspect of the mission there may be possibilities to do collaborative community service 

projects with other organizations for the sake of compassion. In such contexts, language related  



129 

to the project itself would be the emphasis and conversations of culture may arise just as 

they naturally do during mealtime conversations. In this context the role of the missionary 

wouldn’t necessarily be to teach the gospel through collaborative service, but to learn the 

local cultures through dialogue with native speakers. Certain aspects of service learning 

pedagogy may also be implemented, provided that it aligns with the cultural values of the 

Mormon mission. 

In regard to Mormon missionary SLA research, this study has several limitations 

and there is a need for further studies. First, there was no control group for a two factor 

ANOVA design. This was not possible because of the new variable, the social influence of 

the portfolio. That is, after the pedagogical intervention some of the participants of the study 

continued to use the portfolio and share it with incoming missionaries up to one year later. 

To incorporate a control group, one would have to start fresh in a new geographic area. The 

role of the companionship for autonomous learning is a major factor of the experience and is 

yet to be explored in more depth. Some companionships appeared to have a mutual interest 

in achieving SMART L2 goals together (e.g., reserving time each day for language 

practice) as other companionships did not. Some missionaries continued to use the portfolio 

and make SMART goals after participating in the study as others did not. This could be due 

to variance in their investments, the quality of their learning strategies, and their proficiency 

levels. Future research could explore these variables. It is also unclear what happens to the 

imagined L2 identities that they fostered in the mission field, years after their service (e.g., 

raising Spanish-English bilingual children). The experience of the heritage learners, ESL 

missionaries missionaries, and sojourning L2 missionaries can also be explored.
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Chapter IV: Introducing the Multimodal Artists’ Article in Autoethnographic 

SLA Research: The Life of a Sojourning Spanish L2 Mormon Missionary 
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Artist Statement 

This arts-based analytical autoethnography deeply explores the emotional dimension, or 

inner-life, of my own language learning experience. I was as a sojourning Spanish L2 Mormon 

missionary in Ecuador from 2002-2004. As a scholar-artist in the present, I investigated the 

relationship emotions had with my identity construction, learning Spanish, and bonding with the 

Ecuadorian people. In two parts I analyzed two years of autobiographical texts. The first speaks 

to the academic community through APA writing conventions excluding art. With a Bakhtinian 

discourse analysis I explored narrative voice construction during my pre-sojourn training using a 

concept I call intertextual voice appropriation. These were utterances I unknowingly 

appropriated from my mission colleagues. They captured perceptions and emotions we shared 

during our two-month Spanish language training. The second part continues this Bakhtinian 

analysis deepening the inquiry of emotion through multimodal arts-based research. The result 

was a multimodal collage piece created on 2016 Microsoft Word that can speak to a broader 

audience through what I call the Artists’ Article. Media included a collage of charcoal and 

watercolor, pen drawings and artifacts from my mission, diary texts, photographs, music, poetry, 

narratives and the aesthetic use of typography/formatting on Microsoft Word. Analyzing myself 

was extremely difficult and vulnerable. As I engaged in this intuitive-based creative inquiry my 

heart was captivated by memories and unresolved conflicts between identities. I lost myself in a 

phenomenological journey, seeking a sensible interpretation of my experience and a resolution 

through Jungian analytical psychology. Instincts/emotions of nostalgia, play, humor, 

belongingness, fear, falling in love at first sight, anger, and compassion all influenced my 

language learner trajectory. I framed these abstract emotional states as archetypes, personified as 

the “color spirits” and Greek mythological figures. Through a long meaning-making process of 
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deep introspection, artistic expression, self-writing, and employing Jungian concepts, I was able 

to make some sense of the soul of my language learning experience. The overarching theme was 

my journey was from religious self-erasure to self-compassion, and how this deep transition 

changed my relationships with religion, language learning, and the Ecuadorian people. Allowing 

self-compassion made all the difference. Though I misunderstood aspects of the local cultures, I 

genuinely connected with the Ecuadorians through instincts/emotions (e.g., play and 

compassion). The classical ideas of Jung inspired me in this autoethnographic journey and 

provided a sense of solidarity and resolution. However, the meaning I make of my past is 

unstable and continuously changes. The collage piece remains in an inconclusive and conflicted 

state, ever seeking resolution. 
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Introduction 

Life is a sea of voices. Various discursive voices get intertwined with our personal voice 

to help express our changing ideological positions. On the larger, social level, these voices come 

from institutions, the media, or social groups we identify with. However, there is yet another 

dimension to voice; the more local, intimate, and interpersonal. In other words, we self-author 

our own textual identity borrowing the utterances of others, including friends, relatives, or 

individuals whose ideas we identify with. In a certain way, our individual voice is an ever- 

changing collage piece. Merged together, their voices become one’s own idiolect. On the 

psychological level we are interconnected sentient beings, embodying also the emotion of those 

utterances we appropriate from others. On the social level, such utterances are visible in the 

spoken and written voice of an individual. These occurrences are not to be confused with 

reported speech that attributes a biological identification of the other. Rather, they are 

appropriations, the user does not assume that the interlocutor knows the textual origin. This 

study investigates the authoring of oneself in written text by looking closely at a phenomenon I 

call interpersonal voice appropriation. I explore this with a retrospective diary analysis of my 

language learning experience as a two-year sojourning Mormon missionary in Ecuador. 

Analyzing this dimension of voice is a difficult and nuanced because the sea of voices in 

daily life may sound like a tempest. Social life is a heteroglossic experience, overwhelmed with 

a multitude of others utterances. Using the texts of the Mormon missionary sojourn is the ideal 

start for researching the appropriations that bond and craft us. The social constraints of the 

Mormon proselytizing program reduces that sea to a quiet, more controlled puddle. In other 

words, the primary social interaction of a Mormon missionary occurs within an inseparable pair 

known as the “companionship.” This social unit is together 24/7, and is reassigned into a new 
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companionship every 6 to 12 weeks across a two-year span. Mormon missionaries are also 

restricted from accessing popular media and their communication with family and friends back at 

home is limited. They are also expected to record their daily experience, every evening, in a 

personal diary. They write home to family once a week, and report their state of being to their 

presiding mission authority known as their Mission President. If a missionary diligently produces 

these texts and saves all of them, as I did, the result is a rich two-year longitudinal record of 

shifting textual identity construction. I have a plethora of these texts in my possession, which are 

ideal for exploring interpersonal voice appropriation and the emotions I embodied with my 

companions. Socio-psychological depth research, with analytic autoethnography, is the only way 

to access and explore this dimension of voice. In this study, I provide a method for doing this 

sort of analysis, using Bakhtinian theory on intertextual voice and Jungian analytical psychology. 

Analyzing these voices on the textual level with Bakhtinian theory connects my experience with 

the broader population of Mormon missionaries. Using Jungian analytical psychology connects 

the Mormon missionary experience with major themes of life (e.g., the innate need to follow 

one's own heart and be who you are). 

Research on the social dimension of the Mormon missionary second language acquisition 

(SLA) experience is rare. Most of these studies, such as the one by the anthropologist David 

Knowlton (2001) are retrospective in nature. After his mission in Bolivia, Knowlton returned as 

an anthropologist. Relying on his journals, memories and recollections of conversations with 

missionaries he encountered, he explored Mormon missionary folklore situated in Bolivia. His 

study focused on the interaction between the Utahn and Bolivian discourse worlds. Knowlton 

admits however, that his data was limited and a systematic approach on this topic was needed. 

There is obviously a limited understanding of the social dimension of the sojourning life of the 
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Mormon missionary. Employing a diary analysis of embodied interpersonal voice appropriations 

is a methodological approach that explores not only the experience of the individual, but 

implicitly explores the sentiment coauthored with others through shared experience. In other 

words, this method of diary analysis makes salient the absorbed voices from one's social partner 

after a day of interaction. This methodology addressed Kinginger (2009), who states the need for 

“further study of learners’ interactive positioning in language socialization, the stances they 

adopt, the nature of their interactions, and the qualities of their evolving communicative 

repertoires [...] to understand language learning abroad” (pp. 240). On the level of written text, 

this can be addressed with a Bakhtinian analysis of diary voice construction. That is, daily 

interaction is absorbed into sojourner diaries and shifts over time as their ideological positions 

change. This study also incorporates arts-based research, delving into the psychological realm to 

get to the heart of missionary experience. Arts-based research acknowledges that there are other, 

creative modes of critical inquiry that reside beyond the word (see McNiff 1998). Study abroad 

research can also take into account the use of color in diary writing, even imagery, if a sojourner 

happens to be an artist. Activating the arts in research adds the layer of soul, a dimension that 

SLA research is lacking. In addition, multimodal art as the means of inquiry reconstructs one’s 

sojourning experience which transmits richer meaning to the hearts of the readers. 

This study is a longitudinal diary analysis of my mission experience in Ecuador from 

2002 to 2004. By merging traditional discourse analysis with non-traditional arts-based research 

I demonstrate both a social and psychological approach for understanding intertextual voice 

appropriation. In doing so I introduce and demonstrate the potential of what I call the Artists’ 

Article for autoethnographic research. Layering artistic inquiry on traditional discourse analysis 

bolsters the life and meaning of research practice. Though I am a collage piece of others 
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utterances, I am the sole participant of this study. At age 19 I was sent to Ecuador to proselytize. 

Beyond my official purpose, I also had a personal mission, to be known and be true to my inner- 

personality. This is the overarching theme that I explore. These two years were my complex 

journey into adulthood. Some have also described it as “a life within a life” (see Pepper 2014). 

As a missionary, I experienced culture shock, language learner anxiety, nostalgia for home, 

language play, a crush on a local, and compassion for marginalized people. I underwent an 

intimate shift in my Spanish language identity after I had some intense, life changing 

experiences. For a disclaimer, I am not a skilled creative writer. Visual art is primary creative 

mode. I used it to express and explore the inner-life, the soul of my  language learning 

experience. Imagery is the mode I used to transmit that lived experience to the reader. I 

acknowledge that there is self-discovery and meaning found through arts-based research which 

cannot be known through the conventional academic inquiry of written text. 

This autoethnography is divided in two parts: 1) during my intense, two-month 

experience learning Spanish at the Missionary Training Center (MTC) in Provo, Utah, and; 2) 

during my twenty-two months in the mission field. The first part demonstrates analytical 

autoethnography without the use of art. I had no time for art in the MTC. In this part I closely 

analyze interpersonal voice appropriation exclusively through the Bakhtinian lens during my 

intense, two-month experience learning Spanish at the Missionary Training Center (MTC). The 

second part, however, activates the arts because I produced art in the mission field, which adds 

more soul to this research though collage. My motive with the arts is to show life and not simply 

tell life. The art piece is located in Appendix I because my heart does not want to be constrained 

to the rules of APA, nor does it want to be marked with numbers. Before my mission I practiced 

responsive drawing and was an avid diarist, always critical and desiring to know who I was and  
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the meaning of my life. In the mission field this part of me was enhanced, because I was away 

from everything I took for granted. I was an art enthusiast again, with my front shirt pocket full 

of colorful pens everywhere I went. I responded to daily life with particular colors that attracted 

me. My black pen was the default standard. Beyond black I used red, orange, blue, green, and 

purple, each for different sentiment in my drawings and writings. Because it was through the 

creative process that I produced my missionary texts, it is by this same process that I explore and 

report my findings. Traditional scholars may not take arts-based research as a legitimate form of 

inquiry. However, if we are to better understand the role emotions play in language learning 

experience we must go beyond the analytical mind with intuitive driven arts-based research. 

Voice is conceptualized as a multidimensional concept in writing research (see Ivanič, 

1998; Burgess & Ivanič, 2010; Prior, 2002; Tardy, 2012). It simultaneously has a personal aspect 

(e.g. one’s unique imprint and individuality) and a social aspect, (e.g. an institutional voice, the 

social world, or the cultural frames). The personal voice is also contextual and dialogic, that is, it 

self-authors by responding to and acting within cultural frames. Interpersonal voice appropriation 

is a scarcely explored topic, but it is acknowledged by Petric´ (2010), who identifies a distinct 

view of individualized voice, which is the voice that results from writer’s choices and 

interactions with others. Few studies on dialogic emergence of voice in interactional 

sociolinguistics give the concept of interpersonal voice appropriation some traction. Maybin 

(2012) for example, traced indexed utterances to show how school children appropriated voices 

across different sociocultural settings for identity construction (e.g., good student, obedient 

daughter and cool peer-group member). Gordon (2006) traced the reframing of a single utterance 

across time and space; from an original episode, to a re-enactment, and finally into a narrative 

text. Gordon’s (2009) work with the familylect also explains how spoken intertextual repetition 
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of family-specific prior text “symbolically frames the family by sending metamessages of shared 

family membership, defining each family’s culture and identity, and constructing family 

boundaries” (p. 28). Interpersonal voice appropriation is similar to reported speech in that it 

creates involvement with interlocutors (Tannen, 2007). Though this study is on the level of 

written diary text, it is a dialogic performance nonetheless. The distinction with social 

interaction is that personal writing is performed with the imagined other and a reflexive 

positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990). 

This present study is highly experimental in its methodology and use of theory. It 

attempts to provide a systematic approach to analyzing interpersonal voice appropriation while 

also considering the soul (or emotional dimension) of the language learning experience. In this 

project, poststructuralist theory of Bakhtin meets a phenomenological use of Jungian analytical 

psychology in arts-based research. I did not start this project with a hypothesis to test. Rather, I 

embarked on a quest for wisdom, beauty, and wonder. I was most concerned in finding the 

primary emotions of my language learning experience that are important enough for another 

human heart to feel. Two research questions (RQs) guided me in this project. These include; 

            RQ1: What meaning do I make of my sojourning Mormon missionary life? 

RQ2: What role did emotions play in my journey learning Spanish? 

Language Learning Context 

Many young adults of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS or Mormon 

Church), volunteer as proselytizing missionaries. Males serve for 24 months starting at age 18 

and females serve for 18 months starting at age 19. Generally, males feel expected as females feel 

invited to the service (see Chapter 2). Candidates do not choose where they will serve. Rather, 

that choice is made for them through church authorities. Many US missionaries are sent foreign 
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while some stay domestic. Missionaries begin with intensive task-based training at a Missionary 

Training Center (MTC). The mission program is global, highly organized, with a strong push for 

self-discipline to follow the program rules. These factors create an obedience culture and strong 

push to learn the target language. The overall focus is to preach and baptize others into the faith. 

The sudden shift to the missionary schedule and program rules is a major life adjustment. 

On the global level, every missionary carries with them the same Missionary Handbook, 

nicknamed the “White Bible.”  It contains the major rules. A few of these are that they cannot 

use non-LDS media, engage in various forms of popular entertainment, work to receive income, 

flirt or date, nor make phone calls home (except for Mother’s Day and Christmas). There are also 

rules specific to each mission, which is the geographic region in which missionaries are assigned 

to serve. These depend on their Mission President. The daily routine is already determined for 

the missionaries, though more flexible than before, they proselytize most of the day and are 

expected to set and strive towards measurable proselytizing goals (e.g., number of gospel 

lessons taught). For outsiders of the Mormon faith, the program rules should not be confused 

with doctrine. One must also understand that this is a young population. In retrospect, I 

understand the reasons for the program push to be disciplined. The rules ensure the safe return of 

the missionary and protect the public image of the LDS church. Shepherd and Shepherd (2001) 

state that “Missionaries are induced to accept direction and follow institutional procedures in 

preference to exercising their own idiosyncratic judgment. In a word, they become 

disciplined” (p. 165). I agree that discipline was among the major themes of the experience. In 

my case, I became disciplined to the program rules, but to a certain point. For me, the 

significance of discipline changed across the two years. I found a balance between my own 

idiosyncratic judgment and the expectation to follow the program rules. I have seen the same 
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negotiation occur among some missionaries I interviewed in my previous studies. When asked 

what they thought about the mission rules they held up their rule book and bent it back and forth 

saying, “you see…the mission rules are flexible.” They acknowledge there is a higher law of love 

(e.g., compassion) and common sense, both of which can bend the rules in some contexts (e.g., 

arriving to the apartment 15 minutes late for helping a stranded driver fix a flat tire). These 

missionaries did use their own idiosyncratic judgement. However, this willingness to bend the 

rulebook depends of course on the temperament of an individual missionary, the heart behind the 

rule bending, and the ability to claim voice and be validated by others of their cultural frame. 

Shepherd and Shepherd (2001) also state that when Mormon youth take up the missionary role it 

is not an abrupt transition. Rather, it is a “gradated status sequence model” that “highlights the 

continuity and anticipatory socialization sponsored by the LDS Church” (p. 172). In time 

missionaries do adjust to this new life, and the program culture does become a dominant frame 

of reference. In retrospect, my own mission life was certainly a social world of its own, separate 

from the Ecuadorians. It was an encapsulated life, a two-year metaphor of life itself and its 

themes (e.g., longing for the good ole days at home, bonding with friends, following one’s own 

heart, and seizing the moment). 

This autoethnographic study explores the transitions and tensions of life in the mission 

field, where emotions played a critical role in my language learning trajectory. Relevant to my 

autoethnography was a retrospective qualitative study of the Mormon missionary life by 

Bordelon (2013), who interviewed ten post-missionaries to explore their lived experience and 

found three general phases that missionaries undergo.  These same phases were also identified in 

my data. Drawing on my own mission experience, I briefly compare my missionary life to 

Bordelon’s timeline titled “Interplay Between Respondents’ Experiences and the Development
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of Their Perceptions While in the Field” (see Bordelon, 2013, p. 180). In the first phase of my 

mission I expected a spiritual wonderland of many baptisms and that my Spanish would 

miraculously be acquired. I had a strong inner-critic, telling me I was arrogant. In my diary I 

described myself as “selfish” and “prideful.” I went into the experience with a model missionary 

in mind and my self-worth was measured by how obedient I could be. My role was to present the 

gospel to people, show them how to worship, and be an expert of the Church doctrine. In the 

second phase, I began questioning my religious approach and sought a purpose higher than 

being an expert on doctrine. I felt that I was wasting my time as the language just didn’t come as 

I expected, and the life as a missionary wasn’t as spiritual as I thought it to be. It was life. It was 

frustrating to present the gospel lessons to people, and not feel connected with the people. It was 

tough stepping out of my shell during that stage. This lasted 12 months for me. It was a long, 

slow, chaotic transition to the final stage. At the end of the mission, I no longer needed the direct 

guidance from the program. I made my own idiosyncratic desisions. I taught the gospel my own 

way, and it didn’t always require words (e.g., play and service). In this final stage all I wanted to 

do was alleviate people’s suffering and reach out to the marginalized, forgotten elderly and 

alcoholics. It took time to become compassionate. It took effort to put myself in the situation of 

others. At the end of my mission my heart went down with the homeless, the alcoholics, 

refugees, and the elderly who were either abused, in pain, or handicapped. In my final month I 

was ready to go home, but I also had vivid dreams of staying there with my Ecuadorian friends. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

I learned Spanish as a Mormon missionary in two settings: the two-month training at the 

MTC, and the twenty-two-month life in the mission field of Ecuador. Each experience was a 

self-contained world, but each had a similar pattern on the emotional trajectory of my language 
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learning experience. Because the human self is extremely complex, and even contains conflicting 

identities within, I decided to layer two theoretical approaches. One is Bakhtinian theory, a 

poststructuralist social view to explore textual construction of the voices in my autobiographic 

texts. The other is Jungian analytical psychology, based on the world within the mind. However, 

this project does not fully employ the classical use of Jung as it creates a theoretical conflict with 

structuralism. Delving into Jungian thought was part of the autoethnographic journey to find a 

satisfying interpretation and harmonize my conflicted identities. The theory behind its use is 

hermeneutic phenomenology, satisfying a struggle to deliver my experience to outsiders and 

interpret the role emotions had in my language learning experience (at least for the time being). 

Using both theories gives a more holistic view of language learner identity. Bakhtin’s theory is 

more based on the conscious social realm whereas Jung’s theory, as I use it, is more based on the 

unconscious psychological realm of basic human instincts and emotions. 

The Social: Interpersonal Voice Appropriation 

Self-authoring involves appropriating the words of others from the social environment. 

Bakhtin states that “language, for the individual consciousness, lies on the borderline between 

oneself and the other. The word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes ‘one’s own’ only 

when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when he appropriates the 

word” (1981, pp. 293). For Bakhtin, language learning is “the ideological becoming of a human 

being […] is the process of selectively assimilating the words of others” (1986, pp. 134). In other 

words, it is through dialogue with others and appropriating their language into our own voice that 

we come to know ourselves. The key contribution Bakhtin makes to voice research is his 

dialogic view of utterances, which are small units of speech. Utterances are words and phrases in 

which meaning is captured. For Bakhtin, the utterance never occurs in a vacuum. Rather, it is 
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always a social two-sided act in that it responds to what has been said and anticipates what might 

be said. When language users reproduce utterances they do not simply parrot exactly what they 

have heard, but they undergo a reflexive process of both responding and anticipating. 

There are four key principles of the utterance. First, it is dialogic in both spoken and 

written form. Its meaning needs to be understood in terms of how it responds to what was, and 

anticipates what will be, said. It is an interaction with the past and the anticipated responses of 

the present context. I would like to point out that part of the dialogic nature of voice is that it 

strives to be heard or acknowledged by the other. This is our innate need to belong and bond 

with others, or to be validated. Secondly it is evaluative. The utterance makes judgment of other 

utterances which creates a new context and gives the utterance a new meaning different than the 

original episode. Third, it has a social history in that it carries associated meanings from a past 

context into a present context. This involves indexicality, which introduces a connotation of past 

meaning when repeated or referenced. Finally, utterances demonstrate the heteroglossic nature of 

language, where we see a multiplicity of voices that are next to each other and show contrast and 

distancing from others words. Contrast is evident when reporting the speech of others (described 

below), overlap as a double-voiced occurrence (such as in mocking someone’s speech by 

imitating how they speak). 

Interpersonal voice appropriation does not give the biographic origins of the utterance to 

the interlocutor. It should not be confused as being a form of reported speech, which does. 

Volosinov (1929/1973) defines reported speech as “speech within speech, utterance within 

utterance, and at the same time also speech about speech, utterance about utterance” (p. 115). 

When stating; utterances about utterances, he suggests that reported speech the authorial voice 

that does an interpretation of the other. Reported speech evaluates others’ utterances rather than 
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absorb them into one's own voice that does the evaluation. Moreover, reported speech does not 

precisely reflect the reality of what was actually said. Rather, it refracts reality because it has an 

evaluative accent, recontextualizing what others have said in a struggle to interpret their words. 

In sum, reported speech is part of the authorial voice that interprets and evaluates, gives 

biographical identification of others utterances. Appropriated speech, however, gives no 

biographical identification because it the voice of the author who does evaluation. 

Within the Bakhtinian lens are several existing concepts that help explain the nature of 

interpersonal voice appropriation. First of all is intertextuality, that “any text is constructed as a 

mosaic of quotation; any text is the absorption and transformation of another” (Kristeva, 1986 , 

pp. 36). For Fairclough (1992), “intertextuality is basically the property texts have of being full 

of snatches of other texts, which may be explicitly demarcated or merged in, and which the text 

may assimilate, contradict, ironically echoed and so forth” (pp. 84). Ano concept that explains 

voice appropriation is Becker’s languaging, a text echoes prior text and old language is always 

pushed forward into new contexts through indexing and recontextualizing (Becker, 2000). The 

aspect of alignment in interpersonal voice appropriation involves the dimension of embodiment, 

or becoming an extension of the other. This is the dimension of symbolic competence. Symbolic 

forms of language are important as they are “embodied experiences, emotional resonances, and 

moral imaginings” of the language learner (Kramsch, 2006, p. 251). Appropriated speech is a 

form of repetition for involvement (with others or imagined other in a diary text). Tannen’s work 

on repetition describes involvement as “an internal, even emotional connection individuals feel 

which binds them to other people as well as to places, things, activities, ideas, memories, and 

words” (Tannen, 2007 pp. 12). The appropriation of others’ words is not just identity 

construction, but creates belongingness with others. It’s what lies behind the creation of 
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interpersonal sociolects and small culture exclusively between friends and family. Søndergaard 

(1991) offers the notion of the familylect, an interpersonal sociolect that emerges through family 

dialogue and defines the culture and identity of a family unit with inside meanings. In the same 

sense, these interpersonal sociolects can emerge between trusted friends as they accumulate a 

shared memory and borrow each other’s utterances as interpersonal voice appropriations from 

their shared memory. This friend specific language is prevalent in my diary text, containing the 

voices of my mission companions. This friend-specific language can be conceptualized as the 

companionlect. 

The inner process of utterances that are internalized is difficult to explore with social- 

based theories. On the fringes of these theories there is an acknowledgment of the inner process 

of language development that I would like to point out, namely, Bakhtin’s idea of internal 

dialogism and Vygotsky’s inner speech. These two concepts are similar in that they both involve 

an unconscious internalization process of external speech from the other. Bakhtin (1981) affirms 

that there is a real interconnectedness and dependence between the self and the other. There is a 

subjective internal dialogic process with the other he calls “internal dialogism” as language is 

internalized from the environment, re-coded into the subject’s voice, and then performed (pp. 

279-283). Like Bakhtin, Vygotsky (1986) also believed that human language develops from

social interactions. Inner speech differs from external speech (speaking to another person) and 

private speech (vocalizing one's thoughts). Vygotsky states that “the area of inner speech is one 

of the most difficult to investigate” (pp. 226). Even though the internal speech is connected with 

words, the words “die” as they bring forth thought. He states that, “inner speech is to a large 

extent thinking in pure meanings. It is a dynamic, shifting, unstable thing, fluttering between 

word and thought, the two more or less stable, more or less firmly delineated components of 
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verbal thought.” We can assume then, that there is a blurry threshold between thought and 

language. It is through a process of struggle that inner thoughts and meanings are constrained 

into utterances. When spoken they become linear and dialogic, projected in the social realm, 

striving to be validated by the others. 

The Psychological: Phenomenology and Jungian Analytical Psychology 

Before I delve into Jungian analytical psychology, I must make clear that my 

autoethnography has been a long theoretical journey. Discovering the work of Carl Jung has 

been part of the process. His writings inspired me and influenced my thinking in the process of 

interpreting my texts. The Jungian concepts contained in this section explain the magic I see/feel 

(or psychologically want to see/feel) in my autobiographic data/memories. Jung provided the 

voice of authority I needed. I used Jungian analytical psychology to frame my experience on the 

notion of the collective unconscious (e.g., archetypes). This allowed me to explore the most 

vulnerable aspects of my experience without feeling too personal. The actual theory behind my 

use of Jung and arts-based research is hermeneutic phenomenology, which I first elaborate in this 

section before describing Jungian analytical psychology. 

I began the project by reading and viewing two years of my autobiography data as a 

sojourning Spanish L2 Mormon missionary in Ecuador. I started by strictly using Bakhtinian 

discourse analysis of the multiple, shifting, and conflicting narrative voices in my texts. At first 

the draft followed APA conventions. However, the nature of my inquiry evolved as I was 

emotionally moved by the imagery, music, narratives, and intense memories evoked by the data. 

My heart was also captivated by what appeared to be a deep magical pattern in the data, or in 

other words, there were meaningful coincidences that satisfied my need for mysticism. I could no 

longer follow APA conventions. I allowed a multimodal collage piece to take shape. I also 
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entertained the idea that human identity may have some inherent psychological core that 

interacted with the social world and oversaw the performances of different voices. This core 

would involve human instincts, psychological needs, and emotions (e.g., humor, belongingness, 

falling in love, anger). The emotions I explored, I believe, are common across humans. 

At the beginning of my creative inquiry I simply followed my instincts without 

consciously referring to a theoretical framework. I had no idea where this process would take 

me. I had no means of interpreting my emotional experience in a comfortable way. It was a 

vulnerable form of writing for me. I eventually came across Carl Jung’s concepts of 

synchronicity, archetypes, and the collective unconscious. These ideas generally explained what 

I saw in my data. I immersed myself in Jungian thought to interpret my experience. It satisfied 

my need for mysticism, wonder, beauty, and introspection. 

Using the notion of archetypes, or speaking through Greek mythological figures, I was 

able to find the comfortable voice without feeling too vulnerable. I am fully aware that a 

classical use of Jungian analytical psychology is a type of structuralism that conflicts with the 

post-structuralist theory of Bakhtin. However, my use of Jung in this journey should not be 

mistaken as a reversion to structuralism. It was all a phenomenological journey that brought forth 

a sense of harmony out of chaotic autobiographic data, a satisfying interpretation. Below I 

elaborate hermeneutic phenomenology. 

Blumenfeld-Jones (2015) points out that an important component in the process of arts- 

based research (ABR) is the inner life of the artist. He argues that the theoretical framework of 

this inner life is a Husserlian phenomenology (ways of awareness by feelings) mixed with a van 

Manen phenomenology (life narratives of the process). Phenomenology studies the ‘life world’ 

as it is experienced by the individual (Van Manen, 1997). It does not investigate the world as 
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something separate from the individual (Valle et al., 1989). The aim of hermeneutic 

phenomenology, founded by Martin Heidegger, is to unfold meanings as they are lived in ones 

situated everyday existence. For Heidegger (1927/1962), consciousness is created by historically 

lived experience and it is a way of being. Heidegger emphasized that one’s way of understanding 

is an interpretation of the of the world and it is historically situated by one’s own background 

experience. My use of Jungian analytical psychology was fundamentally a process of 

hermeneutic phenomenology, an answer to my human need to make sense of my life world. I 

appropriated Jungian thought because it felt right in my faith-based interpretation. The Jungian 

concepts I used helped me make sense of the chaos in my data, to form a sensible narrative and 

meaning. It brought order and cohesiveness. I hoped that personifying basic emotions as 

archetypes made my experience more accessibility outsiders. However, my interpretation of my 

mission experience will continually change as I gain more life experience. 

The interpretation of emotions in my data draws on Swiss psychologist, Carl Jung. He is 

well known for his idea of the collective unconscious. For Jung, the human mind does not begin 

as a blank slate. As a result of a long evolutionary process, humans have common interactive 

inborn features imprinted on the unconscious mind. In other words, we have an abstract genetic 

memory of universal primordial images and ideas derived from our ancestors. Jung gave a basic 

definition stating, 

The collective unconscious - so far as we can say anything about it at all - appears to consist 

of mythological motifs or primordial images, for which reason the myths of all nations are 

its real exponents. In fact, the whole of mythology could be taken as a sort of projection of 

the collective unconscious... We can therefore study the collective unconscious in two 

ways, either in mythology or in the analysis of the individual. (Jung, 1969a, p 152) 



149 

This autoethnographic study is based on the idea that there may be a collective unconscious as 

far as basic human emotions/instincts (e.g., sadness, joy, fear). The social meanings and motives 

of emotions are not universal. However, simply experiencing an emotional state at the biological 

level may be a collectively experienced across societies. In this autoethnographic project 

emotions are treated as a data understood through the heart. Emotions are not experienced 

through logic, but through the body. They are another kind of knowledge. 

After cognitive science emerged in the late 20th century, Jungian analytical psychology 

was left behind. However, neuroscientists are beginning to revisit the classical understanding of 

the mind in a new interdisciplinary field called neuropsychoanalysis. This joins the disciplines of 

classic psychoanalysis with neurological science, the mind with the brain. This present study 

uses, to a degree, a neuropsychoanalytic approach to support a claim that within the collective 

unconscious humans are predisposed with emotive-based abstract meanings of specific hues. 

Studies from neuroscience affirm that red, blue, green and yellow are the ‘focal’ colors of 

humans (Miyahara 2003). These hues are universal (Regier et. al., 2005) with slight variation 

across individuals (Hinks et. al., 2007). However, the nature of these four hues “remains one of 

the central mysteries of color science” (Jordan & Mollon, 1997). An informative study from 

neuroscience is Stoughton’s (2008) work on optimal color tuning of glob cells in alert macaque 

monkeys. Globs are regions of the posterior inferior temporal cortex. Magnetic Resonance 

Imaging (MRI) scans show that macaque brains are hardwired to tune in to red, blue, green and 

yellow. Red, being the strongest and yellow being the weakest. Humans may also be predisposed 

to tune into these specific colors. 

In the creation of my Artists’ Article, I entertained the idea that humans may be 

predisposed to tune into specific hues, and that these hues are innately associated with abstract 
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states of emotion. However, I also kept in mind that the meanings of colors are socially 

constructed. The three hues that came up most often in my autobiographical data are red, blue, 

and green. Jungian thought would interpret colors as having collective meanings that are not 

isolated coincidences across mythologies and people, but are the aspects of our instincts, the 

collective unconscious. I entertained the idea that colors have an evolved emotional significance, 

possibly due to a collective unconscious from our ancestral past after a long evolutionary 

process.10 Jung called the ancestral memories and imprinted images archetypes. He states, 

My views about the ‘archaic remnants’, which I call ‘archetypes’ or ‘primordial 

images,’ have been constantly criticized by people who lack a sufficient 

knowledge of the psychology of dreams and of mythology. The term ‘archetype’ is 

often misunderstood as meaning certain definite mythological images or motifs, but 

these are nothing more than conscious representations. Such variable representations 

cannot be inherited. The archetype is a tendency to form such representations of a 

motif—representations that can vary a great deal in detail without losing their basic 

pattern (Jung, 1964, p. 67). 

Archetypes are persistent motifs and patterns common to the human species created by collective 

experience. They are emergent from prehistory and are basic themes. These are patterns that 

appear in various ways through the arts and the mystical elements of diverse religions. 

Archetypes for Jung are various interactive primordial components of the collective unconscious. 

I treat the colors in my data as the archetypes of my own experience, which have been intuitively 

associated with emotional states. I personify them and give them voices. 

10 On the other hand, color significance could also be repressed memories specific to my own life 
experience and upbringing in Western society. 
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The archetypes of this present study are the colors and mythical personas from Greek 

mythology. These characters I use as a device to tell my story. To give an example of a color 

archetype, or what I call a “color spirit”, I elaborate red. It is the easiest because of its intensity. 

First, red seems to be universally associated with blood, fire, and fruit. Jungian thought would 

claim that red has become ingrained in the collective unconscious after a long evolutionary 

process. It may be that our prehistoric ancestors have evolved a sensory, emotive-based 

significance of color for their survival. This abstract color significance would be ingrained into 

our unconscious as an instinct.11 For example, early humans who experienced no heightened 

emotion at the sudden sight of blood or never yearned to belong with others around fire were less 

likely to survive. The essence of red is the synchrony of pain, passion, compassion, broken 

heartedness, danger, belongingness, and romance all at once. The expression of red may be 

multimodal. It may sound of an anguished crying baby, the taste of a capsaicin-based pepper, 

falling in love, violence, and a bee sting. Generally, it would feel unnatural to associate blue or 

green in these contexts above, at least in the society I am situated in. 

It is important to understand that color meanings are diverse and unstable because they 

are socially nurtured in the diverse social world. Language-based meanings differ across 

cultures, contexts, idiosyncratic experiences, and histories. In the process of doing my arts-based 

project I entertained the idea that humans may have a natural instinct to assign certain emotional 

states to colors. There would also be the influence of their background experience and socially 

nurtured meanings. 

There are a few Jungian concepts that emerged in my autoethnography. When I followed 

the thread of art and music in my data analysis I noticed an unusual pattern of what looked like 

11 Color significance is also socially constructed. 
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magical coincidences. The phenomena were too fascinating to dismiss because it happened in a 

turning point of my life. I know of no science to approach this magic but through Jung’s concept 

of synchronicity. This supports the theory of a collective unconscious. For Jung (1969b), 

synchronicity consists of two puzzling factors. It occurs when an unconscious image manifests to 

the consciousness directly or indirectly in the form of a dream, idea, or premonition. At the same 

time, while these images are manifesting, they occur in a situation of meaningful coincidences. 

Another concept is the shadow. The shadow is the idea that every person always has a 

dark side within the psyche. Jung (1938/1970) states, 

Unfortunately there can be no doubt that man is, on the whole, less good than he imagines 

himself or wants to be. Everyone carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in the 

individual’s conscious life, the blacker and denser it is. If an inferiority is conscious, one 

always has a chance to correct it. Furthermore, it is constantly in contact with other 

interests, so that it is continually subjected to modifications. But if it is repressed and 

isolated from consciousness, it never gets corrected. (p. 131) 

It is difficult to see the shadow in oneself because the conscious self, or ego, does not want to 

identify with it. However, the shadow can be unknowingly projected on others. 

Two final concepts important to this study are the Jungian notions of the Self and 

individuation. The ego is easy to observe because it is conscious and anchored in the external 

social world. The ego represents the center-point on Jung’s model of the self as seen in Figure 

4.1. Note that the ego is a small part of the Self. Surrounding it is where the unconscious mind 

resides. 
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Figure 4.1. The Jungian Model of the Self 

The Self has a natural drive to be healthy and grow, to become whole and harmonize the 

ego with the components of the unconscious. This is achieved by individuation. Von Franz 

(1964) states that “the actual processes of individuation - the conscious coming-to-term with 

one's own inner center (psychic nucleus) or Self - generally begins with a wounding of the 

personality” (Von Franz, 1964, p. 169). Individuation is thus, a lifelong pursuit and involves 

painful growth and self-realization. It can hurt to go against the grain. The Self is among several 

archetypes, of the collective unconscious. There is far more to Jungian psychology and specific 

archetypes, but this is sufficient for the concepts used in this study. 
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In this present study, I use a Jungian assumption that humans have universal 

predispositions to intuitively tune-in to at least three hues that have innate primordial symbolism. 

Red, blue, and green were the dominant hues that emerged in my texts as a Mormon missionary. 

Though I had access to yellow I did not use it for expression. My intuitive choice of red, blue, 

and green parallels with the focal colors from the neurological study of Stoughton and Conway 

(2008). Each of the color archetypes vary in degree of linguistic relativity, red being the less 

determined and yellow the most. 

For the developing theory of color in this study, I layered color on Jung’s model of the 

Self for exploring a relationship of color with instincts/emotions. These I call the “color spirits” 

of the Self (see Figure 4.2). The description of each hue is a collage of color associations I 

collected across diverse societies. I inquired into similar color meanings across Native American, 

Eastern, Middle Eastern, and Western cultures. For Jung, the similarities would not be a 

coincidence, but a component of the collective unconscious. Each of the color spirits has an 

essence of its own, and may be understood as an abstract synchronic blend of images and 

meanings. I call them “spirits” because each is an essence that cannot be precisely understood, 

but they can be distinguished from each other by abstract emotional states (e.g., red expresses the 

emotions of passion). Yellow however, is the brightest hue and most distinguished from the 

others. It seems that it does not have common essence across cultures. It may be most arbitrary 

with a higher degree of linguistic relativity compared to red, blue and green. I do not explore 

yellow in this study as it was not used in my artistic expression as a Mormon missionary. 
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Figure 4.2. Jung’s Model of the Self Layered with the “Color Spirits” (Emotions) 

Green Spirit = Prosperity + Nature + Wellness + Health + Balance + Life + 

Youthfulness + Growth + Healing + Fresh + Fertility 

Blue Spirit = Depth + Peaceful + Relaxing + Meditative + Wisdom + Soothing + 

Pure + Dreamy + Wondering + Melancholic + Nostalgic 

Red Spirit = Alertness + Pain + Love + Compassion + Passion + Power + 

War + Danger + Desire 
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Arts-based Research 

Ars-based research (ABR) implements the artistic process for critical inquiry. Knowles 

and Cole (2008) state that “[a]rts-based research can be defined as the systematic use of the 

artistic process, the actual making of artistic expressions in all of the different forms of the arts, 

as a primary way of understanding and examining experience by both researchers and the people 

that they involve in their studies” (p. 29). ABR is thus focused and implements any suitable 

mode, and I would add theory, into an academic piece to gaining knowledge of human 

experience. It is said that a picture speaks a thousand words. Indeed, if heart and sentiment are 

the data explored in autoethnography, ABR with visual art is appropriate. Regarding 

methodology, “arts-based practices have been developed for all research phases: data collection, 

analysis, interpretation, and representation” (Leavy, 2009, p. 12). Art in this study was the 

methodology used for the creation and presentation of the data. 

The inquiry process of ABR is fundamentally different than the traditional, consciously 

driven analytical inquiry. Much of the process involves tuning in with the inner-life of the artist. 

In my experience as an artist, I can explain the process as a letting go of logical thinking and 

allowing feelings to guide the inquiry. In doing a visual piece I feel as if I’m in a daydream 

which is timeless, spaceless, and surrealistic. I assume this is because visual art captures the 

eternity of the moment. Moreover, when I enter into that state, which I call, the “good vibe”, I 

tend to make some purely intuitive, unexpected aesthetic choices. Arts-based research, as I see it, 

explores the human experience through intuitive creativity. The result is the production of an 

artifact for post-analysis with a conscious-driven analytical mind to articulate what meaning 

emerged. My position is that the creative process is a fundamentally different process of inquiry 

than what is traditionally done in academia. I agree with Blumenfeld-Jones (2016) who makes 
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the theoretical case that the artistic process is phenomenological, being non-formulaic and taking 

on an emergent life of its own. 

In the art world, there is a medium known as the “artists’ book.” It uses the form of the 

book in artistic inquiry. One issue I see with doing an artists’ book in academia is the limited 

accessibility for the audience. Moreover, one cannot fully experience the tangibility of an artists’ 

book in a summary description or a few still images in a catalogue. Artists’ books are kept in 

special collections libraries, or must be purchased for oneself. Moreover, the medium in 

academic writing is typically through the article created on digital format with Microsoft Word. 

For these reasons, I propose something more suitable for the academic world. I alter Stephen 

Bury’s (2015) definition of “artists’ book” by replacing the word “book” with “article” and I add 

the word “academic.” Altering his words; the “Artists' articles are articles or article-like objects 

over the final appearance of which an academic-artist has had a high degree of control; where 

the article is intended as a work of art in itself.” Building on this concept, the artists’ article is a 

multimodal collage piece that implements any mode of expression necessary to transmit into the 

audience meaning that is specific and important of human experience. The multimodal artists’ 

article is a collage piece arranged meaningfully with the heart. Its place, as I discovered, is most 

suitable and accessible in the digital format, such as a website; where the music, imagery, and 

video can easily be collaged together and accessed by the audience. 

Methods 

This study employs two distinct methods of inquiry. The first method is highly 

procedural, valuing analytical autoethnography. The principle of analytical autoethnography is to 

position myself, the researcher, as a “visible social actor within the written text. The researcher’s 

own feelings and experiences are incorporated into the story and considered as vital data for 
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understanding the social world being observed" (Anderson, 2006 p. 384). Moreover, analytical 

autoethnography is theoretically defined and aims to connect my experience with the broader 

population in the first part of the autoethnography. The second part continues this research 

method but is far more evocative. I layer in arts-based research that I critiqued and interpreted 

through Jungian analytical psychology. Below I briefly elaborate the procedure of my inquiry. 

I started with a grounded theory approach. I first read all 1,500 pages of autobiographic 

texts (agendas, notes, letters, and emails) to first refamiliarize myself with the overarching 

themes. In doing so, I noticed subtle voice differences in my own authorial voice. These were 

appropriations from my companions. It was their voice absorbed into my own. They were 

emotional/perception alignments. I addressed credibility of these utterances through a three-step 

procedure; (1) identify the change in my own narrative voice, (2) confirm it came from my 

companion, and (3) interpret the utterance. I identified the appropriations by carefully reading all 

of my texts. Having been in constant presence of each mission companion, 24/7 for up to 3 

months at a time, it was quite easy to find their unique echoes in my own voice. After which, I 

confirmed it was them by textual evidence using some principles from interactive 

sociolinguistics (see Agha 2005). Intertextual voices were contrastive with my own idiolect. 

Though there is no biographic identification, as in reported speech, the voice had a distinct 

social characterization (e.g., farmer voice) that contrasted my own. Secondly, I confirmed some 

of these utterances by contacting my companions and asking them what they remembered from 

our shared mission experience. The final step was interpreting the appropriations. At this point I 

used the data of my memories and opened my heart to the emotions embedded in those 

memories. I had too much data to work with, and no methodology for exploring the emotional 

dimension of the texts. This changed after I read Nathan Goldstein’s (2006) book titled The 
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Art of Responsive Drawing. His first chapter, Gestural expression: Deduction through feeling, 

was extremely helpful in creating a visual representation of the sentimental data. 

Conceptualizing my project as form of responsive life drawing was the turning point and gave 

me methodological bearings, sort through my data, and make a collage. Goldstein states 

responsive drawing is the ability to choose from among the parts and impressions of an 

observed or envisioned subject those characteristics that hold meaning for us and to be 

able to set them down in concise and (to us) attractive visual terms. It is the ability to join 

precept to concept, that is, to merge what we see in the subject with what we want to see 

in the drawing, and to show this integration of inquiry and intent in the completed work. 

(p. 1) 

In his chapter, he cites French painter, Paul Cezanne, who advised in a letter to “get to the heart 

of what is before you and continue to express yourself as logically as possible.” Getting to 

straight to the heart of my mission experience became the focus. Using a heart-based responsive 

approach, I employed any and every mode possible to give richer meaning put soul to the piece. 

I first had to loosen up and do some watercolor paintings and charcoal drawings. I had to let go 

of the analytical reasoning I was so used to and just follow the creative vibe and colors I felt in 

my autobiographic data. Another turning point in my artistic inquiry was when I met with other 

artists who gave me great feedback on my collage piece. I looked through artists’ books and 

appropriated more ideas from those texts which sped up the creative inquiry. 
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Part I: Negotiating my Paradoxical L2 Self at the MTC: “I need to do all I can. 100% 

obedience, but be who I am” 

Introduction 

August 24th, 2002, the day I entered the Missionary Training Center (MTC). I stood in 

line ready to report, among thousands. We were all enlisted in God’s Army, all uniformed with 

suit, tie, and purpose. We all received the new title “Elder” (or “Sister” for females). Wow! I’m 

really an Elder! In the first meetings we sang in unison, the mighty hymns of Zion, all inspiring 

and unifying, most you can march to. To this day, I remember these lines well. They were in 

Spanish. Below, I collage the phrases from impromptu writing, the voice of the collective: 

Ye elders of Israel, come join now with me, and seek out the righteous, where'er they may 

be! …and we are all enlisted till the conflict is o’er, happy are we! happy are we! …and 

we are as the army of Helaman, we have been taught in our youth, and we will be the 

Lord's missionaries, to bring the world his truth! …and onward Christian soldiers! … 

and Glory, Glory Hallelujah! …and called to serve! …and to witness for His name! 

…and far and wide his love proclaim! …and … His – truth – is – march – ing – on! 

It felt like dream at first, to be in the MTC. I was officially an Elder, who I long desired 

to be. The training and schedule was intense, rigorous, and highly programed. Some of us called 

it “spiritual boot camp” or “Church meetings on steroids.” Nine hours a day I crammed all the 

gospel and Spanish knowledge I could, either sitting at a desk in a white cinderblock classroom 

or between meetings. The Spanish classes were a bit more relaxed and playful, but they were still 

on steroids with the policy “Speak Your Language” all day, everyday. We did the very best we 

could do, and it was all super exciting. I was about to go to Ecuador. 
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I remember that first week in the MTC, still seeing that 19-year-old inadequate “Chris” in 

the mirror. I thought I had some major changing to do, to become a spiritual giant, like the other 

19-year-old Elders I saw around me. I was wearing a powerful symbol, the black name tag next

to my heart with my new engraved name “Elder Wright.” I was an official representative who 

wore the official logo “The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.” My new title was 

shared with the top General Authorities of the LDS Church. This nametag was a mantle of 

responsibility, it felt heavy and urgent. I had to learn Spanish as fast as possible to preach the 

Gospel for other people’s salvation. To be worthy of the gift of tongues (divine spiritual gift that 

helps God’s missionaries learn the target language), I thought I had to be more submissive, 

meek, humble, patient, and full of love. I just didn't “feel the Spirit” like I was supposed to. I 

thought I had to first be 100% obedient to the new program rules for the blessings of the Spirit. 

So, I memorized Spanish harder, prayed harder and obeyed the rules to the exactness like the 

model missionaries were doing. I reminded my colleagues, “Elders don't use slang. Let’s not say 

‘rad’ and ‘sweeeeet’ please.” When I first met my companion, “call me ‘mission companion’ not 

‘comp.’ And, let’s talk more about the gospel.” I avoided the conversations of our favorite rock 

bands, basketball teams, wakeboarding, and that new Spiderman movie. For two years we were 

in the world, not of the world. It was time for me to commit all of me to learn and use Spanish 

only for the Lord’s purposes and not for my own “selfish desires” I wrote. 

That first week, as some sort of Elder Wrighteousness, I wrote a letter to my parents 

describing my cohort’s dorm room misbehavior; “There are very immature and goofy people 

here. All my district is making a little pile of belly button lint on their window seal. It’s weird. 

They will change in a month here” (May 4, 2002). This was my first interpersonal voice 

appropriation as a missionary. I borrowed this utterance from Elder Glidewell, the “straight 
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arrow” model missionary of our cohort (In total we were about 12 Elders). He was a 19-year-old 

just like the rest of us. We all resisted and desired his nearly perfect example to the program 

rules, especially the rule of “quiet dignity.” In the dorms he would call us out with a voice that 

was curiously authoritative with a reverent tone. He told us to always behave with “quiet dignity” 

(reverence as if Christ were present) so we would be blessed with the spirit. If our conversation 

topics became too “worldly” or if slang slipped out of our mouths, he would call it out and 

refocus our thoughts on the mission. He would quote the scripture, “And when we obtain any 

blessing from God, it is by obedience to that law upon which it is predicated” (Doctrine and 

Covenants 130:21). Obey the mission rules, 100% obedience, be 100% Elder Wright, I thought. 

One month later, I was back to my normal self, Chris, a goofy 19-year-old Mormon 

missionary. I described that same silly dorm setting once again in my journal. But now, with a 

self-compassionate paradoxical positioning, “I need to do all I can. 100% obedience, but be who 

I am. I am not a robot, numbers don’t matter. Well, hey, my feet smell bad. We are getting wacky 

here, the stress is strong. Got to have humor to be sane sometimes" (June 8, 2002). That shift 

was a struggle, but apparently “making friends” and “having fun” in the dorms, gym, and 

Spanish class, made all the difference in my religious socialization. I wrote, “Yeah. We do goofy 

things here. You have to have fun. Work can be Fun. […] My day has been great. I can read the 

scriptures all day if I had the opportunity” (June 12, 2002). I figured that if I was going to 

maintain my sanity in the MTC I had to play and bond with the other missionaries. I had to be 

natural. We did goofy stuff in the dorms; I dared my comp to shave his legs, and he dared me 

back. We itched bad over the next few days. In regard to our Spanish, this meant silly, creative 

Spanish conversations about the “Chupacabras” (mythical bloodsucking aliens) that roamed the 

dorm halls at night. That was not the kind of Spanish we were trained to speak, but we had to 
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have fun. It was in the MTC dorms where I learned some bizarre magic tricks from some 

“weird” Elder. I did those same tricks for the children all throughout Ecuador to show the locals 

the playful human I was and not some “teaching robot” (a missionary who flawlessly presents 

memorized scripted lessons and focuses on achieving high numbers). 

The shift towards being myself again had a profound effect on my perception of learning 

Spanish; from an idealized saint-like self (Elder Wright who used Spanish only to teach the 

gospel) to my bilingual self (Chris with additional reasons to learn and use Spanish). I learned 

how to be both an official representative of my Church who I thought was 100% obedient to the 

Gospel and myself at the same time. How did I do this? The answer was finding some sort of 

middle-way; the paradoxical self; “I need to do all I can. 100% obedience, but be who I am.” In 

other words, I had to be myself first, as Chris, before I was a missionary, as Elder Wright. The 

Gospel, for me, is to be myself first, even in Spanish. Below, I chronologically walk through the 

experience. It was a journey to find a balance; achieved through suffering and introspection to 

discover play and belongingness with others. 

Initial Disorientation 

Oh my. The MTC is overwhelming. I don't remember much at all. Your treated like cattle 

and rounded up and everyone takes care of you. The first day here is a lot of instruction. I 

meet my first companion -Elder Jolly. He is cool, I haven't had a chance to meet with him 

much. I think I am brain dead and need sleep. No tengo tiempo. Buenos Noches [I don't 

have time. Good night]. (April 24, 2002) 

That was all I could write the first day I entered the MTC. I was most vulnerable those first two 

weeks. Stress from the sudden dislocation from home and family compounded with the rigorous 

training. This distorted my sense of time. Collins (2006) found that when people are suddenly 
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dislocated, such as refugee immigrants, the shock affects their ability to cohesively author 

themselves to feel normal again. Their narratives may be ambiguous as they “struggle to 

articulate accounts that go against received accounts or expected templates” (p. 244). In the 

same manner, I was reclaiming a feeling of home in the new space of the MTC. For having such 

high expectations and the push to speak, I experienced Foreign Learning Anxiety (FLA), 

generally categorized by Horwitz (2010) as a “situation-specific anxiety, similar in type to other 

familiar manifestations of anxiety such as stage fright or test anxiety” (p. 154). Now under the 

pressure to open my heart to strangers in the L2, I had never doubted my religion this much 

before and prayed so hard for comfort and the “gift of tongues” (divine intervention for to 

quickly learn the target language for evangelizing). I had this other persistent voice, deep in my 

heart that kept telling me over and over to simply be myself. I confessed all this in my journal 

being open as Chris in his English voice, 

There is too much to learn. 1 day here feels like 3. [...] I want to go figure it all out 

because I don’t want to tell a lie to anyone in Ecuador. I need to know beyond a doubt 

that the Book of Mormon is true. I want to know so bad. I will do what it takes to pray 

about it the Wright way. (April 26, 2002) 

I listened to what some model missionaries were saying about the adversary tempting 

us to feel lazy, sleep, goofy, and to learn Spanish for our own selfish desires and not for the 

Lord. This caused me to isolate myself from the others who were playing in class and I started 

to compare my Spanish to theirs and feel discouraged. Days later, I used the L2 to make a firm 

resolution in my journal with testimony discourse to boost my moral and feel the confidence I 

was supposed to feel. I asserted one of the first Spanish phrases I was trained to say, telling 

myself, “Yo sé que ______ es verdad” [“I know ______ is true”]. I wrote, 
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I get discouraged here, pero yo se que el Diablo existencía aquí. El es un discraccion. [I 

know that the Devil exists here. He is a distraction.]. I am here because I know it has 

always been true. Yo puede todas las cosas, con el poder de Nuestro Padre Celestial [I 

can do all things with the power of our Heavenly Father]. I love el MTC. Yo se que el 

Libro de Mormon es verdad [I know that the Book of Mormon is true]. (April 29, 2002) 

In retrospect I understand the discouragement of FLA was ultimately coming from myself, not 

others. However, I believed it came from the spiritual adversary, the Devil. Keep in mind, this is 

how my naive 19-year-old religious mind interpreted discouragement in the religious setting. It 

was the meaning I made of the struggle through talking with Elder Glidewell. FLA was such a 

negative feeling, and I went about resolving it the wrong way, at first. I treated it with stricter 

obedience, humility, repentance, and prayer because that is how you conquer the Devil, I 

thought. Sometimes even during Spanish class, as Elder Glidewell appeared to be doing, I was 

too focused in deep prayer repenting of the negative feelings I had that naturally go along with 

learning another language (e.g., comparing oneself to others). I went through a downward spiral 

of pure legalistic obedience to the mission rules, which did not work for me. It was a dark 

descent into hyper religiosity that eventually lead to a snapping point of self-compassionate 

spirituality. It was only after I stopped trying to be that model, saint-like Elder that I felt “The 

Spirit” again (peace and joy). 

Attempting to Sacrifice My L2 Imagination and Play 

It was easy for me to get caught up in a perfectionistic mentality at the MTC. I recall 

sermons on obedience, which I don’t think were meant for those of us who were already self- 

disciplined. I should have taken the obedience discourse like a grain of salt. It made me a bit 

fanatic for a while; self-monitoring and repenting of every worldly thought, misbehavior and 
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selfish desire I thought I had. But in approaching religion this way I couldn't feel the Spirit. 

Additionally, there was a strong push to learn Spanish (9-12 hours a day) and to devote all of me 

to a single cause. However, human identity is not monolithic. We all have imaginations for our 

futures and diverse ways of being in a language. 

As I studied Spanish intensively a war ignited within me. I had, what I believed, were 

“selfish” desires to learn Spanish for non-proselytizing future purposes. I wanted to learn it for 

college credits and to reconnect with my Mexican heritage. I thought about my Grandpa 

Vasquez, and our distant cousins I wanted to find in Mexico after completing my mission. The 

conflict was with my imagination. I already belonged to an imagined community, defined as 

“groups of people, not immediately tangible and accessible, with whom we connect through the 

power of the imagination” (Kanno & Norton, 2003, p. 241). The dimension of my imagination 

was influencing my desired membership with my extended family. I denied mentioning my 

Vasquez heritage in the MTC. It wasn't until my relationship with religion deeply changed after 

my one-year mark. In sum, Grandpa Vasquez weighed heavy in my mind, which pushed me to 

diligently participate and study Spanish for my entire mission. 

Spanish class was also pleasurable. I thought a missionary should always be a serious 

spiritual giant all the time, and not goof around and fun. I was determined to make the L2 more 

of a religious endeavor and focus only on gospel Spanish. A few times when the model 

missionaries didn’t notice, I engaged in language play during Spanish class and in the dorms. 

Part of the language instruction was intensive pronunciation practice. About an hour a day, six 

days a week, we sat at a computer and listened to Spanish words through a headset. We repeated 

each word into a microphone to get the phonology just right. Some of the voices we heard were 

so cheesy, with deep and high voices. These voices we would impersonate throughout the day 
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and act bizarre as we did so, saying “mantaquilla”, “misericordiosamente”, “¡Estupendo!” I 

practiced writing some goofy Spanish in my diary and letters home. It was the fun kind of 

Spanish a 19-year-old would say with his buddies. We made up and repeated these hilarious 

Spanish phrases that became our inside jokes, but they were too immature for Elder Glidewell. 

Behind his back I engaged in more Spanish play with others in the dorms. We created goofy 

stories about a “Chupacabra” creature that roamed the dorm halls at night. Elder Bellnap was the 

funniest of them all, just as goofy as a 19-year-old can be. He sure knew how to crack me up. In 

the dorms – I just couldn’t help laughing when he goofed around. I just couldn’t practice 100% 

quiet dignity anymore – it became impossible. I think Bellnap was doing it to reach out to me, be 

a friend, and show me it was ok to have fun and be a human in the MTC. Basically, I was 

cocreating a language learning culture with them. My diary shows the birth and development of 

my own Spanish L2 voice. I was gradually developing my own textual home in my private 

autobiographical writings, showing how I belonged to the cohort. Kramsch and Lam (1999) 

explains that one’s textual identity is private and conforms to conventions of what is imagined. It 

is a literate reflection of oneself in relation to the L2 learning in the native speaker’s world. I 

analyze the “textual home”, which goes beyond where I belonged to how I belonged and attached 

to this new Spanish language culture I was cocreating with my cohort. After bonding with them a 

month I showed evidence of our bonding and my L2 voice positive self-talk, “Esta dia es muy 

bien [This day was very good]. Im closer to the district [cohort]. I cant wait to get to ecuador. 

Habria un dia cuando intenderia mas de espanol [there will be a day when I will understand 

more Spanish].” 

At the beginning however, I thought that misbehavior was a selfish “lust” and “childish,” 

so I repented of it. But I still looked forward to Spanish class to play some more, which I thought 
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at the time was non-missionary like. At that time, I would recommit with a different Spanish 

voice writing, “I look forward to learning more about the scriptures than learning Spanish now. 

[…] “Yo se que Jesucristo es nuestro Salvador … [I know that Jesus Christ is our Savior]” (May 

1, 2002). These recommitments happen after each major sermon. Trying to be the ideal Elder, I 

appropriated the institutional discourse that I just heard, mixed with voices from my cohort. I 

used their voices to negate Chris. After each sermon I wrote; 

I’m getting this language down. Not for me. I don’t want to do this for me. My desire is to 

help others come to Christ with the Gospel. It’s time that I put aside all my lusts, of 

worldly praise, money, music, anything and be a missionary. Have charity, long 

suffering, love for mankind. (May 7, 2002) 

My 2 years here is my tithing, and if I waste a day for myself and not for the Lord, I will 

be stealing time from God. I don’t want to waste anything. […] I want No regrets, and 

total obedience, all of me for what God wants […] One of my problems is I think I have 

pride in [becoming a] Spanish [bilingual]. (May 18, 2002) 

I often compared myself to the model missionaries, who were becoming increasingly 

difficult to find in the MTC. I wrote; “Elder Glidewell has been an example to me, he prays ALL 

THE TIME! I desire to be like that […] there are so many good examples here if you just look for 

them” (May 21, 2002). I don’t know the psyche of Glidewell, or why he prayed so hard, all the 

time. However, I can attest why I did. I was repenting too much, for being human. In turn, I 

never felt worthy of the gift of tongues because I couldn’t give the Lord all of me to the mission 

work. I had non-missionary thoughts, dreams, and desires. I had also ostracized myself from the 

cohort, being caught up in this judgmental mentality “Those Elders need to be more Christ-like.” 
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My problem was my interpretation of religion and the program rules. In the MTC I heard 

such heavy obedience discourse from my leaders. In retrospect, I know now there was good 

reason for all the discipline: we were all young, going abroad for two years, and needed to return 

home safe. We were also a massive swarm of young energetic people that needed to be 

organized and trained. Also, we officially represented an entire organization and stood out in our 

appearance. I was different than the others, I had already attended some college and was already 

self-disciplined. I funded my entire way doing restaurant work in my teenage years. Most 

missionaries though, had just left high school. A few were probably pressured by family to serve 

missions and/or really needed to learn hard work and self-discipline. Also, we were all figuring 

out life together, figuring out how to be a new Elder in the MTC. Some missionaries there 

expressed the need to put off childish things, be mature, more humble, prayerful, and obedient. I 

aligned with them and it echoed it in my diary. In my case, I first tried a legalistic approach to 

my religion. The context of the MTC it set the stage for a self-induced religious form of self- 

erasure. 

Regarding language learning, it was puzzling for me to work so hard and only witness the 

gift of tongues in others and not in myself - and those guys were not practicing 100% quiet 

dignity. Their pile of belly button lint grew to the size of a quarter, but Elder Glidewell made 

them throw it away. The joy and self-confidence they had, and their good Spanish, made me 

skeptical of how I was practicing religion in the MTC. I started to worry if I had some emotional 

disorder, because I was feeling isolated and depressed trying to be everything Elder Glidewell 

was telling me to be. I felt red chaos inside, like madness was going to snap out of me. This 

pushed into deep introspection. On my birthday I wrote, 
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I have never done so much reflection in my life. There is something that I need to put into 

this mission that I haven’t yet. It’s not money, getting up early, studying more, 

memorizing faster, praying harder, studying scriptures, because I have done all this. I 

need to know what I am doing [wrong], why I doubt. (May 25, 2002) 

I knew I did everything the Lord commanded me, far more than some missionaries, but the 

promised blessings just weren’t coming. That critical introspection was the first step I took to 

intuitively self-help. 

Approaching the Paradoxical Self 

After attending the next major sermon, I wrote my final commitment to self-erase in the 

MTC. However, the text below is heteroglossic, divided by a justification for my “unworthiness” 

followed by my new alignment with “goofy” Elder Bellnap (the assigned companion of Elder 

Glidewell). I appropriated his sarcastic utterance (see underlined). 

I’m so selfish. I went to another meeting where we learned about Christ. Oh, man I wish I 

could be just like him. I had this wrong desire to just learn the Language to be Bi-lingual. 

That’s not going to get me far on a mission. I put that aside. I’m working on an Authentic 

testimony. […] I don’t want to write anything unworthy in these pages. [...] I think Elder 

Glidewell is going to get translated.12 He prays nonstop. Elder Bellnap is a goofy Elder, 

he can take a good laugh, but he is another strong testimony one. (June 4, 2002) 

I didn’t want to write unworthiness, but as a 19-year-old, I required play. I needed to restore my 

individuality. I discovered the solution when I allowed self-compassion: 

12 Translated means to turn into an angel and ascend into heaven for being so worthy and 
righteous. 
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Any thoughts, feelings, moods, insights, and actions that serve the best interest of the 

actual self. This includes all functions which protect, sustain, and enhance the actual self, 

all functions that diminish and destroy self-hate, and all functions that increase self- 

acceptance leading to a greater self-esteem. (Rubin, 1975, p. 139) 

I had to be myself in the MTC, and that meant to play with Bellnap. Self-compassion invited that 

play, and it made all the difference in my language learning experience. I invited the language 

play. By then, I thought of a painting I saw of Christ blessing the children. I was sure he played 

with those kids and made them laugh. I became sure that he used some benign slang in his 

parables to better connect with the people. As I shifted towards a gospel of mindfulness and self- 

kindness my MTC diary showed more slang of the cohort, and it feels happier. I wrote and spoke 

phrases such as, “Those guys are so rad,” “My comp is such a stud,” and “Sweeeeeet.” During 

Spanish class and in the dorms, I engaged in the Spanish play. Self-compassion is what makes 

me, me. 

Affirming the New Paradoxical Self 

As usual, Elder Glidewell shouted down the dorm hall right before bed, “Elders! It’s 

10:29 PM, Obedience for Blessings!” But one night, for the first time ever, it sounded annoying 

and I ignored it. I just sat quietly at my desk in front of my diary and watched Elder Glidewell’s 

peculiar behavior. When the clock hit exactly 10:30 PM he swiftly jumped into bed, not a second 

sooner or later. Now it was now strange to me. Observing him that night was my breaking point 

because I saw a reflection of myself. I was doing exactly that, each night to be blessed with the 

Spirit (including the gift of tongues). I was tired of being precisely obedient, afraid of that clock, 

so that I would not lose the Lord’s confidence just for being a minute bed late. I was tired of all 

that constant praying and feeling guilty that my Spanish desires were selfish. So, that night, as 
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the rest of my cohort obeyed and went to bed, I confidently sat my desk after 10:30 PM to vent 

out something very important in my diary. 

There was a conversation I had earlier that day with Glidewell’s goofy comp (my new 

friend), Elder Bellnap and my assigned comp, Elder Jolly. Their voices were fresh in my mind. 

Below was my first major interpersonal voice appropriation. Unknowingly, I wrote first in 

Bellnap’s ranting voice followed by Elder Jolly (who was a basketball fan). I concluded the entry 

with utterances I remembered from my friends back at home, all of which justified my new 

paradoxical positioning to “be who I am.” The text below, still shows an institutional presence 

(see in underlined below). Nevertheless, it is contrasted with prioritized individualism. 

Appropriating utterances of others allowed me to find the precise voice I needed to self-author. 

Textually, I am belonging and aligning with my cohort. I wrote through the voice of Bellnap, 

Jolley, and friends at home, 

There is this one Elder Glidewell that is so strict. He gets up at 5:15 every morning and 

prays for an hour. He fasts 2 times a week. […] He is always zoned out in verbal prayer. 

[...] I don’t want to be judging him, but I think it’s awesome to pray so much for help 

from God. I think you can have a constant prayer in your heart all day, and it can be just 

as sincere then zoning out everywhere. I’m not judging. I just feel sorry for this guy is 

not getting the language, and one reason is that he won’t focus his brain on the lessons in 

class. Maybe he will get translated and I will be stuck here, Well all I have to say, is that 

this characteristic of Elder Glidewell is the most awesome thing I seen, and the 

strangest. […] I think Elder Glidewell is the most dedicated missionary I have ever seen 

in my life, he keeps the rules to exactness. I’m talking about being in bed at 10:30. Not a 

second sooner or after. He is going to be extremely blessed in his mission. This guy is 
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puzzling to me, I have never been exposed to a man that is so exact with all he does. I’m 

use to seeing humans. He is like a robot. But I bet he’s going to be extremely blessed, a 

good example to me for the aspect of obedience. I think that I have been given advice 

from a lot of returned missionaries to not do this, missions aren’t all about numbers, and 

when I see some kids playing basketball, just go play with them for a while. Let them 

know that you’re alive, that you’re a human being like them, that you can do what they 

do, and that you’re not a robot, all about the numbers. The gospel is this, smiling to a 

child that needs a smile. Going out of your way to bring Joy into someone’s life, putting 

your happiness and welfare before others. Just stuff like that. Don’t be all about the # of 

Book of Mormons you can pass out, the # of Baptisms, etc. It can be fun. Missions can be 

so fun, or very uptight. What matters what I was told is to do your best. And I feel that I 

have done that today. And I feel happy. Right now I am writing past 10:30. I am breaking 

one of the rules here, but I don’t think it’s a commandment. (June 7, 2002) 

After this day the program rules in the MTC became more like guidelines to be followed. I just 

had to relax in the dorms with everyone else. As I bonded with my cohort through play, the voice 

in my MTC narratives became guiltless, confident, and absent of discouragement. When I 

became self-compassionate, my language learning experience became ever more playful. 

The Impact of Self-Compassion on Foreign Language Anxiety 

Neff (2003) defines self-compassion as a three-dimensional concept that includes (1) self- 

kindness (a kind and understanding attitude towards one’s self as opposed to harsh judgment), 

(2) common humanity (perceiving one’s experiences as part of the larger human condition

instead of feeling separate and isolated), and (c) mindfulness (an awareness of painful 

experiences but without overly associating oneself with them). Being self-compassionate had a 
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profound effect on my experience learning Spanish. I no longer had foreign language anxiety. I 

engaged in positive self-talk, evident in the private speech expressed in my MTC diary. I was 

happier and far more gracious of my errors and I didn’t compare myself to the model 

missionaries. I felt normal again. I expressed; 

I’m doing o.k. But good for me […] It’s hard for me sometimes to pay attention when I 

read, or listen. […] So, if I am doing all I can that’s fine. That’s all I can do. I get so 

frustrated sometimes, and I can’t help compare myself to others. That’s not good. But I 

should compare myself to yesterday. (June 9, 2002) 

Self-compassion is a powerful predictor of mental health in the religious experience (Akin & 

Akin 2017), which it is evident in my experience learning Spanish in the religious context. Self- 

compassion occurred in conjunction with giving up on the model missionary feat and bonding 

with my cohort. After which, I started having my first spiritually-based experiences in the MTC. 

I recognized for the first time, the precious eureka moments of language learning occur in myself 

and not exclusively in my colleagues. Below is my first awe-inspiring gift of tongues narrative. 

This produced a major boost in my self-efficacy and affirmed my religious faith. 

I thought about the Spanish I learned, and suddenly the grammar clicked in my head. I 

understood it! After much prayer. It takes faith, and all your hardest work. Definitely, it 

was an awesome experience. Con todo Corazon. The harder it is to learn it, then the 

more you appreciate what you learned. It is so difficult, I say bring on the Challenges! 

For real. I’m up to the Challenge! And I will teach the gospel with the spirit in Spanish! I 

know I will know Spanish. But I have to have the Spirit. (June 3, 2002) 
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Concluding Thoughts of Language Learning at the MTC 

Learning Spanish in the MTC was not as I expected it to be. I didn’t know it would be so 

stressful, slow, and full of errors. That is the reality of learning a language. Specifically, the gift 

of tongues, I learned, is not free. Missionaries, like anyone else, must work hard for it by 

immersing themselves in the language, but also being a self-compassionate language learner. 

Play seems to be ingrained in my nature. To learn without play and bonding with others was 

unnatural for me. Self-compassion was the prerequisite for my gift of tongues experiences. 

Language learning was a much better experience after I adopted a more gracious approach to 

religion, an important phase to go through. I learned that there was a time to formally represent 

the LDS Church with the reverence as an Elder, and there was also a time to play and be goofy 

as a 19-year-old. Overall, learning a second language in the MTC can either be uptight or it can 

be fun. That choice was up to me. 
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Part II: Life in the Mission Field: An exegesis with Jungian analytical psychology: “Show 

them that your a human too and not a teaching robot” 

Introduction 

I found it necessary that an Artists’ Article include an exegesis, which is an overarching 

critical interpretation of the piece from the artist-scholar. An utterance appropriated from one of 

my mission companions, I feel, captures an overarching theme of my twenty-two-month life in 

the mission field. I echoed in my diary what Elder Williams once said, “Show them you’re a 

human too and not a teaching robot.” My mission was a life journey of vulnerability, change, 

conflicts, and passions. I aim to show that raw experience in Appendix I by layering artistic 

inquiry on the same Bakhtinian discourse analysis used in Part 1. I also layered what I consider a 

light Jungian psychoanalysis because I do not fully adhere to Jungian thought. Rather, I used 

only what concepts seem to emerge from my autoethnographic data for a much needed sensible 

interpretation. These gave me stepping stones in my developing theoretical framework for 

exploring the role emotions had in my own language learning experience. 

In Part 2 I activated the multimodal use of art to help capture the sentiment nested in the 

intertextual voice appropriations. The piece is composed of multiple connected segments that 

blend into each other. Each explores an emotion. When printed out and connected, the piece 

changes directions as a circular sculpture that seeks individuation. I included in each segment at 

least one intertextual voice appropriation, a vignette/narrative, multimodality, external 

literature/ideas, and its relevance to learning Spanish and my perception of the local people. The 

result was something between an academic article and an artistic artifact. 

The art piece represents my journey towards self-compassion as a Mormon missionary. I 

was raised Mormon and I am Mormon today. However, the significance of religion changed for 
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me in my post-mission years. Frankly, I was a legalistic believer until I underwent what some 

may call a “faith transition”, not to be confused with a crisis of faith. It all started on my mission, 

and I am far more colorful and tuned in with the Spirit (my heart) since my missionary life. That 

journey continues. I would not be as self-compassionate and grounded today if it were not for 

doing this project. It changed me. Generally, the same inner-tension I felt as a missionary (e.g., 

striving to be the model Spanish L2 missionary verses being myself as a Mormon missionary) 

parallel with what I experienced since I was a missionary (e.g., striving to be a model Mormon 

verses being myself as a Mormon). The piece is a metaphor of my own faith transition in 

Mormonism, and what I did to forge my own path with my own Liahona (heart) in my own 

spiritual journey. In sum, by understanding how I negotiated the conflict between my language 

learner identities I learned wisdom for the present day. I learned self-compassion. 

The Artists’ Article wasn’t only an intellectual endeavor, it was a sincere labor of love 

and beauty. I hope it shows. I first met my wife as a Mormon missionary in Ecuador. As a 

missionary I thought I was supposed to first meet her after the mission, perhaps at BYU. Well, I 

went against the grain and followed my heart. It took a long colorful journey towards self- 

compassion to find her, and I am glad I did what was Wright. 

The classical use of Jung is structuralist and conflicts with Bakhtin’s poststructuralist 

theory. However, as explained earlier, my use of Jung was my phenomenological journey to 

interpret the data of my life experience. It was what I needed, it felt Wright. The purpose of this 

Jungian-based exegesis section is to provide an introduction to the piece and make the journey of 

theoretical reasoning more salient to the reader. Academic work emphasizes polished articles, 

that is, showing the final product rather than the draft process. Like life drawing, I see it just as 

important to show some of the process I underwent, like the erase marks in life drawing. I 
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allowed the Artists’ Article and theoretical framework to emerge with a life of its own. It is its 

own developing microcosm of my inner-life, a hermeneutic circle left as a work in progress. As 

an installation piece it changes directions and forms itself into a circular sculpture (see Figure 

4.3). It shaped itself into three heartbeats, a circular spinning form. In a certain sense it is visual 

metaphor of both Bakhtin (the social) and Jung (the psychological). The piece is unfinished and 

remains in conflict. It continuously seeks individuation as a cycle of births and deaths. 

Figure 4.3. The Eternal Circular Heartbeat 

The most difficult part of this journey was my struggle to interpret the data and find the 

right voice. It kept changing directions, striving to be validated among three diverse 
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communities. These include academics, artists, and Mormons. Finding a middle-way for this 

spectrum of audience was difficult. However, as I worked on the piece, it was highly therapeutic 

process. It helped me to own and articulate my own experience through what I feel are moral and 

true narratives. As I worked on it the piece felt alive and continuously changed, desiring to 

adhere to a more solid meaning and interpretation. However, I kept modifying it each time I 

returned to it, because I changed. The project got out of control as I wanted to further revise it. I 

decided to leave it as an unfinalizeable project. For this reason, I did not want to label it with 

finite page numbers. I put it down and left it as a circular ruin, a hermeneutic circle where 

Antigone once wondered, and is now an artifact of my past. I also left my honest writing errors.13

My Inner-Conflict Between Antigone and Ismene 

The same struggle I had in the MTC continued into the mission field, “I need to do my 

best, 100% obedience, but be who I am.” In Ecuador the stage was set for a struggle between two 

components of my psyche, my inner-personality and my self-consciousness. In Figure 4.4 the 

two are depicted as archetypal women from Greek mythology. This is a classic drawing that I 

modified (see Brewer & Harland, 1892, p. 54). It is Antigone, the daughter of Oedipus, and her 

half-sister, Ismene, correspondingly. They are the primary characters used in the 

autoethnography, Antigone always followed the promptings of her heart, which was the spirit of 

the law. Her name means “worthy of one’s parents,” in other words, she was worthy of the 

diverse Greek gods (voices/emotions) who she acknowledged. Ismene however, was a more 

conformist/traditional woman. She strictly adhered to the norms of the social world. She 

subjected herself to the letter of the law. The confidence and moral positioning of each is derived 

13 I was a dyslexic writer as a missionary. I am still dyslexic. Autoethnography is supposed to 
be open and honest, so why not show my writing errors? 
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from two different sources; the exterior and the interior. Ismene is grounded in social reality 

being more of a rationalist. Antigone follows her heart, pleasing first the gods. She is grounded 

in what she knows is true within herself. My inner-Antigone struggles for individuation; that is, 

she strives to be validated through textual manifestations (language). In doing so she struggles to 

manifest a new, articulated reasoning that burns off or modifies Ismene. Meaning in language 

however, is lost and ever changing in the social realm. Both Ismene and Antigone are important 

components of tension in the Self that seek balance, between instinctive/emotional needs and 

conformity to socially norms/expectations. 

Figure 4.4. Modified Drawing of Antigone and Ismene 

At first, Ismene overpowered Antigone, being overbearing with obedience, exclusively 

focused on social-based honor. She blotted out the diverse color spirits 

(identities/voices/emotions) of Antigone. Her steadfastness to precisely follow the mission rules 

sometimes conflicted with Antigone and plain common sense. My Antigone gradually defied 

her. Their biggest struggles were Antigone’s red victories of individuation, followed by an 
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increased outward manifestation of color from within. After the red era, religion became self- 

compassionate. In sum, solely following my self-conscious (e.g., submitting my will to another, 

strictly adhering to the letter of the law) invited self-criticism and self-erasure. Ismene is still an 

important component of my psyche. She keeps me grounded in the social world, like fixed stars 

in the horizon. However, validating and following the promptings of my inner-personality was 

the only way for me to “feel the Spirit” (e.g., compassion for the Ecuadorians and inner peace). 

Ismene and Antigone, as archetypes, also reach Mormon scripture through two objects; 

the Iron Rod and the Liahona. The Iron Rod was in a dream by a Book of Mormon prophet, 

Lehi. It represents the word of God that must be firmly adhered to (e.g., written scripture). It 

ultimately leads to the “tree of life” (Love). When I started my mission, I firmly adhered to the 

program rules as Ismene. Figure 4.5 shows illustrates the iron rod. This I drew on my scriptures 

with a local ceiba tree while I was mostly influenced by Ismene. 

Figure 4.5. The Iron Rod of the Conscious Drawn on my Mission Scriptures (Letter of the Law). 

The Iron Rod however, is not the only way to conceptualize God’s word and scripture in 

Mormonism. Lehi also received the Liahona. Mormons refer to it as the “still small voice.” Like 

the “inward light” of Quakerism, the Liahona is one’s own inner-compass. This object guided 

Lehi and his family through the wilderness to the promised land. Lehi’s son, Nephi, described it 

as a circular mandala (see italicized). The Liahona is 
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a round ball of curious workmanship; and it was of fine brass. And within the ball were 

two spindles; and the one pointed the way whither we should go into the wilderness. And 

we did follow the directions of the ball, which led us in the more fertile parts of the 

wilderness. And it came to pass that the voice of the Lord said unto him: Look upon the 

ball, and behold the things which are written [my emphasis added in bold]. (Book of 

Mormon, 1998, p. 34) 

The Liahona manifests personal scripture. If one were to look straight down upon their own 

Liahona they would see a mandala. This is a similar motif across religions because it seems to 

encourage meditative, introspective thought. During the chaotic transitions, I unknowingly drew 

my inner-compass on my agenda followed by manifestations of personal revelations (see Figure 

4.6). Though small, these are my own scriptures that came from my inner-personality. Following 

the whispers of my Liahona altered the course of my life like the rudder of a ship. 

Figure 4.6. The Liahona of the Unconscious Drawn on my Mission Agendas with Personal 

Revelations (Spirit of the Law)

[A MAN IS WHAT HE WANTS TO BE] 
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Overview of Art Segments 

As a new missionary, I prioritized 100% obedience to the mission rules, that is, strict 

adherence to the letter of the law. In time I increasingly followed my Liahona after undergoing 

intense red phases followed by an expression of more color. In doing so more traits of self- 

compassion manifested in my diary texts through color and cursive (see Figure 4.8). The timeline 

in Figure 4.7, provides a visual abstract of my mission life. It is an overview of the colors I used 

and where each of the segments are located in Appendix I. On the far left are the overarching 

themes. The bar of colors in the center should be understood as an abstract color timeline that 

maps out the dominant colors I used. These colors represent Antigone’s color spirits that 

manifested in my journal and agenda drawings. First the blue was used to express my nostalgia 

for home and introspection as a new missionary. This was followed by a two-week red phase 

when I was assigned my first Latin companion. Afterwards, I started expressing myself in green 

and purple when I started to play more as a missionary. There was a dark phase I went through a 

year into my mission, when I battled my shadow, which was followed by more introspective 

blue. Afterwards, I underwent a one-month red phase of individuation. This time, the red was 

intuitively used while I had a crush on a local Ecuadorian. After this red was acknowledged I 

became aware of my shadow and diminished it. I also found a harmony within and used a variety 

of colors. I concluded my mission experience with a compassion for others, which I did not have 

at the beginning. I provide examples of my use of color in Figure 4.8. These colors align with the 

feeling of the voice beneath the written text. 
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Figure 4.7. Abstract Timeline of the Two-Year Mission with Overarching Themes 
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Figure 4.8. Samples of Diary Text Written at Different Points in my Mission Life 



186 

The artists’ article opens with a brief introduction. My goal is to first reveal my biases 

and convince the audience that I am a scholar-artist through both showing and telling. I do this 

by dissecting my face, layer by layer. These were drawings I made when I studied human 

anatomy in life drawing just before I became a missionary. I gave the drawings new meaning. 

One aspect of self-analysis I learned is the instability of meaning in language. What meaning the 

reader makes of the piece will depend on his/her interpretation and background. To illustrate this, 

I included an abstract piece I recently collaged for the reader to interpret. This is followed by 

other collage pieces of relevant drawings and texts from my pre-mission life. 

The piece continues with the blue segment, “Mission Shock.” I added the background of 

blue watercolor (recently created) and pre-mission figure drawings because these express what I 

imagined as an artist who was a sudden stranger in a strange land. I felt intense disorientation 

and nostalgia for friends, family, and food. Adapting to the rigorous missionary routine was 

stressful and evoked uncontrollable daydreaming. The blue spirit of nostalgic/introspective 

Antigone explains why Kirk (2014) found that post-missionaries have empathy for foreigners. 

After my blue phase, I started to feel adapted to my new life as a missionary. I noticed a 

gap growing between myself and the newer American missionaries. This is explored in the 

segment “Belongingness.” Kirk (2014) showed that some post-missionaries have a hybrid 

identity of the places they served (e.g., becoming part Ecuadorian). In my case, I shifted from 

being as an American missionary to an Ecuadorian missionary. My lost Mexican heritage was 

what made me a different. Because of it I always felt a “selfish lust” to learn Spanish for non- 

proselytizing purposes. Though the program policy would not allow it, I yearned to live just as 

the Ecuadorians lived. 
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The segment titled “Self-Compassion” occurs after the death of my blue era and the birth 

of a new life. Ismene now had less influence as I allowed more self-kindness and play in my 

mission life. Antigone's green spirit manifested, complemented with purple as an aesthetic 

choice. I elaborate this through a narrative on how I was kidnapped and influenced by a 

wise/wacky missionary. He showed me that it was ok to bend the rules and be myself in Spanish. 

I could use Spanish slang and goofy vocabulary. I also show that even though I did not 

understand the non-gospel Spanish around me, I still knew the Ecuadorian soul through instinct. 

I share a vignette of how I bonded with an Ecuadorian guitarist through music. 

Parry (2001) explains that a mission companion is like “another part of my body” The 

companion is present 100% of the time. The segment titled “The Companionship” loosely 

explores this. It is a loose collage that starts to explore this and shifts focus in other major themes 

of the mission experience. I started by analyzing the voice appropriations of one of my 

companions, Elder George, but quit doing the Bakhtinian textual analysis and simply followed 

the feelings we shared together. I explored the 100% obedient mentality and compared it with 

following my own heart a year later, when I bonded with the Ecuadorian people. 

The segment that was most disturbing for me to analyze was my own shadow. I wrote in 

a lot of black and dark blue. I did not put much heart into this segment. 

The most vulnerable theme for me to explore is the topic of romance in the mission field. 

This piece explains my choice of red in my diary and agenda drawings. It is complicated to 

narrate. But suggesting my experience through Greek mythological characters, colors, collage 

art, and imagery was the most comfortable way to communicate and somewhat resolve this 

conflict. It is only human for a young missionary to experience a crush at least once in their 

missionary life. However, I can only speak for myself here. In my case, passing through a crush 
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stirred up inner-chaos that settled with a new humanistic gospel approach. I introduce romance in 

the segment “1-year mark” and then deeply analyze it in the “Lock Your Heart” segment. I am 

one of the few post-missionaries who went against the grain and married someone I first met in 

the mission field. As a missionary I accepted that falling in love was normal and returning to 

Ecuador for the love of my life was God-approved. 

The topic of romance and following my heart continues into the segment titled “Claiming 

my Guitar” where I harmonized the conflict within. I wrote in a lot of purple at this time, which I 

assumed means royalty (further elaborated in the segment). At this point of the collage I ran out 

of time. I did not connect this segment of my autoethnography with SLA literature. 

The final segment titled “Latwan Kaikaya” is about compassion for others. It feels red. 

These were some of my most intense diary entries over my final months as a missionary. Even 

though I was clueless of various aspects of their culture after two years (e.g., pop culture in the 

media, history and politics), I was still tuned in with them on the psychic level (e.g., when the 

guitarist and I played different folk music for each other). This segment explores the pain I felt 

for the people. It was after I felt this sincere compassion for Ecuadorians that I became more 

curious to investigate my Vasquez heritage. I connected it with the blue segment with the red 

utterance the older missionaries often said, “It's not about the numbers, its about the people.”

Individuation 

One can see in Figure 4.7 that after each red phase, my diary texts became increasingly 

colorful. I was becoming more independent in thought and individual in my behavior. The more 

I tuned into Antigone, the colors of my inner-personality, or Liahona, the more I felt lasting self- 

confidence and self-worth as a missionary. By following the promptings of my heart, or what felt 

natural, I knew I was closer to living the life I ought to be living. Individuation appears to occur 
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as cycle of red death followed by a greater color manifest of new life. It appears that after each 

phase of individuation I had an increased emotional connection with the Ecuadorian people. As 

seen in Figure 4.7, my missionary life generally aligns with the same three phases in Bordelon’s 

(2013) study. The experience is generally divided into three lives divided by blurry red 

births/deaths. In my diary I expressed, through retrospection, that it felt like “busting through a 

wall” or “hitting a new level.” In sum, passing through each red phase was individuation that 

lead to a greater interconnectedness with the Ecuadorian psyche and released colors from my 

inner-personality (Antigone). 

Shadow Work 

According to Jung, we all carry a shadow. The shadow encompasses the undesirable 

aspects of the unconscious that our conscious self does not want to identify with. Doing shadow 

work requires continuous effort to raise it to one’s awareness and contain it. Jung (1951/1969c) 

states, 

The shadow is a moral problem that challenges the whole ego-personality, for no one can 

become conscious of the shadow without considerable moral effort. To become conscious 

of it involves recognizing the dark aspects of the personality as present and real. This act 

is the essential condition for any kind of self-knowledge. (p. 14) 

It was difficult for me to see my shadow. Unknowingly I would cast it on the Ecuadorian people, 

even a year into the mission. Though I could present gospel lessons flawlessly to the people I 

still didn’t know the Ecuadorians as well as I could have. Though I yearned badly to bond with 

the people, I still didn’t know how to relate to them. It was a dark mess difficult to sort out, and I 

got tired of being 100% obedient in the hope that God would assign me a Latin companion 
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(which did not happen until I simply asked the mission president to assign me one). I snapped, 

and the worst of my shadow came out through ethnocentric imagery in Figure 4.9 below. 

Figure 4.9. Drawings of Ecuadorians Before Shadow Work 

At that time, the dark imagery entertained me and felt empowering. Some imagery that 

came out was from my years as a teenager in Junior High. This was reflected in the language I 

used. In my diary I wrote as an ugly American, 

Everything in Ecuador I call "Ecua " for example "Ecuachicks, "Ecuachesse, 

ecuafood, ecua-water, ecua-tape, “Ecua” to me means cheep, fake, nasty, generic, 
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Ecuapens, ecuabread, etc. And the “ecuas” instead of Ecuadorians. My whole mission, 

and a long time before, I had and still have this great personal goal to be fluent in 

Spanish before my mission is over. (April 9, 2003) 

The prefix “Ecua” was textual evidence of my shadow projected on the Ecuadorians. It was I 

who was being the cheap, fake, nasty, and generic person. It was amusing at first, but something 

was off. I could present the Spanish lessons flawlessly, but I just did not connect with the people. 

I didn’t notice my shadow until I saw these Ecuadorian eyes that fascinated me. They were 

beautiful and too familiar. They were archetypal eyes that I had seen many times before. I had a 

crush, and it worked as a cleansing fire to help me see my own shadow projected on the locals. 

Frankly, I saw my future wife, the love of my life. 

When I drew my last ethnocentric drawing on my agenda (during the crush), I remember 

feeling appalled with what I saw. I ripped that imagery out of my agenda and drew my first 

Ecuadorian human being, from life observation. Being an introverted artist, this sort of 

interaction with my work gave me an edge. Psychiatrist, Anthony Storr (1998) elaborates, 

stating, 

Maturation and integration can take place within the isolated individual to a greater extent 

than I had allowed for…introverted creators are able to define identity and achieve self- 

realization by self-reference, that is, by interacting with their own past work rather than by 

interacting with other people. (p 147) 

After I became aware of my shadow, I began to proofread the letters I wrote home. I kept 

some of them in my diary, never to be mailed. I went back to read some of my diary, and found a 

diary entry that had shadow, I had to blot it out (see Figure 4.10). I started feel an strong emotional 

bond with the Ecuadorians. I could hear the red in their folk music. 
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Figure 4.10. Shadow Blotted Out of My Diary 

Some say imagery speaks volumes. In Figure 4.11 below I offer a cluster of drawings 

produced after my shadow work. They are contour life drawings. I introduce you to my 

Ecuadorian friends. I still remember some of their names. On the left is Sister Campusano, and 

the bottom right is Rufo. My intent was to capture their life. Compare these to the cartoonish 

imagery in Figure 4.9 above. 
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Figure 4.11. Drawings of Ecuadorians After Shadow Work 

Synchronicity 

I started my data analysis with grounded theory. In doing so, I noticed “magical” 

coincidences, especially the prevalent occurrence of 311 (e.g., triangles, the number three, and 

March 11). This may be the bias of my mind to make patterns in data. However, I enjoyed this 

sort of inquiry. I allowed the data to mystify me. There is no other way to explain these patterns 

but through synchronicity. These are meaningful to me and occurred around the red phases of 

individuation. One example is the mural of peace that I painted with the LGBT community 
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(see segment “one-year mark” in Appendix I). The mural is a collage of symbols that came 

together from diverse people. It could be further analyzed for its synchronic meaning. 

The main synchronistic pattern is located in the segment “Claiming my guitar.” Three 

months before my mission concluded, I decided to buy a guitar. It took leap of faith to get one 

because owning one was frowned upon in my mission (the few missionaries who had guitars 

were not playing the hymns, they were playing romantic ballads and Rock). Once I purchased 

my guitar I promised myself to play only the Mormon hymns. No romantic ballads. Only 

hymns. But that was impossible. As an instrumental player I paid no attention to the lyrics of the 

hymns, I focused on the melody. The first evening I had with that guitar, I picked it up and 

played a few chords. I was instantly caught up in a daydream, thinking about the eyes I saw 

months earlier when I had a crush. Within the notes of the C and F chords, I could hear the 

Mormon hymn If you could hie to Kolob. It is a meditative hymn on Mormon cosmology. After 

a few days practicing I was able to decipher out the melody and play it fingerstyle with base 

notes. Over the next few weeks I kept adapting it, speeding up the tempo and adding soul to it. 

By then, it sounded passionate. This was no hymn. This was a romantic ballad. 

This Mormon hymn is particular because its melody comes from an Irish ballad. 

Unknowingly, I was playing “Star of the County Down”, which lyrics align closely with my 

experience. The lyrics are sung through the perspective of a love-struck young man, who just as 

I, briefly saw his future wife “one morning last July.” She was the star of the county down, “and 

she smiled as she passed me by.” My craze over her grew till fall, “the harvest fair she’ll, be 

surely there and I’ll dress in my Sunday clothes, with my shoes shone bright and my hat cocked 

right for a smile from my nut brown rose.” Just as the protagonist in the ballad, I proposed 

marriage to her in October. Meanwhile I remained committed like him, “No pipe I'll smoke, no 
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horse I'll yoke Till my plough turns rust coloured brown. Till my smiling bride by my own 

fireside sits the star of the County Down.” I have Irish ancestry. Could it be that Antigone 

recognized these lyrics because of the collective unconscious? Perhaps the unconscious Self is a 

timeless, spaceless entity, and hence, an awareness of the Irish lyrics was always present? I really 

don’t know, but these coincidences entertain my soul. On my last day in the mission field, I left 

my guitar to some younger missionaries.14 I rode away on a bus and heard the Ecuadorian ballad, 

My companion to the end. I was conscious of these lyrics, which also aligned with my experience 

(further explained in the segment). 

Synchronistic events are further elaborated in Appendix I. The most recent occurred as I 

wrote the paragraph above. I was sitting at a desk in a lecture hall at the University of Arizona. I 

glanced on the floor and noticed something caught my eye. It was this Irish lapel pin (see Figure 

4.12). Could this be synchronicity? Perhaps. On the other hand, this entire segment and 

theoretical framework (see Figure 4.2) could be the bias of my mind to seek out meaningful 

coincidences and make mystical interpretations of my surroundings. I need magic in my life. 

Figure 4.12. Irish Lapel Pin 

14 I learned months later of a new rule, that owning and playing guitars were no longer 
allowed in that specific mission. Apparently they were not playing the hymns. The young 
missionaries doused my guitar with gasoline, burned it, and smashed it for entertainment. 
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Language Learner Identity in the Mission Field: From Ismene to Antigone 

Life in the mission field is generally divided into three transitioning phases that have 

blurry boundaries. These were three lives that had deaths and rebirths. It was a gradual 

individuation from Ismene to Antigone. Though this study is an exploration of my own psyche, I 

was astonished to find that these same three phases generally align with the three time frames 

from the Bordelon (2013) study described above. I titled each phase according to their themes. 

Below I elaborate the nature of my language learner identity within each of these lives. When I 

was an artist-missionary, my aim was to visually express my life as I experienced it. In doing so 

I created covers for each of my diaries that represented my relationship with religion. Below I are 

my three diary covers (see Figures 12 -14) which correlate with Bordeon’s study and the way I 

was as a Spanish language learner. The covers in Figures 12 and 14 are imagery from two LDS 

magazines. The second diary cover was created during my chaotic transition, shifting from 

legalistic belief to a more humanistic belief. The diary is covered with random banana stickers. 

Life as a follower: The first 6 months. First arrival to the mission field was disorienting, 

with culture shock and headaches. I was in the disciplined mind-set too, and thought of the motto 

"Return with Honor.” Ismene obeyed the program rules as if they were the commandments. My 

relationship with Christ (see Figure 4.13), felt like a relationship with a stone figure. Divinity was an 

external force that towered over me. It was impersonal and demanded high expectations. The test of 

worthiness and religious devotion was to obey every program rule to the letter of the law. I was 

“Junior Companion” this whole time, following a "Senior Companion.” Actually, I was following 

Ismene, my inner-critic. She was amplified at first, too self-conscious. She kept me safe from social 

criticism since her focus was honor, duty, and to teach as many Spanish gospel lessons as possible. 

However, her 100% obedience to feel the Spirit (confident) took its toll on me. Ismene thought 

Antigone’s desire to learn non-proselytizing Spanish was selfishness. In black ink she wrote, 
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I have a firm resolution that I’m going to learn Spanish and press forward through this mission 

with honor. […] This week is not for myself. I’m not here for me. But to help the Lord press 

forward his work. Bringing his children home. (August 26, 2002) 

Ismene gradually subsides,but lingers into the second phase. The issue was that I wanted to learn 

Spanish not only to preach the gospel, but to connect with my Vasquez heritage and earn college 

credits. I was only a 20-year-old in an obedience culture, still figuring out the Wright way to be a 

missionary. 

Figure 4.13. First Journal Cover 

Becoming a leader: The next 12 months. The second phase was the longest and most 

chaotic transition. This is evident below on my journal covered with banana stickers (see Figure 
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4.14). It lasted a year. Though I eventually became “Senior Comp” in April 2003, it wasn’t until July 

2003 that I really felt like a leader. Regarding religion, I shifted further away from legalism. I still 

thought I had a problem with my selfish, secular desires to learn Spanish. Ismene wrote, but now 

with an undertone of Antigone; 

One problem I had was that I’m loving Spanish so much, and I don’t want it to distract me. I 

just love the language. If I do it for others then it’s not a prideful thing. It’s not selfishness. If 

I use it to preach the gospel. I don’t want to learn it for the sake of learning. (November 13, 

2002) 

Well, the voice of Ismene was still present, self-erasure. On the other hand, self-compassionate 

Antigone did not think it was selfish to learn Spanish. I did want to learn it for the sake of learning, 

everyday for a multitude of reasons beyond teaching the gospel. It wasn’t necessarily a secular 

pursuit. Spanish intrigued my soul because somehow it connected me with my Vasquez ancestors 

and I knew I had extended family, somewhere in Mexico. I imagined finding them one day (and I 

did). Towards the end of a chaotic transition I adhered to a more humanistic gospel focused on grace, 

wellness, self-kindness, play, and just being myself with the people. Comp and I had too much fun at 

times, but we were also reverent when the context called for it (e.g., visiting the sick and afflicted). 

We played with the kids and hung out with the elderly. We sought out ways to get people’s needs 

met through service projects and networking with local Mormons. We were either labeled “corrupt” 

or “compassionate”, that all depended on who our supervising leader was. In other words, one leader 

said all our hanging out was “wasting the Lord’s time” as another endorsed our “preaching the 

gospel without words.” In retrospect, I realize that each missionary had their own way of showing 

their devotion to God (or their own way to practice the religion). Comp and I sure had our way. We 

acted goofy like vaudevillians on harmonica before and after we taught the gospel lessons, just being 
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ourselves and showing people how we were humans too and not teaching robots. Now with 

self-compassion I experienced the gift of tongues, like in the MTC. Antigone wrote, 

I played the harmonica today before we had a gospel lesson and my companion got up and 

danced like a dork and our investigators laughed so hard they couldn’t breath. I love making 

people laugh with my harmonica. I been feeling the spirit all this transfer. Really, I felt the 

words, thoughts, and everything just come to my mouth and I felt the spirit so strong each 

discussion. I love this feeling. (September, 2003) 

This is the same pattern in the MTC, the gift of tongues comes after self-compassion and being 

myself. Never have I felt such authenticity and joy in my spirituality up to that point in my life. 

However, I learned in the final phase that the Spirit doesn’t always feel joyful and happy. 

Figure 4.14. Second Journal Cover 
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Home, but not home: The final 6 months. By January 2004 I showed my first signs of 

“Trunkyness”, that is, I wanted to go home and at the same time I wanted to stay. At this time 

spirituality became painful, represented through red. I focused my efforts on a specific demographic 

of people, resulting in compassion for the sick and afflicted. It hurt to see such good people suffer 

addiction, exclusion, and abuse. I wanted to use my time to alleviate their suffering, even if that relief 

was just sitting with them for much needed companionship and conversation. My Christ became a 

compassionate red being who surged up from the souls of my feet and burned like a fire in my chest. 

For this reason, I was attracted to the image in Figure 4.15, which I cut out of a Church magazine 

and used as my third and final Journal cover (see below). It didn’t matter anymore what other 

missionaries thought of me, if I was 100% obedient to the mission rules or not. I simply followed my 

heart and did what I knew was Wright. I did what the red Christ would do in situations where 

program rules conflicted with compassion (e.g., grocery shopping for a hungry AIDS victim on 

Sunday). That meant following the spirit of the law. Also, Spanish is the language of my family. I 

wanted it to be with me for the rest of my life. One night I was in such deep introspection that I 

couldn’t sleep. That morning I went to my desk and Antigone wrote in my journal, 

I laid in bed all night thinking of what do I want to do when I get back home. I will 

continue with Spanish and use it every day, I don’t want to lose anything. […] I want to 

eventually become a high school art teacher and I will like to go to BYU (Maybe). I also 

want to not just get my BA in Art but in Spanish too. I been studying lots of Spanish, I 

lack a lot. But I want to use it. I want to do genealogy research on my grandpa Vasquez 

(my cousins who live in Mexico) maybe go down there and investigate. (Mid-January 

2004) 

My diary voice in the quote above hesitates about going to BYU. That seemed to be the plan of most 

of my American companions, but I was different. By February 2004, Antigone finally bought a guitar 
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and played it each night before dreaming. I played a Mormon hymn, but I heard something magical 

in its melody. I could not explain it. Clueless, the melody I played came from an Irish ballad about a 

love-struck young man who had a crush that July. The lyrics accurately align with my story. That’s 

when I saw my wife in a dream. I dreamed of a life with her in Ecuador, with an Ecuadorian family. 

I revised my future plans, again, with a new list. This time I omitted the idea of attending BYU to 

find my wife. In the following order I wrote, “Research ‘Vasquez’, Study to become an Art and 

Spanish teacher, Work in a Mexican restaurant to save money for Mexico trip, Find a wife, Get a 

job in New Mexico” (March 2004). 

Figure 4.15. Third and Final Journal Cover 
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Conclusion and Limitations 

My language learning experience as a Mormon missionary was a very human experience. 

Emotions and inner conflicts were always at the background and played key roles in my language 

learning trajectory. Although these experiences are uniquely mine as I forged my own voice, 

analyzing the occurrences of interpersonal voice appropriation was a subtle way to explore the 

sentiment shared with my Spanish L2 mission companions. Emotions, or the colorful soul of my 

language learner identities, has been the most difficult dimension to explore because of their 

ambiguity. It also a struggle to find comfortable theoretical stepping stones (a voice that felt 

Wright) to frame my experience and tell it coherently to someone outside of myself. Art has been 

helpful to communicate some of the sentiment of these utterances. I learned that when researching 

myself, it was always a dialogic process between myself of today and yesterday, between myself 

and my represented self in the art piece, and between my voice and an imagined audience 

(scholars, artists, and Mormons). I found it productive during the inquiry to first distance myself 

as an author and tell the story through third person. As an author I intimately know and hear the 

deep conflicts behind his texts. However, as I shifted into the creative process I became the 

character. Once again, I was Elder Wright who struggled to follow his heart. I felt and spoke his 

experiences again, through private speech in surrealistic daydreams that were timeless and 

spaceless. I am the only researcher who can hear his voices clearly enough, feel his emotions, and 

know the meanings/feelings behind his utterances. There is no other research method that does 

such work in the imaginative realm but autoethnography with arts-based research. 

Jungian analytical psychology was a valid research approach during this interpretive- 

based soul-searching journey. I found it suitable for my artistic/emotional autobiographical data, 

but my use of it is not to be mistaken as a reversion to structuralism. Rather, I allowed some 
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Jungian concepts to emerge from the project as part of the meaning making process. 

Constructing my narrative helped me make sense of the role emotions played in learning Spanish 

and Ecuadorian culture. These ideas provided a sense of order within, an interpretation. My use 

of archetypes for example, provided the vehicles to tell my story without feeling too vulnerable. 

This is because they seem to be present beyond myself in the larger human condition. One must 

also understand that Jung was a depth psychologist fascinated with mythology and the mystical 

dimension of the human psyche. This approach may not work for everyone. Perhaps, Jungian 

psychoanalysis is appropriate for those with a drive for creativity and are fascinated with 

dreams, introspection, and spirituality. His idea of the collective unconscious receives criticism 

for lacking quantifiable scientific grounds. One might say also, that the synchronicity I found in 

my data comes from the bias of my human brain to spot patterns. However, something in me 

wants to believe there is magic out there. I can’t resist a drive within, to seek out wonder and 

beauty in life, nature, and the Universe. I require color, love, and enchantment in my research. 

My goal with this project was to get to the heart of the language learning experience, to show 

that L2 learners have unexplored souls (emotions) and intuitively find ways to meet their 

psychological needs (e.g., belongingness). We may explore these aspects through this new 

interdisciplinary research approach, the multimodal Artists’ Article. In addition, the intuitive 

arts-based approach was a fundamentally different experience. I went back and forth, between 

finding and letting go of my analytical thinking and inquiring with my emotions. When I 

followed the music, color, and imagery of my mission experience I was caught up in a timeless 

and spaceless state of imagination and created new data. I made aesthetic choices based on my 

intuition, or heart. After which I took a step back I made a metanalysis of the artifact I created, 

based on my analytical thinking. Both ways of knowing were used equally. 
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I cannot reach an ideal conclusion for this project. As life continues the interpretation of 

my missionary life changes. Gannon (2006) argues that researchers should embrace the fact that 

the self is not ideal. I agree, in the sense of the self represented in language. The emotions, 

psychological needs, and instincts of my inner-personality, whom I call Antigone, mixed with 

diverse voices she appropriates from the social world make her difficult to locate. She is a moving 

target    because she lives and always strives for individuation and legitimacy in the social realm. 

Though I  cannot capture her with language I was able to show discontinuity and displacement of 

her textual manifestations. Discontinuity should be embraced in autoethnography because 

Antigone is a fluid heteroglossic entity of diverse voices, colors, and emotions in ever-changing 

social contexts. 

This project is also limited to my idiosyncratic experience and mind, and I from the 

previous generation. In my time missionaries wrote letters home by hand and used card stock 

agendas. Emails were just recently allowed. Today missionaries are using more technology (e.g., 

Facebook, tablets, and cell phones). The program trusts their judgment, making their schedule 

more flexible than before. They are no longer trained in the beginning to teach memorized gospel 

lessons, like I did. From the very beginning they are encouraged to teach in their own words, from  

the heart. These program changes are certainly having an effect on their culture. Perhaps their 

heart-based approach to teaching, flexible scheduling, and use of social media is a program shift 

that activates their personal Liahona. Something feels different about their generation. 

One possible implication this project offers in study abroad pedagogy is to have 

sojourners keep record of their own experience through diaries (and drawings if they are 

creative). After which, they can can go back to read and edit their own autobiographic texts with 

a critical eye of their projected selves. That is what I did, and it helped me do shadow work.
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Doing this autoethnography changed me. Though the classical ideas of Jungian 

analytical psychology conflict with Bakhtinian poststructuralist theory, the use of archetypes 

satisfied my need for a sense of a cohesive self, creativity, and a spiritual-based 

interpretation. Appropriating whatever text that edifies me in my own meaning-making 

journey is a form of self-compassion. I learned that ultimately, I am the author of myself. I 

am the one in charge of my own spirituality. I can do what is Wright and follow my own 

Liahona and awake to the colors of self-compassion within, or I can follow my inner-critic 

and dream black and white. Like my spiritual life, my academic research can be as colorful 

and self-compassionate or as colorless and unemotional as I want it to be.
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Chapter V: Conclusion 

This three-article dissertation identified and explored factors that constrain and 

enhance Mormon missionary SLA. Their language learning context is very specific and 

unique. Some aspects that enhance their language learning may not precisely translate into 

second language education. However, these three studies do have implications for L2 

education and SLA research methodology. In this concluding chapter I discuss these points. 

The Constraint Learning Culture 

It was obvious across the studies that Mormon missionaries are not full participants 

of the culture because their L2 purpose is domain specific. Their program policy keeps them 

focused on their official purpose to preach, baptize, and represent the institution in most of 

their social behavior and literacy activities. They may be considered as threshold participants 

of the target culture because their church-based social activities are performed through the 

local community of native speaking Mormons. 

My autoethnography supports the findings in Kirk’s (2014) study, who observed that 

missionaries who served abroad did not assimilate into the local culture but actively created a 

culture of their own with other missionaries. In my case, I was first assimilated into the 

missionary community while I lived in Ecuador. For most of the time I remained clueless of 

certain media-based aspects of the culture, and I misunderstood the diverse ways of being 

Ecuadorian. In time I reached a point where I questioned my initial perceptions (created with 

other U.S. missionaries) and I decided to withhold judgment until I returned to Ecuador as a 

full participant in Ecuadorian life. It is significant that despite my misunderstandings I 

genuinely bonded with the locals through play, belongingness, falling in love, and empathy. 

These appear to be instincts that were always present and not learned. Compassion took time.
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      In time, my understanding of the Ecuadorian culture gradually changed, as it still 

does today. In my experience, when I returned to Ecuador as a post-missionary I learned 

more about the culture in two months as a family member than I did in two years as a 

language learning missionary. The purpose of each visit was different. As a missionary, I 

made Ecuador my home away from home. For the most part I remained focused on 

proselytizing and expanding the Church. However, when I returned to Ecuador as a member 

of an Ecuadorian family, I went with the purpose to live among the people, explore new 

social spaces, and learn as much as I possibly could of their way of life. I engaged in all the 

social activities I could not previously do. I watched television, went to the night club, 

worked as an English teacher, interviewed people to collect folklore, played cards and 

guitars, vacationed, and read the newspaper. I talked to Ecuadorians about their politics, 

government, history, folk beliefs, and other topics that are taboo for a missionary to discuss. 

I strongly aligned with my Ecuadorian in-laws and appropriated their voices in that second 

visit. In sum, my life as a Mormon missionary in Ecuador and my life as an Ecuadorian 

family member were two worlds of their own. In each visit I saw a different Ecuador. 

Self-Compassion 

One key contribution this dissertation offers is the psychological role self-compassion 

plays in language learning. First, Mormon missionaries are good language learners for various 

social-based reasons. For the most part, they start their service with a strong desire and/or 

family expectation to put their lives on hold to preach the gospel even before receiving their 

assignment to learn an L2. They began the language learning feat with a clear social purpose 

assigned to them, which is domain specific. They are also welcomed by a local community of 

native speaking Mormons who esteem them highly for their symbolic capital and they are 
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proactive at imposing reception by opening their mouths to find potential converts who value 

their cultural capital. They are willing to undergo rejection and discouragement for a higher 

cause. The combination of these factors certainly enhances their SLA. However, what makes 

them unique is the influence of their language learning ideology, the gift of tongues. 

The Mormon concept of faith is powerful (desire with action). In the language learning 

context, having faith in the gift of tongues is powerful because it fosters both language learner 

autonomy and self-compassion. A sincerer believer would certainly feel confident knowing 

that God, a supreme authority figure, has endowed him/her with a divine gift to preach the L2 

after he/she has diligently acted on their desire and engaged in mindful L2 prayer. This 

religious view may not precisely translate to L2 education, but some of the psychology of it 

may. It is stressful and exhausting to learn an L2, and the Mormon missionaries are no 

different than other L2 learners in that regard. However, engaging in mindful personal prayers 

each day, having sincere faith in the gift of tongues, and sharing inspiring testimony 

narratives in their cultural frame seems foster positive thought reframing techniques that 

activate an inner power. They are much like the professional Polish immigrants of Cervatiuc’s 

(2009) study who activated an internal power through positive self-talk. In other words, if you 

sincerely have faith in yourself by reminding yourself each day that you will succeed at 

learning the L2, then you will keep acting upon your desire until you succeed. Diligent 

positive self-talk, in whatever form it be, may become a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Self-compassion appears to be the psychology behind the Mormon gift of tongues. It 

is one important variable that makes them so unique and attributes to their success in the 

early, most frustrating stages of language learning. It is important to understand that self- 

compassion is not selfishness, rather, it is to be mindful and kind to oneself in the struggle 
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(see Neff, 2003). My autoethnography illustrates how powerful self-compassion is in 

language learning for keeping the inner-critic in check. Its dimensions of introspection 

(mindfulness), play (self-kindness) and compassion for others (common humanity) made all 

the difference, not only in the well-being of my religious socialization, but in managing my 

foreign language anxiety and identity conflicts to bond with the Ecuadorian people. The 

notion of self-compassion plays a role in good language learning, it is evident among 

Mormon missionaries. How self-compassion can be fostered and measured in other contexts 

needs to be explored. 

Self-Regulatory L2 Pedagogy 

The main implication this dissertation offers to L2 education is self-regulatory L2 

pedagogy to support autonomous language learning. Study abroad programs may develop their 

own SMART goal portfolios, but should start with a needs analysis and pilot the portfolio 

several times for revisions. It would also be necessary to briefly train the students on the 

SMART goal strategy before sojourning. Programs may also give students the opportunity to 

meet routinely to follow-up on each other’s own SMART goals for a sense of accountability. 

They may begiven the power to edit their portfolio according to their own needs and have the 

responsibility to follow-up on each other’s progress. When the Mormon missionaries achieved 

their personalized SMART goals, they noticed personal progress resulting in feeling intrinsic 

rewards and an increase in measures of their self-efficacy. However, the study indicates that 

language learner autonomy is social and must be continuously supported with assigned 

Spanish language trainers. If it be a group of autonomous language learners, there must already 

exist a common ideal that inspires the group and a clear assigned community purpose. In the 

case of Mormon missionaries, that higher purpose is to find potential converts, preach them the 
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gospel, and baptize them for salvation. As far as other L2 programs this ideal may take on the 

form of critical service learning, which are “programs [that] encourage students to see 

themselves as agents of social change, and use the experience of service to address and 

respond to injustice in communities” (Mitchell, 2008, p. 51). 

Intertextual Voice Appropriation 

This dissertation contributes a Bakhtinian discourse analysis (Bakhtin, 1981; 1986) 

that can be used in other studies. Intertextual voice appropriation is the textual evidence that 

a cultural framework has been naturalized into ones’ own individual voice. All participants 

of the first study either appropriated utterances of institutional texts into their own voices or 

framed their responses on the idea of the institutional utterance. These were scriptures and 

voices of authority figures in Mormonism. Institutional voice appropriations are textual 

evidence that the language user has sincerely been naturalized into a figured world. On 

another level, interpersonal voice appropriation are the textual evidence of social bonding 

between two people. In my autoethnography I demonstrated how the absorption of the voices 

of my companions were alignments with their perceptions and emotions. A researcher in 

other contexts may use this discourse analysis to track participant assimilation into a new 

cultural framework. This method may also be used in autoethnography to make the researcher 

aware of his/her own vulnerability in a research project. For example, a researcher may keep a 

diary and later analyze it for intertextual voices they appropriate from their participants. 

The Multimodal Artists’ Article 

Perhaps the main contribution this dissertation has to offer to the field of SLA is the concept 

of the multimodal Artists’ Article for exploring the inner-life, or soul, of the language 
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learner. Arts-based research gets us closer to understanding the heart of the language learning 

experience. I noticed already that some scholars in my field resist using the arts as a method 

for exploring the emotional dimension of SLA. It may be too evocative, colorful, 

unconventional, and interdisciplinary. However, one must understand that language learners 

are emotional beings with hearts. Emotions can influence the trajectory of their language 

learning journey. They can feel anxiety when learning an L2 or homesick when sojourning. 

They can fall in love with a local native speaker and even discover compassion for the sick 

and afflicted when doing service abroad. Their emotions are another type of data, another way 

of knowing. Emotions are not measured and articulated well. They are experienced. As such, 

there must be an alternative way for inquiring the influence they have in language learning. As 

far as emotion-based research in SLA, studies have been limited to language learning desire as 

motivation (Dörnyei, 2009) and investment (Norton, 1995), foreign language anxiety 

(Horwitz, 2010), and language play (Cook, 1997). The research in this area is very limited, 

and there is more to the heart of the language learning experience. I have argued in my 

autoethnography that it takes a heart-based research approach to explore the emotional 

dimension, it requires art. I introduced the possibility of a new academic genre, the 

multimodal Artists’ Article. It is a collage piece of narratives, poetry, imagery, drawings, 

music, and whatever mode, text, and theoretical framework may be necessary to inquire this 

dimension. 

I faced some setbacks in creating an Artists’ Article. One challenge was the medium, 

2016 Microsoft Word. It was a stubborn program and limited my expression. I also learned 

the hard way, that the creative process isn’t a solitary process. It is dialogic. Whether I was 

interacting with my projected self in the work or interacting with other artists and their works, 
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I was always engaging in dialogue. When I started the collage, I interacted only with my 

represented self in the work and it took a long time to find the right ideas that aligned with my 

inner-life. The creative inquiry sped up once I met with other artists and appropriated ideas 

from their works. Specifically, I immersed myself in the artists’ books genre. Once I did this 

the project gained traction. Now I have too many Wright ideas that to go with the life of the 

piece, but I feel like I just started the collage. There is not enough time to incorporate these 

new ideas. I only reached a stopping point to submit this dissertation for graduation.

Besides using MS Word, collage pieces are not that difficult to create. Children do this. 

With a bit of inspiration from the artists’ books genre, I believe a scholar can work as an artist 

and engage in the intuitive process of creativity to inquire the inner-life. After which, they can 

take a step back to analyze the data they created with a more conscious thinking. In my case, 

arts-based research allowed me to engage in a dialogue within myself through interacting with 

my own art piece. It allowed a deeper exploration into the emotional experience, producing 

rich data for analytical inquiry - my logic - after intuitive inquiry - my heart - which is a 

powerful combination. 

Their needs to be a space for artist-scholars and their Artists’ Articles in the field of 

SLA. I end my dissertation with a call to activate the arts in SLA research, so we can really 

dive into the colorful inner-life of the language learning experience. If emotions are the data 

explored, then why can’t we splash some blue watercolor behind a nostalgic narrative? Why 

can’t we create a multimodal collage piece to express the heart behind the words? Why can’t 

we layer compassionate poetry over our manuscripts, let it turn red, and bleed off the pages? If 

it feels right, then why can’t our research make a collage of whatever creative modes, genres, 

and texts it takes to explore the heart of the language learner? 



213 

APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Background Questionnaire 

Background survey 
Circle and answer the items that apply. Your information will be confidential. 
Name:___________________________________    Companion: ______________________________   
Date: ____________________________________   Gender: (Male / Female) 
Age: ________________ Race: _______________     
Are you from the United States? (Yes / No)  
If no, what country are you from? ____________      What was your age when you moved here? ______ 
If yes, in what region of the United States did you grow up? ____________________________________ 
If you lived in several regions in the United States: Where did you live and what was your age? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Have you lived in a country where English is not the dominant language for more than 2 weeks?  
(Yes / No) If yes, in what countries have you lived and for how long? _____________________________ 
Is English your native language?  (Yes / No) If no, what is your native language? ____________________ 
Were any other languages used in your home while growing up? (Yes / No)  
If yes, what language? ____________ How old were you? ______________ 
Is there anyone in your immediate family that knows another language? (Yes / No)  
If yes, what family member? What language? How did they learn it?  
Did you ever study a foreign language before your mission? (Yes / No)  
If yes, what language? 
Did you study it on your own without being in a class? (Yes / No)  
If yes, when?  
Did you ever study this language abroad? (Yes / No) 
If yes, where and for how long? ___________________________________________________________ 
Did you ever study this language in a school? (Yes / No)  
If yes, put checks on the boxes where it applies: 

I studied 
this foreign 
language … 

30 min - 
1 hr.  a 
week 

2-3
days
a week

In a 
bilingual 
school 

Everyday Level 1 
Semester 

Level 2 
Semester 

Level 3 
Semester 

Level 4 
Semester 

Elementary 
Middle 
school 
High school 
College 

Briefly explain why you studied this language before your mission. _______________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Did you study Spanish in the MTC? (Yes / No)  
If yes, for how many weeks? _____________________________ 

Were you raised in the Church? (Yes / No) 
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If no, explain your background ____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Is there anyone in your immediate family that has served, is serving, or will serve a mission? (Yes / No) 
If yes, what family members? If they served or are serving indicate “in-state” or “foreign.”  
(Do not put names) _____________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Do you have any close friends that have served, are serving, or will serve a mission? (Yes / No) 
If yes, how many years you known them? (Do not put names) __________________________________ 

How many months have you been in the mission? _______________ 

What is your current position in the companionship? (Senior / Junior / Trainer) 
If you are the senior:  
How many months as a senior? _______________________ 
If you are a trainer:  
How many months as a trainer? _______________________ 

What positions have you had in the mission?    
If it applies then write the number of transfers. Circle only what you are currently. 
Senior Companion____________________ 
Trainer _____________________________  
District Leader _______________________  
Zone Leader _________________________ 
Assistant to the President ______________ 
Others (define): _________________________________________________________ 
Just to know if there is crossover. Did you also participate in the one-week experiment with Ben? 
(Yes / No) 
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Appendix B: Autobiographical Questionnaire 

MY JOURNEY LEARNING SPANISH 

This is a self-reflection tool to help you think about your own mission experience with 
SPANISH and with the PEOPLE. Please take your time and add anything extra that you think is 
important to share. Please be reflective. 

MY MISSION 
1. Why did you decide to serve a mission? Share any main motivating influences,

experiences and events.
2. Explain what it has been like, to be called “Elder” or “Hermana” and stand out by the

way you look. Compare what it was first like to now. Share any experiences & events.
3. Have you ever heard or used any peculiar (Spanish or English) phrases, expressions, or

words only among missionaries? If yes what are they and what do they mean to you?

LEARNING SPANISH 
4. How has learning Spanish helped to form (or change) the person you are now?
5. Share any transition experiences you went through. Explain how knowing Spanish has

given meaning to your life.
6. Have you ever experienced criticism or discouragement as a Spanish Missionary? If yes,

what happened? How have you dealt with it? Share your story.
7. What does the gift of tongues mean to you? Share any motivating experiences where you

have witnessed it in your own life or in the lives of other missionaries.
8. What wisdom would you share with a new missionary to improve their Spanish? Please

share ANY advice (from spiritual to temporal) then later rank at least the top three things
in order of importance (1st, 2nd, 3rd).

9. What has most inspired you in your journey learning Spanish? Elaborate if you want.
A) List any motivating scriptures, hymns, talks, slogans, council, books, etc.
B) List any motivating activities that you have done to improve your Spanish.

THE PEOPLE 
10. How is teaching the Gospel to Hispanics different than teaching to non-Hispanics?

Explain why you think Hispanics are different. Is there anything about the Gospel
message that you like to emphasize especially for them? If yes, what?

11. What was your perspective of Hispanics before the mission compared to what it is today?
Did your perspective change? How? Please share ANY motivating influences,
experiences, or events that changed your view.

__________________________________________________________________________ 
When you finish writing go back and read what you wrote but do not erase. Add any comments 
in the right column to clarify, change, or elaborate what you wrote.  Please be reflective. 
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Appendix C: Spanish Self-Efficacy Survey 

This scale is to estimate your overall self-efficacy and not your self-esteem. This measurement was 
adapted from a statistically validated survey. 

Self-efficacy: How confident you are with your ability to perform effectively across different tasks and 
achievement situations during your mission. This is to what degree you are confident to take on new 
challenging tasks. 
• A person with a high degree of self-efficacy will choose to take on new challenging tasks (I can do

this).
• A person with a low degree of self-efficacy writes off new challenging tasks as impossible (I don’t

have the capacity to do that).
Self-esteem: This is the overall evaluation of your own worth, value, or importance. This is how you feel 
about yourself as a person. 

      Strongly Disagree   Strongly Agree 
1. I will be able to achieve most of the Spanish

goals that I have set for myself. 1       2       3       4       5 

2. When facing difficult tasks in Spanish, I am
certain that I will accomplish them. 1       2       3       4       5 

3. In general, I think that I can obtain outcomes
that are important to me with Spanish. 1       2       3       4       5 

4. I believe I can succeed at mostly any Spanish
endeavor to which I set my mind. 1       2       3       4       5 

5. I will be able to successfully overcome many
challenges with learning and using Spanish. 1       2       3       4       5 

6. I am confident that I can perform effectively
on many different tasks in Spanish. 1       2       3       4       5 

7. Compared to other people, I can do
most tasks very well in Spanish. 1       2       3       4       5 

8. Even when things are tough, I can
perform quite well in Spanish. 1       2       3       4       5 

Original items of the New General Self Efficacy Scale (NGSES) survey 

1. I will be able to achieve most of the goals that I have set for myself.
2. When facing difficult tasks, I am certain that I will accomplish them.
3. In general, I think that I can obtain outcomes that are important to me.
4. I believe I can succeed at most any endeavor to which I set my mind.
5. I will be able to successfully overcome many challenges.
6. I am confident that I can perform effectively on many different tasks.
7. Compared to other people, I can do most tasks very well.
8. Even when things are tough, I can perform quite well.
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Appendix D: Language Learner Autonomy Survey 

This measures your autonomy for learning Spanish. This is the degree that you take charge of your own 
learning. Reflect on what degree you currently do these things. This measurement was adapted from a 
statistically validated survey.  

         Never       Rarely    Sometimes   Often     Always 
1. I set long-term goals for learning Spanish. 1      2          3  4         5 

2. I make long-term plans for studying Spanish. 1      2          3  4         5 

3. I set goals for the day after I study Spanish. 1      2          3  4         5 

4. I make a language study plan before I study 1      2          3  4         5 
Spanish.

5. I set goals for Spanish that are achievable 1      2          3  4         5 
and challenging.

6. I make study plans that match my Spanish 1      2          3  4         5 
language goals.

7. I make realistic plans for studying Spanish. 1      2          3  4         5 

8. I revise my language study plan if it does 1      2          3  4         5 
not work well.

9. If I had a limited amount of time available 1      2          3  4         5 
for study, I decide in  what order things
need to be done.

10. I reflect upon how my study session went 1      2          3  4         5 
after I finish studying.

11. I try to create opportunities to continue 1      2          3  4         5 
learning and using Spanish outside of my
language study hour.

12. I try to create the conditions under which 1      2          3  4         5 
I can study and learn Spanish the best.

13. I reflect upon what I learned after I finish 1      2          3  4         5 
studying Spanish for the day.

14. I evaluate the improvement in my ability 1      2          3  4         5 
to use Spanish effectively.

15. I assess how much of my goal I have 1      2          3  4         5 
achieved.
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16. I assess the effectiveness of my Spanish 1      2          3  4         5 
study plans.

17. I keep record of how much time I spent 1      2          3  4         5 
studying and using Spanish in the day.

18. I keep record of what kinds of methods 1      2          3  4         5 
are working best for my goals in my
Spanish study.

19. I keep track of what study materials, topics, 1      2          3  4         5 
and strategies are most helpful for my
current Spanish level.

20. I keep track of what I have already learned 1      2          3  4         5 
and what I need to learn.

21. In my journal and letters I write about my 1      2          3  4         5 
feelings and experiences learning Spanish.

Original items of the Measuring Instrument for Language Learner Autonomy (MILLA) survey 

1. I set long-term goals in learning English.
2. I make long-term plans for studying English.
3. I set goals for the day before I start studying English.
4. I make study plans for the day before I start studying English.
5. I set achievable goals in learning English.
6. I make study plans that match my goals in learning English.
7. I make realistic plans for studying English.
8. I revise my English study plans if they don’t work well.
9. If I have a limited amount of time available for study, I decide in what order the things need to be

done.
10. I reflect upon how I studied after I finished studying English for the day.
11. I try to create opportunities to use English outside the classroom.
12. I try to create the conditions under which I can study English best.
13. I reflect upon what I learned after I finish studying English for the day.
14. I assess how much of my goal I have achieved.
15. I evaluate the improvement in my ability to use English effectively. I assess how much of my goal I

have achieved.
16. I assess the effectiveness of my English study plans.
17. I take notes about how much time I spent on my English study.
18. I keep records of what kind of methods I used for my English study.
19. I write down what kinds of materials I used for my English study.
20. I keep records of what I learned from my English study.
21. I take notes of my feelings while I am studying English.
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Appendix E: Spanish Language Trainer (SLT) Weekly Phone Interview 

I. REPORT HOURS AND COMPANIONSHIP GOALS
1. How many hours did you study Spanish each week?  (1-5 hours?) 
2. Did you reserve time to speak Spanish as a companionship?  Y/N 

- If yes, how many hours this week? (0-20 hours?) 
- If no, invite to make this a companionship goal.

3. Are you helping your companion achieve his/her language goals? Y/N 

II. FOLLOW-UP ON LANGUAGE STUDY PLAN
4. Do you have a current language study plan? Y/N 

- What SMART goal have you been working on?
5. Did you achieve your SMART goal this week? Y/N 

- If yes, what is their new goal?
- If no, help them revise and evaluate the goal to make it SMART

6. Are you revising your language study plan? Y/N 
- If no, help them evaluate and revise their Language Study Plan (see below)
- If yes, did they write down their new SMART goals? Y/N 

III. HELP EVALUATE AND REVISE THE LANGUAGE STUDY PLAN
SMART-ER = Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, Time-bound (Evaluate, Revise)

(S) What grammar and vocabulary you need study for this goal? Y/N 
What specific activities can you can do to practice this goal? Y/N 

(M) How can you quiz yourself for evidence that you achieved this goal? Y/N 
(A) Is this goal attainable for your level and not too long-term? Y/N 
(R) Is this goal based on a real-life task that you need now or for the future? Y/N 
(T) What is your time-frame to accomplish this goal?      (3 days - 1 week?) 

IV. CONCLUDE

People tend to see themselves more capable when they hear encouragement such as, “You can
totally do this, I know you can.” Recognize their success, show charity, and encourage them to
strive towards SMART goals.
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Appendix F: Model for 15-minute Task-Based Spanish Lessons 

1. State the task that will be learned

• Make sure it is based on the real-world with a specific purpose and expected outcome.

2. Introduce the expected grammar and vocabulary to do the task. (4 minutes)

• You may ask help from the district what vocabulary, grammar, and model phrases might
be needed to achieve this task. Use the chalkboard.

3. Model a successful interaction of this task so others know the expected outcomes. (1 minute)

4. Practice the task in pairs and then as a group. Use the chalkboard if you need to. (10 minutes)

5. Before conclusion, have a few volunteers demonstrate the task to the district.

6. Conclude and Invite

• Give the district an assignment to practice the task during language study hour.

Background on Tasks 

A task-based lesson is different than a grammar-based lesson. First, you need to identify a 
specific Spanish task in the real-world. Second, you identify what specific grammar, vocabulary, 
and phrases are used for that task. Finally, practice it. Tasks can be a SMART goal. 

For a task, you use Spanish to achieve a specific purpose based on needs you encounter. As you 
undertake the task, you must know the expected outcomes or judge what a successful language 
interaction looks like. Can your district all do these tasks below? Yes? No? Help each other. 

Some examples: 

• Write door notes.
• Elaborate on specific health benefits living the Word of Wisdom.
• Write your testimony for your converts.
• Ask for where specific items are in the grocery store and then make the purchase.
• Describe the main events of the Second Coming.
• Give directions to the Church.
• Talk about what you used to do before the mission so people know more about you.
• Explain what happened at Church last Sunday for those who missed.
• Talk a little about your plans after the mission so people know more about you.
• Give a tour of the Church meeting house and explain the schedule of a typical Sunday.

- What grammar, vocabulary and phrases are needed to achieve each of these tasks?

- What specific language activities can you do to practice these? What does success look like?
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Appendix G: NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do Statements for Interpersonal Communication 
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Appendix H: Spanish Language Portfolio for Mormon Missionaries 
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Counsel on learning Spanish beyond 

your mission language 

“We would … hope that every missionary learning a new proselyting 
language would master it in every way possible. … And as you do so, your 
proselyting and testifying skills will improve. You will be better received by 
and more spiritually impressive to your investigators. … Don’t be satisfied 
with what we call a missionary vocabulary only. Stretch yourself in the 
language, and you will gain greater access to the hearts of the people.” 

- Elder Jeffrey R. Holland, missionary satellite broadcast, Aug. 1998

“It is clear that our first priority should go to spiritual learning. For us, reading 
the scriptures would come before reading history books. Prayer would come 
before memorizing those Spanish verbs. A temple recommend would be 
worth more to us than standing first in our graduating class. But it is also 
clear that spiritual learning would not replace our drive for secular learning. 

Part of the tragedy you must avoid is to discover too late that you missed 
an opportunity to prepare for a future only God could see for you. The 
chance to learn another language is for me a painful example. My father was 
born in Mexico. He grew up speaking Spanish as his first language. I lived in 
his home for more than 20 years. Sadly, I never asked him to teach me a 
word of Spanish. Now I am the first contact in the Quorum of the Twelve 
Apostles for the Church in Mexico, in Central America, and in Colombia, 
Venezuela, and Ecuador. It was no accident that I was born into a home with 
a Spanish-speaking father.” 

- Elder Henry B. Eyring, Ensign, Oct. 2002
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Guidance from General Authorities: 
Setting Personal Goals 

1. Set attainable goals

“Set short-term goals that you can reach. Set goals that are well balanced—not too many nor too few, 
and not too high nor too low. Write down your attainable goals and work on them according to their 
importance. Pray for divine guidance in your goal setting.” 
(Elder M. Russell Ballard, “Keeping Life's Demands in Balance” April 1987) 

2. Write your goals down

“I feel that goal-setting is absolutely necessary for happy living. But the goal is only part of the desired 
procedures. We need to know which roads to take to reach the goal. … [People] need to make 
commitments with themselves by writing down their goals and keeping a record of the fulfillment of 
their achievements.” 
(Presiding Bishop John H. Vandenberg, in Conference Report, Apr. 1966, 94). 

3. It’s in the doing not just the thinking

“It is not enough to want to make the effort and to say we’ll make the effort. … It’s in the doing, not just 
the thinking, that we accomplish our goals. If we constantly put our goals off, we will never see them 
fulfilled.” 
(President Thomas S. Monson, “A Royal Priesthood,” Liahona and Ensign, Nov. 2007, 59.) 

“Wishing will not make it so. The Lord expects our thinking. He expects our action. He expects our 
labors. He expects our testimonies. He expects our devotion.” 
(President Thomas S. Monson “To the Rescue,” Ensign or Liahona, May 2001, 49). 

4. Examen your own needs

“In setting our own goals we need to examine our own needs and abilities. The direction in which we are 
moving is more important than where we are at the moment. Goal setting should cause us to stretch as 
we make our way.” 
(Elder Marvin J. Ashton, “The Word Is Commitment,” General Conference, October 1983). 

5. Striving is most important

“Stimulate and encourage [the missionaries] to make and reach goals for themselves. … I believe in 
goals, but I believe that the individual should set his own. Goals should always be made to a point that 
will make us reach and strain. Success should not necessarily be gauged by always reaching the goal set, 
but by progress and attainment.” 
(President Spencer W. Kimball, Regional Representatives’ Seminar, 3 Apr. 1975). 
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Introduction to the Portfolio 

This proficiency self-assessment was adapted from the 
2015 American Council of the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages (ACTFL) “Can-Do Statements.” 1 The ACTFL 
proficiency level descriptions are unaltered, but the 
specific “can-do” statements were adapted especially for 
your context as a Mormon missionary. 

The purpose of this portfolio is to provide an objective 
measure of your Spanish development and enhance your 
language study plan. The portfolio is combined with the 
2010 Linguafolio “SMART” goal-setting strategy2 to help 
you take charge of your own learning. This tool can help 
you continuously adapt your language study plan, track 
your progress, and stay focused on your Spanish language 
needs. Research shows that the more engaged learners 
are in their own learning process the more motivated they 
become. The ability to set personal goals is directly linked 
to increased motivation, language achievement, and 
growth in language proficiency.3 

On the top right is a representation of the proficiency 
levels used by ACTFL. Imagine increasing your Spanish 
proficiency like filling this inverted pyramid with water. At 
first it fills up quicker at the novice level, but going through 
the upper levels takes more and more time. This 
continuum is not about becoming native-like. It is about 
functionality in non-rehearsed real-world situations. 
When you take the self-assessment, base your responses 
only on what you think you can do in real-world situations 

that are spontaneous and non-rehearsed. It is not likely 
for you to acquire functions of the superior level as a 
missionary (functions such as debating, but many native 
speakers don’t reach this anyways.). It is certainly feasible 
to reach an advanced level in an 18-24-month mission. 

A message from the researcher 
I am confident you can attain higher proficiency with 
SMART goals and cooperation with each other. I hope that 
using this portfolio helps you recognize your own long- 
term growth, become an independent learner, and 
ultimately gain the Spanish you need for understanding 
the Hispanic people you serve. This project is new 
research. Any feedback from you will be helpful for 
revisions and future missionaries. May the Spirit be with 
you and may you enjoy the Spanish journey! 

Basic features of the self-assessment 

Level description 

Specific function at the level 
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HOW TO USE THE PORTFOLIO 
Take charge of your language study plan with SMART goals 

Specific Measurable Attainable Realistic Time-bound
“Don’t work hard. Work SMART.” 

Step 1. Identify your SMART goals 
Take the Spanish self-assessment to identify your proficiency level. That should be the level where you stop 
functioning in real-world situations that are spontaneous and non-rehearsed. Pick a “can-do” statement in this 
level you cannot do or would like to improve on. 

• The “can-do” statement should be slightly challenging but still ATTAINABLE because it is your level. 
• All the “can-do” statements should be based on real-world situations and functions you need. The

statement you picked will help you generate a REALISTIC goal. You do not have to limit yourself to the
list of statements. You can certainly identify an unlisted real-world function that you know you need. 

Step 2. Create an Action Plan 
Now think critically about the “can-do” statement you picked (or thought of). Write it into a goal and make sure 
you clearly understand how you will achieve it. You do this by making it SPECIFIC and TIME-BOUND. Make 
sure it is MEASUREABLE. 

Ask yourself these questions before you write your goal: 

• What SPECIFIC tasks will I do today to achieve this goal?
• What SPECIFIC grammar, vocabulary, reading materials, or phrases should I study for this goal?
• Where can I practice this today? Who can I practice this with?
• What DEADLINE do I give myself for achieving this goal? WHEN will I do this today?
• Can I MEASURE this? (Today I cannot but this Saturday I will be able to .) 

Step 3. Follow-up to make your goals SMARTER 
During normal planning follow-up on your SMART goal and make it SMART(ER). You EVALUATE and READJUST 
your goals. You may ask your companion for his/her perspective on how well you did. 

Reflect on evidence from your non-rehearsed use of Spanish and ask yourself: 

• Did I meet my goal? How do I know?
• What can I do now that I could not do before? Did I partially achieve my goal?
• Was my goal SMART enough? Should I adapt it to make it better?
• Am I satisfied with my performance? Did I do good enough to move on to a new SMART goal?

Step 4. Repeat steps 1-3 to formulate new SMART goals 
If you are satisfied with your performance, then return to the self-assessment and make yourself a new SMART 
goal. Keep repeating this cycle (steps 1-4) and track your progress across the mission. Adapt your goals to your 
specific needs and interests. An English fast for an entire day might help you identify specific Spanish tasks that 
you cannot do. 
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Interpersonal Communication Self-Assessment for 
Spanish Language Mormon Missionaries 

Specific Measurable Attainable Realistic Time-bound

INSTRUCTIONS 

Base your responses only on what you think you can do in real-world situations that are spontaneous and 
non-rehearsed. If you check “I can do this!” it should be supported by evidence. Continue the assessment 
until you cannot answer most of the statements with “I can do this!” This would be your level for setting 
SMART goals. Once you can do most of the can-do statements at that level then move up to the next level. 
Look ahead on the assessment to think about preparing for your future goals. Focus on your needs. 

Novice Low 
I can communicate using single words and memorized phrases. 

I can do 
this! 

I can do 
this 

good 
enough. 

I will 
make 
this a 

SMART 
goal. 

I can greet my peers 
• I can say hello and goodbye
• I can…

□ □ □ 

I can introduce myself. 
• I can tell someone my name and where I am from.
• I can…

□ □ □ 

I can answer simple questions using one or more words. 
• I can respond to yes/no questions.
• I can answer an either/or question.
• I can respond to simple who, what, when, where questions.
• I can…

□
□
□

□
□
□

□
□
□

I can answer questions about my preferences using one or more words or 
memorized phrases. 

• I can respond to a question about my preferences.
• I can answer an either/or question about my preferences.
• I can…

□
□

□
□

□
□

I can react appropriately to a statement using one or more words or memorized 
phrases. 

• I can express various positive reactions, such as “Great!”
• I can express various sympathetic reactions, such as “That’s too bad!”
• I can express various negative reactions, such as “That’s horrible!”
• I can express several neutrality reactions, such as “So-So.”
• I can…

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□
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Novice Mid 
I can interact with help using words, phrases and memorized expressions. I can answer 
simple questions on very familiar topics. 

I can do 
this! 

I can do 
this 

good 
enough. 

I will 
make 
this a 

SMART 
goal. 

I can greet and leave a variety of people in an appropriate way. 
• I can greet and leave various people including children, the elderly, best friends,

family members, strangers, other missionaries, Church leaders, etc. 
• I can…

□ □ □ 

I can introduce myself and others in a variety of contexts. 
• I can introduce myself to non-members as a missionary of the Church.
• I can introduce an investigator or a new companion to other members.
• I can introduce a new companion to members or investigators.
• I can introduce myself to a congregation at the pulpit.
• I can respond appropriately to an introduction.
• I can…

□
□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□
□

I can answer a variety of simple questions. 
• I can ask and answer questions about what I like and dislike.
• I can answer questions about where I am going, what I am doing, what I did.
• I can respond to questions about the weather.
• I can answer simple questions about what I just learned.
• I can…

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

I can ask a variety of simple questions. 
• I can ask simple who, what, when, where, why questions.
• I can ask simple questions about what I am studying or learning.
• I can…

□
□

□
□

□
□

I can exchange basic information about myself, my companion, my family, or 
people that I know. 

• I can say my name and ask someone what his/her name is.
• I can talk about the members of my family and extended family and ask someone

about his/her family with simple questions.
• I can say simple descriptions of a person’s physical traits using “ser”.
• I can give simple positive and negative descriptions of what my personality and

other peoples personality is like using “ser”.
• I can describe a person’s emotional or temporary states of being using “estar”
• I can …

□
□

□ 

□
□

□ 

□
□

□ 

I can understand and say numbers in simple situations I encounter. 
• I can exchange information that requires numbers such as using the page numbers

in a hymnal and a chapter and verse of a scripture.
• I can ask and respond to how much something costs.
• I can ask and give the time, date, birth date, age, and phone number.

□ 

□
□
□

□ 

□
□
□

□

□
□
□
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• For a church event I can express distances of locations, addresses, time to arrival,
and the time it starts and finishes (review por & para, and Estar, review telling
time and dates)

• I can respond to questions about how long I have been a missionary, when I
started, how much time I have been in the mission, when I will return home, etc.

• I can do my daily planning in the second language with my companion.
• I can…

□
□

□
□

□
□

I can exchange information about something I have learned. 
• I can share a favorite scripture and give a brief testimony of it
• I can tell my companion in my own words what I just read in the Liahona.
• I can tell someone the story of Joseph Smith’s first vision using the memorized

story and my own words.
• I can…

□
□
□

□
□
□

□
□
□

I can communicate some basic information about everyday life. 
• I can talk about different kinds of weather.
• I can explain to a curious investigator the very basic tasks I do each day as a

missionary using the most common verbs in present tense.
• I can tell my companion obvious actions that I am doing in the moment or what

others are doing in the present moment (study present progressive).
• I can express basic information about activities we do in the church on Sundays

or during the week (study present tense).
• I can express people I know and information I know (study conocer vs. saber)
• I can say where I just came from and where I am going (study “ir”).
• I can...

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

Novice High 
I can exchange information about familiar tasks, topics, and activities. I can handle short I can do I can do This is 

social interactions using phrases and simple sentences, but I may need help from my 
companion or rely on visuals and gestures to keep the conversation going. 

this! this with 
some 
help 

my goal 
of the 
week 

(Note: This does not mean to stop using visuals and gestures in the next levels). 

I can exchange personal information using phrases and simple sentences. 
• I can ask and express a home address, an email address, phone numbers, or other

information important for contacting people.
• I can ask and express someone’s Latin American nationality.
• I can express my own family ancestry and family history.
• I can ask and tell about various personality or physical characteristics of my

family members, church members, or other people using “ser”.
• I can ask and express basic phrases of what I (or others) know including, people,

places, activities, etc.
• I can…

□ □ □

□
□
□

□
□
□

□
□
□
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I can exchange information about what I have learned using texts, graphs, or 
pictures. 

• I can describe the familiar things in the Church art illustrations and videos that I
use when I teach.

• I can ask about and identify important information on a map that I use for finding
members houses (try using your tablet in Spanish settings).

• I can ask and respond to simple questions about dates, times, places of church
social events, baptisms, meetings, sacrament meetings, etc.

• I can ask and respond to simple questions about the schedule or program of such
events.

• I can introduce the Book of Mormon with its pictures, chapter page, index, etc.
• I can…

□
□
□
□ 

□ 

□
□
□
□ 

□ 

□
□
□
□ 

□ 

I can ask and give simple directions to go somewhere or do something. 
• I can give detailed directions to a place in a city or neighborhood (review Ser and

Estar )
• I can tell someone how to get from one place to another while they transport me.
• I can tell someone where some object is located, such as next to, across from,

under, over, or between.
• I can…

□
□
□ 

□
□
□ 

□
□
□

I can exchange information with other people about what to do, where to go, and 
when to meet. 

• I can politely accept food, a gift, an invitation to do something, or go somewhere.
• I can politely reject something a non-member might offer me to consume or to do

some social activity that goes against mission rules or doctrine,and give them an
informed explanation (e.g. invitation to drink tea.)

• I can invite and make plans for an investigator to go to Church or do something.
• I can express where and when to meet or go to, such as the store, the church

building, a member’s house, a restaurant, a preparation day activity.
• I can explain how to use the scriptures, such as the Topical Guide and the Bible

Dictionary.
• I can tell an investigator the basic worthiness requirements for getting baptized

and going to the temple.
• I can…

□
□
□
□ 

□
□
□
□ 

□
□
□
□ 

I can interact with others using simple language in everyday situations. 
• I can order a meal for myself and my companion.
• I can make a purchase at the grocery store.
• I can make a contact with a stranger and invite them to attend church.
• I can…
•

□
□
□

□
□
□

□
□
□
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Intermediate Low 
I can participate in conversations on a number of familiar topics using simple sentences. 
I can handle short social interactions in everyday situations by asking and answering 
simple questions. 

I can do 
this! 

I can do 
this with 

some 
help 

This is 
my goal 
of the 
week 

I can have a simple conversation on a number of everyday topics. 
• I can talk with someone about the nuclear family and the extended family.
• I can talk with someone about doing basic household tasks.
• I can talk with someone about hobbies and interests.
• I can talk with parents about their kids’ school.
• I can talk with people about their employment.
• I can talk to members about how their Church callings are going.
• I can…

□
□
□

□
□
□

□
□
□

I can ask and answer questions on factual information that are most familiar to me. 
• I can strike up a conversation with a new contact with various questions
• I can ask and answer simple questions related to common conversation topics that

come up come up such as music, learning language, gospel topics, church,
mission life, my own hobbies and interests, etc.

• I can describe the basic geography around me in the mission
• I can describe the basic geography of my hometown, where I live, and where my

investigators are from.
• I can describe the basic setting of my living space.
• I can give a tour of the chapel to an investigator, describing all that we do there.
• I can name various animals that you find on a farm, a zoo, or a pet store.
• I can name various foods in a grocery store.
• I can…

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

I can use the language to meet my basic needs in familiar situations. 
• I can ask for help to do mission work from church members or the leaders.
• I can ask for help for when I get lost, or cannot find something in the store, or

when I am looking for someone in an unfamiliar neighborhood.
• I can make a reservation for something I need, I can check out materials at the

church library on Sunday, etc.
• I can arrange transportation, such as a ride from a member, a ride for an

investigator, etc.
• I can say basic formal commands for things I need to get done. I can practice this

by telling my companion to do various tasks.
• I can describe various things using measurements.
• I can…

□
□
□ 

□ 

□
□
□ 

□ 

□
□
□

□ 
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Intermediate Mid 
I can participate in conversations on familiar topics using sentences and series of 
sentences. I can handle short social interactions in everyday situations by asking and 
answering a variety of questions. I can usually say what I want to say about myself and 
my everyday life. 

I can do 
this! 

I can do 
this with 

some 
help 

This is 
my goal 
of the 
week 

I can start, maintain, and end a conversation on a variety of familiar topics. 
• I can strike up a conversation with various phrases which will lead to open-ended

conversations about life in general
• During a conversation, I can ask more targeted questions for additional

information, further details, and more elaborate explanations during a
conversation.

• I can ask targeted questions for understanding what challenges an investigator has
for not progressing (review past subjunctive)

• I can interview an investigator for baptism, or ask these certain types of questions
to help resolve their doubts and challenges, asking them what they think they
need to do

• I can bring a conversation to a close in an appropriate way for various reasons;
such as if is almost 9:30 PM, if I have a next appointment, if I must let an
investigator go, or leave an investigator/member with commitments to do
something.

• I can ask simple questions about common jobs among the locals
including:

o landscaping, restaurant work,
o health care, construction, etc.

• I can have a simple conversation about
• I can talk about foods or drinks that the local Hispanics enjoy.
• I can…

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□
□

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□
□

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□
□

□ 

□ 

□ 

I can talk about my daily activities and personal preferences. 
• I can talk in detail about my daily and weekly routine (see reflexive verbs).
• I can name my basic interests and hobbies.
• I can give specific reasons for my preferences, (using “because…”).
• I can give some information about the activities I did.
• I can give some information about something I plan to do in the future.
• I can say what is my favorite [music, movie, book, school subject, scripture, etc.]

is and explain why it is my favorite.
• I can talk about how an event went (service project, a church activity, or cultural

event that I attended).
• I can summarize what just happened in various lessons or member visits with my

companion.
• I can…

□
□
□
□
□
□

□ 

□ 

□
□
□
□
□
□

□ 

□ 

□
□
□
□
□
□

□
□ 
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I can use my language to handle tasks related to my personal needs. 
• I can request services, such as repair for the car, or give instructions on how to

use and maintain a car.
• I can request services, such as a repair for my tablet or computer or give

instructions on how to use and maintain a computer.
• I can schedule an appointment in person in a variety of places.
• I can ask about a person’s membership in a variety of different organizations,

religions.
• I can help plan a family home evening at a member’s house. I can teach them

how to pray.
• I can explain to the church leaders or my companion what an investigator or

member needs (financial, health, social, and spiritual).
• I can…

□ □ □ 
□ □ □ 
□ □ □ 
□ □ □ 
□ □ □ 

I can exchange information about subjects of special interest to me. 
• I can have a basic conversation about things that interested me before my mission.
• I can state my future career or study plans for after the mission (review future

tense)
• I can talk about important historical events in Church history, Mexico history, US

history, etc. 
• I can talk about different school subjects that I learned about before mission or

would like to learn after the mission. Include other topics of special interest.
• I can…

□
□

□
□

□
□

□ □ □ 

Intermediate High 
I can participate with ease and confidence in conversations on familiar topics. I can 
usually talk about events and experiences in various time frames. I can usually describe 
people, places, and things. I can handle social interactions in everyday situations, 
sometimes even when there is an unexpected complication. 

I can do 
this! 

I can do 
this with 

some 
help 

This is 
my goal 
of the 
week 

I can exchange information related to areas of mutual interest. 
• I can talk about various foods.
• I can ask for and provide information about specific Church and cultural events.
• I can ask for and provide information about a hobby or lifestyle I am familiar

with, such as bicycling, vegetarianism, video games, or sports (pick a topic that
relates to you).

• I can as ask for and provide information about various gospel topics.
• I can ask for and provide descriptions of places I know and also places I would

like to visit after my mission.
• I can talk about my family history and family stories.
• I can talk about people’s jobs and my career plans after the mission.
• I can…

□ □ □ 
□ □ □ 
□ □ □ 
□ □ □ 
□
□

□
□

□
□

I can use my language to do a task that requires multiple steps. 
• I can give the basic rules of a game or sport and answer questions about them.
• I can use the ordinal numbers.

□
□
□

□
□
□

□
□
□
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• I can ask for, follow, and give instructions for cooking Hispanic dishes or dishes □ 

□
□

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□
□

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□
□

□ 

□ 

□ 

from my own culture. I know I can do this by writing out a recipe during
language study hour then talking about it with my companion.

• I can describe the repentance process in detail.
• I can describe to an investigator all requirements necessary for a temple marriage.
• I can ask for and follow directions to get from one place to another in detail.
• I can tell someone how to access information on lds.org, an email account, or

other Church websites.
• I can explain to a new member or investigator how to give a testimony, prepare a

talk, share a scripture, how to pray, conduct a meeting, do a family home
teaching.

• I can explain all the basic rules, policies, or commandments that affect our daily
lives as Church members in general, or as missionaries. I know I can do this by
talking about all the rules in my white handbook in Spanish.

• I can plan a variety of activities with the members, such as family home evenings,
member lessons, etc. I know I can do this by writing out a program or describing
what we will do for the activity in order and in detail.

• I can…

I can use my language to handle a situation that may have a complication. 
• I can reschedule an appointment around a busy schedule.
• I can return a broken item I have purchased to a store.
• I can clarify misunderstandings that non-Mormons might have about Church

history. Examples may include polygamy, race and the priesthood, among other
sensitive topics of early church history (see recent essays on lds.org). I know I can
do this by explaining the essay topics in Spanish with my own words.

• I can resolve an issue with a wrong order at a restaurant.
• I can help investigators or members resolve their concerns, doubts, commitments,

and to follow the commandments, etc.
• I can…

□
□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□
□ 

Advanced Low 
I can participate in conversations about familiar topics that go beyond my everyday life. 
I can talk in an organized way and with some detail about events and experiences in 
various time frames. I can describe people, places, and things in an organized way and 
with some detail. I can handle a familiar situation with an unexpected complication. 

I can do 
this! 

I can do 
this with 

some 
help 

This is 
my goal 
of the 
week 

From Advanced Low to High, the functions related to Hispanic life, culture, traditions, 
and customs are italicized and underlined like this. 

I can participate in conversations on a wide variety of topics that go beyond my 
everyday life. 

• I can explain Mission and Church policies and answer questions about them.
• I can give an overview of the Book of Mormon, the Joseph Smith story, my own

conversion story.
• I can explain current events in the Church News. - Whatever information that I

have access as a missionary and is discussed with the members.

□
□

□
□

□
□

□ □ □
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• I can discuss some topics on public policies that are would be appropriate for a
missionary. Possibilities are: speed limits, recycling, service opportunities, public
events, etc. (topics that are politically neutral - you need to use your judgment).

• I can discuss what is currently going on in another ward, branch, and at my home
ward or in my family.

• I can talk about my daily life, interests, and activities before the mission.
• I can talk about a wide variety of topics on Hispanic Culture.
• I can…

□ 

□
□
□

□ 

□
□
□

□ 

□
□
□

I can compare and contrast life in different locations and in different times. 
• I can explain how life has changed since I was a child and respond to questions

on the topic.
• I can compare and contrast life in the primitive church with life in the restored

church.
• I can compare and contrast different gospel principles and general differences

between the LDS church with other churches.
• I can compare and contrast my native culture with the Hispanic culture such as

how we celebrate events differently, the foods, music, traditions, etc. 
• I can compare different calling responsibilities in a conversation.
• I can compare and contrast the difference between the Relief Society, Elders

quorum, Primary, and the youth program.
• I can compare and contrast my life of a Missionary with my life before the

mission.
• I can explain how technology has changed our lives in many ways during my

lifetime and over the past century.
• I can…

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□
□
□
□

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□
□
□
□

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□
□
□
□

I can resolve an unexpected complication that arises in a familiar situation. 
• I can rearrange my itinerary, such as flights, pick-up times, and appointments

when I experience travel delays (this can be your schedule for proselyting).
• I can tell my companion how I’m going to replace an item that I borrowed and

broke/lost. 
• I can explain why I was late to a meeting or absent from an appointment which

caused a major inconvenience on others. 
• I can…

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

I can conduct or participate in interviews. 
• I can interview for a job or service opportunity related to my field of expertise

which I plan on doing after the mission.
• I can interview my companion about his/her professional interests and activities.
• I can do a baptismal interview or be interviewed by my mission president.
• I can ask and answer targeted questions about the mission work in a meeting with

the local church leaders.
• I can…

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□
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Advanced Mid 
I can express myself fully not only on familiar topics but also on some concrete social, 
academic, and professional topics. I can talk in detail and in an organized way about 
events and experiences in various time frames. I can confidently handle routine 
situations with an unexpected complication. I can share my point of view in discussions 
on some complex issues. 

I can do 
this! 

I can do 
this with 

some 
help 

This is 
my goal 
of the 
week 

I can communicate effectively on a wide variety of present, past, and future events. 
• I can give a clear and detailed story about memories as a child or youth, such as

what happened during vacations or memorable events and answer questions about
my story. These can be personal experiences that can be shared in a lesson.

• I can give detailed descriptions about historical cultural events and respond to
questions about them (Mexican Independence Day, Cinco de Mayo, Christmas,
etc.).

• I can talk about various challenges that are faced and overcome in the mission life,
learning Spanish, moving, gaining a testimony, etc.

• I can discuss my future plans such as where I want to live and what I will be doing
in the next few years.

• I can talk about the prophecies for the second coming and the events of the plan of
salvation (from preexistence to the afterlife).

• I can…

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

I can exchange general information on topics outside my fields of interest. 
• I can exchange general information about the local community, such as

demographic information and points of interests.
• I can exchange general information about leisure and travel, such as the most

visited sites in Mexico as discussed with local Hispanics (or other beautiful
places to visit).

• I can exchange factual information about social and environmental questions that
are politically neutral to talk about as a missionary (e.g., a lot of recycling, low
light pollution, bike lanes, and murals in Tucson).

• I can talk about various topics related to the lives of the local Hispanic
population, such as their jobs and what they do for leisure time.

• I can…

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

I can handle a complication or unexpected turn of events. 
• I can return or exchange a purchase when a vendor makes a mistake or when

parts are missing.
• I can clear up a major misunderstanding that could happen within the mission or

with members and leaders.
• I can explain in detail an injury, emergency, or illness and manage to get help.
• When an investigator fails to keep commitments, I can give many reasons why it

is important to follow through and explain promises for doing so (both spiritually
and temporally).

• I can…

□ 

□ 
□
□

□ 

□ 
□
□

□

□ 
□
□
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Advanced High 
I can express myself freely and spontaneously, and for the most part accurately, on 
concrete topics and on most complex issues. I can usually support my opinion and 
develop hypotheses on topics of particular interest or personal expertise. 

I can do 
this! 

I can do 
this with 

some 
help 

This is 
my goal 
of the 
week 

I can exchange complex information about academic and professional tasks. 
• I can give complex information about abstract concepts like Faith, the

Atonement, and Charity (with examples); and explain what these mean from my
perspective as a missionary so that non-members understand. – I talk about these
concepts just like I would in English.

• I can exchange information about my future profession and past/future academic
studies, such as why I will choose that field, the possible course requirements,
projects I might do, internship opportunities, and new advances in that field.

• I can exchange complex information about work responsibilities I once had
before my mission or what responsibilities I have now as a missionary.

• I can discuss in detail the process to become a missionary, the work schedule, the
nature of all my tasks. Also, what I would expect in a future career and what
opportunities there are for advancement, and the new directions in that field of
work.

• I can exchange complex professional or academic information to engage in
collaborative work with my counterparts in different regions or countries.

• I can…

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

I can exchange detailed information on topics within and beyond my fields of 
interest. 

• I can exchange detailed information about my personal and professional interests.
• I can exchange detailed information on technological advances and issues.
• I can participate in conversations on social, cultural, or religious questions

relevant to Hispanics and other global issues.
• I can…

□ 
□
□

□
□
□

□ 
□
□

I can support my opinion and construct hypotheses. 
• In a well formulated argument I can support Church doctrine and explain why it

is important to keep specific covenants to someone who does not understand by
giving both spiritual and temporal reasons in a convincing argument. (Word of
Wisdom, Law of Chastity, Tithing, etc.) – just as I would in English.

• I can give a supported argument about topics that would be appropriate for me a
missionary to discuss (relevant to the lives of those I teach), such as hospice care,
public safety and nutrition, charity work, the importance of families, consumer
protection, Spanish/English literacy, education, funding cancer research, etc.

• I can usually defend my personal views on non-Church related topics in a debate
(possibly done in a mock debate with your companion).

• I can thoughtfully support the Church’s position on difficult questions that may
come up by members, converts, or investigators.

• I can…

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□ 

□

□ 
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Thematic Vocabulary Lists 
Vocabulary Topic Page Possible uses in the mission 

GOSPLE / CULTURE 
World Nationalities 45 Genealogy, talk about your own family history 
Extended Family 47 Genealogy, Eternal Marriage / Large Hispanic Families 
Talking about Family relationships 47-48 Eternal Families (and culture) 
Health Care 22 Word of Wisdom / Health is a common conversation topic 
Organs 23 Word of Wisdom / Blessings of health / Common conversation topic 
The Body 23-24 Word of Wisdom / Health is a common conversation topic 
Internet and Computer 26 May help people use lds.org, Talking about your Tablet 
Stages of life 57 May help with plan of salvation 
Religion – interfaith vocabulary 41 Interfaith conversations 

CULTURE 
Music 25 Cultural topic on Hispanic music 
Latin American Nationalities 27 Show the immigrant population that you know their nationalities 
Cooking and Food Prep 29 Mealtime conversation, talking about Hispanic foods 
Culture and Diversity 46 Vocabulary for talking about cultural topics 
The dinner table 40 Mealtime conversation, helping them set the table, etc. 
Soccer and sports 42-44 Common interest, P-Day, Playing sports with members 
Weddings and Funerals 53 Compare and contrast cultures 
Birthdays and Quinceaneras 52 Compare and contrast cultures 
Travel and tourism, vacation 57-58 Talking about places you visited, where you would like to go 
Holidays 51-52 A few Spanish holidays that might come up in a conversation 

YOUR IMMEDIATE SURROUNDING USED FOR DAILY LIFE 
Geography 28 
Places in a city 28 
Personal finance 31 
Personal items 29-30
Clothing 30 
The House 35-37
Daily Routine 41 
The Car 39 
Traffic and Driving 39-40
Directions 40 
Common Animals (insects, birds, farm…) 53-55
House cleaning 58 
Beauty and Hygiene 44-45
Measurements 32 
The Weather 38 
Fruits, Vegetables, Meats 49-50
Grocery Shopping 44 
Adjectives for describing people 48-49

CAREERS and student life – Of people you may teach 
General work vocabulary 60 
Restaurant Work 60 
Gardening and Landscape 59 
Construction 59 
Cleaning Houses 58 
Health Care, Hospital, Illnesses 22 – 23 
Professions 55-57
School 33-34
University 34 
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Ideas for Immersing Yourself in Spanish 

I. PERSONAL IMMERSION
(You have complete control)

1. Set all your electronic devices and online accounts to Spanish (cell phone, tablet, email account, watch, etc.)
• Use these devices in Spanish (planning, scheduling, texting, etc.). 

2. Do your language study hour
“There is a marked difference between the linguistic competence and the writing skills of those RM’s who did
Dedicate and hour a day to language study and those of the individuals who did not” (Kirk, 2014).4 

• Do a variety of literacy activities that help you achieve your SMART goals: read selected topics in Church
materials, brush up on the grammar you need, write paragraphs using the vocabulary you need, etc.

• If you are not sure what to study during the language study hour, then read Spanish Church material that
are interesting to you. Study specific gospel principles in Spanish and talk about them in your own words. 

3. Write in Spanish during language study hour
• Write short paragraphs on specific topics that you are likely to talk about. – Your own hobbies, interests, or 

conversation topics that relate to the people you teach (see thematic vocabulary lists). 
• If it inspires you; translate your patriarchal blessing into Spanish.
• Write Spanish phrases that you normally say in English, then use them. 
• Write an emergency talk on a Gospel principle that is most precious to you. 

4. Label everything in Spanish
• Put Spanish labels on everything in your apartment with Post-it notes (outlet, corner, blender, mop, etc.).

You could leave this vocabulary up for the incoming missionaries. You may label pictures you draw (a car). 

5. Read Spanish during language study hour 
• Limit your reading out-loud for pronunciation practice only. Do most of your reading silently because that

really increases reading comprehension and vocabulary acquisition.
• Summarize what you just read to your companion using your own words. 
• Read a wide variety of texts that you have access too; scriptures, Liahona, Church manuals, Church history,

conference talks, etc. Notice how Spanish is used differently. 

6. Listen to recorded Spanish in the apartment and in the car
• Download and listen to a variety of spoken Spanish; General Conference talks, stories from the Liahona such

as “Voces de los Santos”, etc. This is useful standard Spanish.

7. Take advantage of other opportunities Spanish writing
• Write a Spanish paragraph each day in your journal.
• Write every week to the Mission President, a friend, your converts, or door notes.
• Write your testimony in a Book of Mormon you hand out.
• Take notes in Spanish on Sundays as you listen to sacrament talks and Sunday school lessons.
• Carry a small notebook to write phrases that come to your mind that you would like to say, or write

important vocabulary and phrases you hear others use that you would like to learn.

4 Kirk, R. W. (2014). Spanish proficiency, cultural knowledge, and identity of Mormon returned missionaries. Spanish in Context, 11(1), 1-26. 
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I. COMPANIONSHIP IMMERSION
(Requires Teamwork)

1. Help your companion with his/her personal SMART goals.
2. Teach your companion what you just learned or read during language study hour.

• Summarize what you read using your own words 
3. Use Spanish out of the apartment 

• Focus on a specific grammar use and vocabulary: SEE BELOW
• Set a block of time for Spanish only, do what works best for companionship goals. 
• Sundays are the Spanish boost, so you may focus on the other days. 

4. Choose the Hispanic community for your basic needs and do real service encounters.
• Grocery stores, restaurants, haircuts, etc. 

5. Peer review some of each other’s writing projects.
6. Companionship Spanish Practice 

As a companionship you can intentionally use your Spanish to focus on specific grammar or vocabulary out of
language study hour. You may use time in the day to practice these short exercises between appointments,
lessons, or meetings. Try these, or practice conversing on specific topic you need (see thematic vocabulary). 
• Rehearse authentic situations that you encounter with the associated vocabulary. Give each other roles.

o Restaurant Server and Client; Shopper and Cashier; etc.… 
o Investigator with doubts and Missionary; a baptismal interview, etc.… 

• Tell stories about your past (as a child, a teenager), creative stories for fun, or what you recently did.
Practice and distinguish both past tenses.

o Example: “Ayer vimos una casa …”
• Name all the objects that you see today to build up your vocabulary and present tense.

o Example: “Yo veo un árbol que tiene un tronco con muchas ramas y hojas.”
• Practice present progressive of actions happening around you

o Example: “Yo estoy caminando. Ellos están comiendo. El pájaro está volando.”
• Practice formal and informal commands to each other taking turns 

o Example: “Compañero, ponga el libro aquí por favor.” “Compañero, báñese.”
• Practice reflexive words with your daily routine in the morning, or what you used to do each morning

o Example: “En la mañana me despierto, y después me miro en el espejo, y después …”
o Example: “Antes de la misión cuando era joven me despertaba cada mañana. Después…

• Practice subjunctive tense with its specific triggers. Create phrases just to practice.
o Example: “Espero que haga...” “Es para que pueda…” etc…

• Practice direct and indirect pronouns by answering questions that need them 
o Example: 1) “Compañero, ¿Puede ver las personas?”

2) “Si compañero, yo las puedo ver. Yo puedo verlas. Yo las veo.”
• Practice the past subjunctive tense with creative sentences and questions that you may use 

o ¿Si no trabajara el domingo asistiría a la iglesia?, etc…
o ¿Qué haría si tuviera un millón de doloras?, etc…

• Practice future tense 
o Example: What you will do after the mission? Explain events of the second coming, etc.… 

• Focus on specific topics of vocabulary for a lesson or important conversation topics of people you serve 
o Example: Word of Wisdom; health benefits and risks, good and bad diet, illnesses, organs, exercise, 

(or other topics: sports, hobbies, gardening, landscaping, family reunions, etc.)
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I. DISTRICT AND ZONE IMMERSION
(Requires Teamwork and a Leadership Role)

1. Conduct your meetings in Spanish
• Leaders who conduct the meetings can make their Spanish more comprehensible for new missionaries by

using gestures, drawing on the board, slowing your speech, pausing between phrases, repeating, and using
abundant cognates and familiar vocabulary. Do comprehension checks like, “¿Comprenden?” If they do not
understand then rephrase in a simpler Spanish. If they still need help the senior companion sitting next to
them can translate into English if needed.

2. Create some routines in the meetings where Spanish is expected to be used 
• At a district meeting give each missionary an opportunity to briefly share a highlight of the week, such as a

spiritual experience, what was achieved, etc. 
• Once a week a missionary can give a mini Spanish grammar lesson at district meeting or share useful

vocabulary for a real situation that missionaries encounter.

3. Respect each other’s choice to study and use Spanish 
• People learn best in a positive environment. Learning a new language can be frustrating. It is normal for

you to feel discouraged and it may be hard to notice long-term personal growth. But others can see it in
you. It is good to recognize each other’s Spanish achievements and express empathy for each other’s
challenges. No matter how motivated or unmotivated a person may feel for learning it is best that a
team treats each other with unconditional kindness and respect for each other’s choices. 

4. Work together to come up with attainable goals as a district or zone
• Make goals for total number of hours doing language study.
• Do an English fast, decide as a zone on how long to do one. 
• Share any good learning strategies with each other at meetings. Follow-up on each other’s SMART goals so

you feel accountable.

II. LEARNING SPANISH AND CULTURE WITH THE MEMBERS
(Requires Cooperation and Respect)

1. Take advantage of mealtime to learn about culture
• Culture and stories normally come up during mealtime. Learn about Hispanic family traditions, stories,

celebrations, special foods, food preparation, customs, family history, etc. 
2. Give bilinguals a choice. But respect their choice for using either Spanish or English 

• Bilinguals may choose Spanish if they routinely see you speaking Spanish as a companionship or if that is
the language you approach them with. But if they want to use English respect their language choice. If
there are other people present who only speak Spanish, then it is best to speak Spanish so they do not
feel excluded from the conversation. 

• The bilingual youth tends to prefer English as the older generation tends to prefer Spanish.
3. Ask members specific language questions 

• Local Spanish speaking members are a great for learning the language. They may not know Spanish
grammar rules like you may not know English grammar rules, but they can help you with vocabulary and
check if your phrases sound right. Keep in mind that humans are not walking dictionaries. Mutual
cooperation is required. Most native speakers will be more than happy to help you with your Spanish
needs and questions if you just ask, but focus on their needs too.
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Principles of Teamwork 
Learning Spanish is not a solitary activity. It is an interdependent social activity. For an individual to 
take charge of his/her language learning there must be cooperation with others and a common vision. 
There must be teamwork. Below are principles in a social group for Spanish learning to happen. These 
principles are research based. 1 

1. Common vision 
A team has a common vision. For missionaries, it is the mission calling. As you set group goals for the 
mission work, set some SMART goals as a team for Spanish (e.g. use Spanish during the district 
meetings, set specific time blocks in the day to use Spanish in the companionship). 

2. Optimism 
Learners who have positive experiences become more motivation than those with negative experiences. 
Being able to reframe a negative experience with a positive outlook is a strategy for success. 

3. Notice the achievements 
When new learners notice the success in others among the group, they may think, “If he/she can do 
that, then I can do that too.” 

4. Persuasion from others 
Language learners tend to see themselves more capable when they are reassured by an authority figure 
or someone with more experience. When a new missionary hears encouragement from a leader like 
“You can totally do this! I know you can.” it can boost motivation. 

5. Empathy 
If a problem with language learning is expressed, it is important to listen and understand. Put yourself in 
their shoes and try to know what he/she is going through. 

6. Give praise and recognition 
Praise and recognize the accomplishments that others make, including team achievements. 

7. Selflessness and cooperation 
Sacrifice your own interests to help others succeed. This includes helping your companion, doing what 
needs to be done for the benefit the team, etc. 

8. Fairness 
Make sure everyone has a fair opportunity to use the language in meetings or within a companionship. 
Give everyone a chance to speak. 

9. Respect 
If a missionary is not motivated to use or study the language, then it is best to do all the above and 
respect their agency. Show unconditional kindness and avoid negative judgment, try to understand. Be 
patient. 

1 Lewis, T. (2016). Lerner autonomy and the theory of sociality. In Murray, G. (Ed.). (2016). Social dimensions of 
autonomy in language learning. Springer. (pp. 37-59). 



  
 

          
MISSION FIELD 
(JUNE 2002 – April 2004) 

 Second language 
acquisition 

through
the eye of 

a quiet 
artist ; 

 “I felt 
like talking 

to old people 

and I did, and 

I found the 100 year 

old man (…) and he said 

‘I feel protected now.’ (…)  
  The coldness of the heart is the most 

disgusting thing I have ever seen (…) 

You have to love the old people.”

Appendix I: The Artists’ Article 

Life   IN THE

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY: 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

F 

I was only 18 years old. What could  
I possibly know about life? 
I rarely left West Texas, 
I lived at South Plains  
College (SPC), and  
I had just begun  
an Associates  
in visual arts.  
A Mormon, 
on his own, 
yet curious. 
My friends 
were of  
different 
faiths, and  
I esteemed   
Buddha’s Fire  
Sermon. Some  
dormmates were 
aspiring Bluegrass  
musicians. And me, 
I was an ambitious 
life artist; to feel  the 
subject of the drawing.  
Dorm life was fun; away 
from Mom and Dad’s rules. 
I was goofy, but not too wild: 
“No thanks… I don’t drink…” 

 

Before my mission,

go on a mission…”
-Why not?! “Cuz, I’m gonna  
 



 

 

b. 

e. 

 

I was different. I would retreat 
 to a library, an art studio, 

a blue Yoga mat, or 
 do private speech 

walking around 
the pond. My 

best  friends 
at SPC were  

the artists, 
guitarists, 
thinkers, 
  actors. 

I could 
spend a 

day with 
 them, but 
I was not a 

social butterfly 
 at a party.  I was   
 that wallflower.  

I am: introverted, 
analytical, mystic. 
/intrəˈspekSH(ə)n/ 

is my favorite noun. My 
canvas was my wonderland, 

 my ocean,  where anything was 
possible. How deep can the soul be? 

I was then 19, just learning how to 

to know and be my authentic self.
locate and follow my heart ; how 

  

Before my mission,   

c.



d. 

KEY TO MY POSITIONALITY
a. AUTHENTIC SELF [UNFINALIZABLE]
b. COLLECTIVE MIND [OUR SOUL]
c. INTROSPECTION [TO WAKEN]
d. DEATH  [THE BREVITY OF MORTAL LIFE]
RESEARCH QUESTIONS: (1) WHAT
MEANING DO I MAKE OF MY MORMON 
MISSIONARY LIFE AS A SPANISH LANGUAGE 
LEARNER? (2) WHAT ROLE DID EMOTIONS 
PLAY IN MY JOURNEY LEARNING SPANISH?  

I EXPLORE THESE ISSUES THROUGH THE ARTS. 

Voice appropriation, Dalai Lama

 some say that you “die” and
“Retur n with Honor.” By 
age twe nty-one I did 
mature  some. Now 
I’m thir ty-five,  
still Mo rmon, 
introver ted, 
analytic al, 
and my stic. 
But, wit h  
more col or 
than be fore, 
for more  fires 
suffere d, with 
thirteen  years to 
reflect  back on the 
mission  life. Critics 
say auto ethnography 
is self-c entered and 
narcissist ic. I address 
that. No

 
t only do I show 

the color
 
s of what seems 

to be ou
 
r collective mind,   

but I unveil my own shadow, 
- known

 
 as the dark side. Also, I

analyze
 
 my diary voice through the

Bakhtin
 
ian lens; our voices resonate

through 
 
each other, like echoes, others

utteranc es become our own through voice
appropriation.  After all, we are the authors
of ourselves. . .

After  the two -year mission ends,



La mort de l'auteur









La naissance du lecteur



 Seminary, 2001. Conté on stained paper, 15 x 22 in. (31.1 x 55.88 cm). 

Dear Lord, I’ll be what you want me to be, 2001. Conté on stained paper, 15 x 22 in. (31.1 x 55.88 cm). 



President Hinckley, 2000. Colored pencil on velvet, 
Original size 8.5 x 11 in. (21.59 x 27.94 cm). 

THE MISSION CALL: 
A LETTER FROM GOD’S PROPHET 





 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

               MISSION SHOCK “figuring out life” 
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                                                                                                                                   “Ecuador,  1st day with my comp. This is insane. I feel so lost  
                                 and confused, HOT, sweaty, and I feel scattered. This is a big change. I feel uncomfortable, but my comp is awsome. 
                           He is so sharp. He knows whats up, and he realy gives me hope” (June 25, 2002). NEW MISSIONAREIS, “JUNIORS” ARE 
              ALWAYS PAIRED WITH THE EXPERIENCED “SENIORS.” THE FIRST IS THE “TRAINER.” ELDER THOMAS WAS AN OLD WARHORSE 
MISSIONARY, MATURE AND thoughtful, THE BEST “DAD” I COULD EVER HAVE. HE’D SAY, “Some Ecuadoirans live in cain houses” 
RATHER THAN “The Ecuas live in cain shacks.” I FELT PROTECTED UNDER HIS WING, AND AS EXPECTED, HE MODELED THE OBEDIENCE 
CULTURE OF THE PROGRAM, and his own way. BUT I WAS STILL FINDING my own way, FIRST, RECALIBRATING MY EXPECTATIONS. IT 
TOOK A WHILE FOR ME TO REALIZE THIS WAS NO SPIRITUAL WONDERLAND, IT WAS LIFE. I LEFT EVERYTHING AT HOME AND CHASED A 
SPIRITUAL HIGH. I ASKED FOR SHORTER BREAKS TO INCREASE PROSYLITIZING NUMBERS. BUT DAD WAS DIFFERENT. HE INSISTED WE 
KEEP VISITING  THAT   
ABANDONED ALCOHOLIC.  
I THOUGHT WE WERE 
“waisting the Lord’s  
time” (July 2002). 

Latwan Kaikaya 
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I WAS A 19-YEAR-OLD AMERICAN, A SUDDEN STRANGER IN A STRANGE LAND LIKE THE REST OF MY COHORT. 
ECUADOR WAS FIRST A TROPICAL “adventure” LIKE “Jurassic Park”; WITH  CULTURE SHOCK AND HEADACHES. 
I WROTE; “There is weird stuff here, and trials. The weird stuff: A lady whipped it out and breast fed during 
a gospel lesson, Cars honk weird, I ate ceviche (fish soup). I hate cold showers, I saw a rat. Ants are in my 
cereal, I’m totally lost with directions, and the busses are so crazy to ride in. The Lord is stretching me. This 
work is hard! I don’t understand the language. I got so homesick today, I miss my college days! The people 
are still mysterious to me because I still don’t understand them. The people here sound like chickens. I’m not 
good at living by such a strict schedule.” I THEN APPROPRIATE some cohort utterances MIXED IN MY OWN 
VOICE, “Ecuador is like a zoo, all kinds of animals running on it, on the street I saw a pig head just sitting on 
a table. And there are thousands of dogs that are miraculously alive. Walking skeletons.” BUT DESPITE ALL 
THIS, I CONCLUDED WITH HOPE, “My Momita is sweet” (July 3-4, 2002). HER NAME WAS AMERICA, MY MOM 
AWAY FROM MOM. SHE WAS THE AUTHORIZED COOK AND WASHED OUR LAUNDRY. PRECISELY FOLLOWING 
EVERY PROGRAM RULE AND EVANGELIZING ALL DAY WAS TEDIOUS. THESE WERE TOUGH 12 HOUR WORK DAYS. 
I MEMORIZED THE OFFICIAL SPANISH GOSPEL LESSONS AND TALLIED EVERY SINGLE ACTIVITY I DID FOR DAILY 
REPORTING (E.G., NUMBER OF STREET CONTACTS, LESSONS I TAUGHT, POTENTIAL BAPTISMS, ETC.). I PROPERLY 
FILLED MY AGENDAS WITH DIGITS AND NUMERICAL GOALS. I THOUGHT BLESSINGS WERE MEASURABLE AND 
NUMERICAL (E.G., IN BED AT EXACTLY 10:30 P.M. TO BE “BLESSED WITH THE SPIRIT”, FOR GOD’S APPROVAL, 
IT WAS A COMMANDMENT I THOUGHT). I ECHOED MY COLLEAGUES WHEN I WROTE THAT I HAD TO; “OVERCOME 
SELFISHNESS” AND “STOP WASTING THE LORD’S TIME”. I WAS “AFRAID I WILL GO BACK TO THE LAZY 
PERSON I WAS IN HIGH SCHOOL.” MY INNER CRITIC, ISMENE, AMPLIFIED. SHE BLOTTED OUT Antigone. “MY 
SPANISH SUCKS. WHY DOES GOD BLESS OTHER MISSIONARIES WITH GIFT OF TONGUES AND NOT ME? I 
NEED TO GET MY ACT TOGETHER. I’M SO PRIDEFUL. I’M LUSTING FOR SPANISH. I NEED TO REPENT. SATAN 
DISCOURAGES. HE MAKES ME HOMESICK. NO. I MUST RETURN WITH HONOR. I NEED TO STOP 
DAYDREAMING AND FOCUS MY THOUGHTS ON MEMORIZING THE GOSPEL. PRAY HARDER. BE MORE 
OBEDIENT. MORE WORTHY. DON’T DRAW ON SCHEDULE. NO DAY DREAMING...  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 

                          Chris, relax and listen. Let Me author you. 
 

Don’t be a fanatic and just be who you are. You are not a “selfish” or “prideful” missionary. You’re dreaming. Now open 
your eyes and see. Stop comparing yourself to others. You’re doing great. You went to college and worked hard. You 
prepared your entire life for this. You funded it by your own sweat and sore muscle. You’re not a “lazy 
missionary.” Look deep within and you’ll awake to the colors. Look outside and you’ll dream black and white. 
This mission can be uptight or fun. You decide. Now relax and be happy, just the way you are. Give yourself 
some slack. Yeah, even your leaders deserve some Grace. You’ll figure it out, how to be yourself as a missionary. 
See your trainer, he is confident. He knows his way. Soon, you’ll find your own way, the Wright way. But I’m 
tired again, of memorizing, vigorously teaching these scripted Spanish gospel lessons, flawlessly, all freakin’ 
day again. Man I feel shy. Alone again.  I’m brain fried again. Again. I’m daydreaming again. Drifting, drifting 
back to my good old college days; I’m playing pool, guitar, video games, I’m skating, I’m drawing, being 
weird, hangin’ out again, playing classical guitar with my roommate. I’m drawing again in the art studio 
with my art buddy …who?     
   

                      

    “ELDER?   ELDER WRIGHT???     PAY   ATTENTION 

 

“It’s not about  
the numbers. 



 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

THEN IN AUGUST,
Chris started writing 
in blue with positive 
self-talk; Blue Spirit. 

 He was nostalgic for 
 family, friends, & home. Then, 

came the street kids to meet 
 this pair of tall white guys. 

 Chris and his trainer did 
some “funny” magic 

tricks, too bizarre, 
without words.  

They played marbles 
too. So, why not? 

Their little fans 
 followed them to  

the next lesson, and 
waited outside, playing. 

 After the lesson: “Oh my, 
see that Comp?”  It was a 
crowd of kids; “¡Elde Ray, 

haga una magia!” Then, 
after the tricks, one of 

the children came 
up to Chris with 

4 marbles in  

 

 

                               

his hand, “TAKE! FOR YOU!” Chris felt the Spirit. He felt WRIGHT.

 MONDAYS were “Preparation Day,” the official day to grocery shop, clean house, play sports, and write
home before 6:00 PM. One of my first “P-Day’s” 
was on a bus trip with a few missionaries. I had 
nothing else to do but sit, so I started writing; 
“Dear Old People…” But it was after 6:00 PM 
and a “STRAIGHT ARROW” missionary called me  

out, “OBEDIENCE FOR BLESSINGS
ELDER WRIGHT.” I submitted, 
but it hurt. It was too late to 
write love to my grandparents, 
and I had nothing to do but stare 
out that bus window. I’m 
supposed to learn something. This 
negative feeling is Satan. Is it not? 

He doesn’t want me 
to be a missionary. I 
wrote “I want to 
go home” but I 
will not. I must 
RETURN WITH HONOR. 

I need to be more 
worthy of the 
spirit, and obey all 
the mission rules 
100%. Pray harder 
and don’t waste 
the Lord’s time, I 
am so Lazy… smile 
and look happy and 
teach gospel lessons. 
Good is not good 
enough if I can do 
better. Can I play the 
guitar??? No that will 
waste the Lord’s time. I  
need to repent again. I feel 

WRONG.
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feet to inches. My new medium was pen on a cardstock agenda, 
which I always kept in my shirt pocket (next to my heart). I carried 
several pens, and I had many other colored pens at my desk. Like 
responsive drawing in college, I intuitively wrote the color I felt. My 
agenda had about two inches of empty margin space for expression, 
so when I drew these hands, it felt 
unnatural and tight, but I soon 
learned to control my tiny ocean. 

I had my comp next to me 100% of the time. That was the program rule. It was exhausting, comforting, fun, 
and annoying (on a few occasions). The Mission President reassigned the companionships every 6-12 weeks.  
The “comp” was the major theme of the experience. I couldn’t talk to myself like I used to; if I did, he would 
probably think I was crazy, so I wrote to myself in my diary. Because I bonded and aligned with each comp, I 
absorbed their personas, ideas, and utterances as intertextual voices in my writing. My diary is a collage of 
their voices. However, at times we misaligned, and that was when his voice was silent. I analyze these 
intertextual voices to connect with the broader population.  In my first month as a missionary, I recall craving 
solitude. I dreamed of an art studio. Sometimes in the morning at the apartment, I stood gazing out the 
window above my desk. I imagined it was a rectangular canvas (or paper) on an easel. This sounds crazy, but 
I missed drawing so much that as I stood there, I imagined my fingers blackened with charcoal. I touched the 
glass and made full motions with my arm drawing large human gestures. It felt graceful, like skating on ice. 

My zone and district leaders, whom I will call supervising leaders, changed every 6-12 weeks. They were also 
young human missionaries “figuring out life” just like me. Some I agreed with more than others. They usually 
had more time in the field than me, but the biggest difference between us was their accountability over my 
actions. In other words, they were held responsible if they let me bend the rules.  During a long (and I admit, 
boring) meeting, one leader said to me; “ELDER WRIGHT, DON’T DRAW ON YOUR AGENDA.” But I could not 
control myself; I felt so homesick and nebulous. From August 12-18, 2002, I drew my first blue piece, the color 
I intuitively chose due to my mood. Then on August 28th, 2002, I wrote  
the most centered blue entry. Thanks to daydreaming I collaged my  
cohort utterances, in my blue voice. The text below marks the 
end of my dominate blue era. Kirk (2014) 
observed that post-missionaries show 
empathy towards foreigners. Below, 
is Blue Spirit through a missionary,  
who gives good  
reasons  for  
empathy. 
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  “Yesterday 
  I ate a root beer float, 

 it tasted like heaven, and I ate a 
         Reece’s Peanut Butter Cup. It tasted really 

 really good. I haven’t had candy for 2 months.  
 Wow. I can say that I know what it is like as a 

 foreigner. I’ve always taken everting I enjoyed 
   for granted. And a root beer is like gold.  [...] 

  I fantasize of the past,  and wish I had what 
 I did in college, all the friends, and do fun stuff, 
  play guitar, be different, be with my family. But now 

  college is over. Those people are probably not there anymore, 
 and I will never live in the home with my family. Everything has changed, 

 and it is sad to think of what the future will be like when I return.   The good old 
        past is gone, and my adventures that I lived in college are over. I’m fantasizing. I  
 need to live today.  Today is an adventure. I’m in Ecuador.  And someday I’m going to 

fantasize these days. I hope I can live for today. Not worry about tomorrow
and dream the past, but be courageous. I’m living now. TODAY.”

“Today.” 
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Belongingness
   By September 2, 2002, my observational eye dilated. I stopped drawing blue fantasy and took in the 

  local nature (compared to my ethnocentric drawings). When I was blue every morning, I manipulated 
  the local oats to resemble grandma’s oatmeal. But this ritual lost steam, literally. Green Spirit started to 

  manifest. I felt secure when I wrote, “I’m starting to enjoy the food here” (October 20, 2002).  At that time, 
        I saw a gap between me and newer American missionaries. One day I bought myself a pound of “Ecuacheese” and  

fried plantains for breakfast. Some Americans in the apartment thought I was weird for not eating cereal with them. Well, I didn’t 
say it, but I thought their idea that “Ecuarice” caused permanent “Ecuabellies” or that “Ecuawater” shrunk our eyeballs and caused 
baldness was just weirder, “A lot of Elders here worry about their hair falling out, and have these little worries or little picky 
problems, I’m totally fine. I think it’s in the mind. […] fear is your greatest enemy” (November 2002). I wasn’t as excited as before, 
to go to the Mall, every P-Day, so I could feel as if I were back in the U.S. a few hours (e.g., shopping, feeling the A/C, and eating 
KFC). The local street markets and restaurants were cheaper and more organic, more interesting. I just wanted a Latin companion. 
        Program policy made me an observer of culture, yet, a threshold-participant with local Mormons. My full-time social activities 
were proselytizing related. I always felt the mantel of responsibility to find, teach, baptize, and know the official doctrine all in 
Spanish. In regard to culture, I was as mindful and learned as possible. I filled my diary with artifacts (candy wrappers, detailed 
surface observations, etc.), but I misunderstood the people and their religions. I couldn’t access non-LDS media nor stray too far 
from my official purpose. My American way was my reference frame, mixed with religion. My diary speaks a peculiar, ethnocentric 
yet noble view, similar to what anthropologist David Knowlton (1989) found among American missionary culture in Bolivia, “The 
missionaries misunderstand Bolivian culture as being immoral, filled with drunkenness and devil worship. But they also balance this 
with a second theme of Bolivians as extremely humble and spiritual people, who in their untutored simplicity are spiritual giants 
and can teach us much about the gospel” (p. 18). In Ecuador, I didn’t see devil worship, but when I saw a Mormon mother rub an 
uncooked egg (still in its shell) over her sick infant to pull away “negative energy”, I echoed some Americans calling it “witchcraft.” 
It was a folk belief locals called “mal de ojo” [evil eye]. “Fascinating” I thought, “but not the Mormon way to bless the sick.” Like 
many Americans, towards the end I changed. As for me, Latwan Kaykaia was all that really mattered. Also, it never really bothered 
me to see Catholic art still displayed on the living room walls of Mormon converts. The mystic arts have always intrigued my soul. 
          I used the “ecua” prefix; those power assertions I heard among some of my fellow American missionaries, the 
“greenies” [newer missionaries] like me. That’s expected. We were strangers in a strange land. But, in the  
latter-part of my sojourn, I identified less as an American and more as an Ecuadorian missionary 
just as Kirk (2014) observed. Kirk also noted post-missionaries limited ability to express 
cultural knowledge that’s media/history based. Though I was clueless of the 
larger discourses (e.g. politics, history, celebrities), I did feel their soul. Not until 
I followed the spirit of the law did my heart merge with the people. I did feel 
their passions through friendships, folk music, and compassion. As I matured, I 
became increasingly aware of my shadow, realizing that I had misunderstood 
the local ways of being. It sounded foreign when I occasionally heard a greenie 
American call the people “ecuas,” refer to their beautiful cane homes as “cane 
shacks,” and label the curanderos “witches.” It didn’t feel Wright anymore, and 
it took 18 months for the “ecua” prefix to completely disappear from my texts. 
Transitioning to a “part-Ecuadorian” identity involved chaotic red phases, 
forging two steps forward and taking one step back, releasing my inner-
personality. I proofread my diary, trashed my letters for writing “ecua”, and 
marked out my worst texts. After I finished the mission, I dreamed of returning 
to Ecuador as a family member. I did, and I saw a felt a very different Ecuador. 
        My Father asked in every letter, “How’s your Spanish?” Well, I thought 
studying for Spanish college credits was too worldly, at first. One Spanish desire 
though, distinguished me from the Americans, and it wasn’t for teaching the 
gospel. Around them, I rarely expressed that I’m a Vasquez. A lost heritage runs 
in my veins. I still hear the voice of Grandpa Vasquez right before my departure, 
“Listen to me, Listen! When in Rome you do as the Romans. Take advantage 
of this. Learn all you can. When you come home, we’ll talk in Spanish. You’re 
a Vasquez too you know.” After his departure, his last message delivered was: 

From American (“My Latino”) to Ecuadorian (“My Comp”) 

“Dear Grandson, 



 …forge your own path, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Red Spirit surged out on Sep, 2002. We, the greenie Americans, got our first Latin companions. My 
cohort utterances, which were complaints about their “Latinos”, were absorbed into my voice. But 
really, I didn’t mind my new comp because I felt an ancestral connection. For one week, I covered 
my agenda in red ink, and for the first time ever, I misused the agenda to write Spanish Vocabulary 
lists, which I continued doing to the end of my sojourn. Red and orange appear in my diary between 
these days below. In only four days, I shifted from calling Elder Caster “My Latino” to “My comp.” 

• It’s been a few days with my Latino. I’m being forced to Learn Spanish. Were 
completely starting a new program. [...] My Latino is the leader already. The
old program is totally bombed. […but I didn’t care!] I’m amazed, Elder
Caster can teach like mad. He is so powerful. (9/20/2002).

• The Lord is blessing me so much with my Latin comp. I am comprehending
so much! (9/22/2002).

• “My comp and I get along well. Today we painted inside of a house. People here are very kind.
Later!”(12:30 PM 9/24/2002) [I wrote that right after the project as we cleaned up in the
apartment. But later that day I had a conversation with an American missionary about his
struggles with his first “Latino.” Our conversation echoes that evening .] ”I’m living with a
weird Latin. He does strange things. And weird habits that I don’t approve of. Since he has
been here I been finding buggers on the wall next to the toilet and he does so much spitting.
Well, despite all this [stuff that he said about his Latin comp, and what I added about mine] I
am still thankful that he is my companion. We share food, even though he is in debts. He buys
soda and eggs, expensive stuff, when I buy oatmeal, and I’m budgeting better, but I don’t care
[what Americans say about the Latinos]. He’s a good comp. (10:15 PM 9/24/2002)

That passion lasted two weeks, but abruptly ends. Below is the next journal entry written in black 
ink. This is Black Spirit. It represents my self-erasure, my shadow, my dark side. It becomes my 
ethnocentric voice six months later. Though not red spirit, I fill in the gaps between utterances to 
show the thoughts behind the black text. This is a distorted hyper-religiosity, or self-erasure. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Self-blame 

 Love 

 

Above is the diary text after a missionary social activity (soccer game), but I retreated to a private area and wept. Chris was 
famished from fasting so hard for a Latin comp. He finally ate on the 8th. He thought he was going crazy, so he met with the 
Mission President, in person, on the 9th. Pres, was such a caring, compassionate man, and comforted me like a son. But I feared 
to tell him or anyone the “selfishness” behind my diligent Spanish study, prayers, fasting, and strict obedience. I thought about 
Grandpa Vasquez, and I pleaded to God to give the Mission President a revelation for a Latin comp. This was an ongoing stressor 
(not an emotional disorder) that resurfaced every 6 weeks after hearing new companionship announcements. That is, after 
private fasting, prayer, and diligent language study and obedience, I was always assigned another American. Privately, I anguished, 
doing some sort of repentance every six weeks. At any rate, I was better on the 10th with my new funny American comp, my new 
best friend. Until I had my next Latin comp, a year later, I remained immersed in an American bubble. I appropriated 
ethnocentrism, including complaints about the Latin missionaries who visited our apartment. “Those Latinos” I thought, were all 
the same; incomprehensible and mysterious. I needed to belong to some group in Ecuador, so I bonded with my Americans, and 

 we, the greenies misunderstood them. I echoed their tensions, but I had self-awareness at the end; 
“A Latin also jacked my only mango, he just opened the fridge took it and said, "Thanks Elder Wright" 
and another Latin ate all my mayonnaise without asking. He also took my popcorn, and 5 slices of 
bread. And didn’t say anything to me. These Latins live a different lifestyle. They are like bums 
sometimes. They never had money before, and spend it all once they get it, then expect you to feed 
them, when they run out. They have strange rituals too. I survive a month on oatmeal so I stay in 
budget, while they eat like kings the first 2 weeks, then like bums. The last 2. Ok, I think I wrote some 
bad stuff. I’m not erasing. I hope I don’t get judged for judging the Latins.” (November, 2002) 

Culture shock had passed, but my ethnocentric power assertions lingered on. 
Occasionally I did and wrote ignorance, which disappoints me. But I needed to make 
sense of my new world and feel at home, so I bonded with the Americans. They 
made most sense to me. Today, I recall that “those Latinos” sometimes cooked for 
“us Americans”. They usually offered me food before they ate in front of me. Also, 
the older, warhorse American missionaries who were about to die, like my trainer 
“Dad” generally refrained judgment and expressing American exceptionalism. 
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…anything is possible.” 

 Resurrect
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A year later, I finally opened my heart to Mission President, that I needed a Latin companion. He heard my voice and assigned me 
in an apartment of Ecuadorian missionaries for five months. I absolutely loved it. I still behaved as a 20-year-old, but sensitive 
to different ways of being. I learned that every Ecuadorian was an individual with unique preferences. Comp and I, we  
shared food and pranked in the kitchen.  We had this odd joke to snatch food off each other’s plate.  But comp  
took our play a little too far. One day, he pranked Elder Lucero. Bad idea. But hilarious to see. Below I label  
no one a “Latin” like I did that previous year.  I use proper names.  Shifting to that point took a long,  
colorful journey from Green, to Black, to Red. It took a year. Simultaneously, I was projecting the 
colors of my inner-self,  reacting against my critical Romanesque cathedral. Ismene was dark  
with thick walls, and obedience sculptures that scared me straight. I found my Antigone.  
She has a Saint Francis of Assisi’s humanistic approach. She’s a Gothic cathedral, 
with large, colorful, mandala rose windows; full of abundant natural light.  

ion 



Green Spirit Manifests 

 

“Really having a good mission.” 

“It’s good to be obedient and all, but don’t be a jerk about 
it!” (November 2002) 

“I got letters from my family and I’m not allowed to open 
them (until Monday), but I broke a commandment, and I read 
it under the light! Some of it.” (December 2002)  

I reflect on my mission experience and I 

notice that the more self-compassion I 

allowed myself, the more self-confident I 

was, and the happier of an individual I 

became. My missionary advice: Be  natural. 

 

Humanistic Gothic light 
of Notre-Dame 
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From my shirt pocket, Ortega 
grabbed my colorful pen (not the 
black one) and he marked out 
those phone numbers. He said 
“Peanut for the monkey!!”  
[It doesn’t matter!!]. He was nuts! 

“Show them that you’re a human too, 
and not a teaching robot..” 
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     Suddenly, he grabbed the script right out of my hand and sat on it. In Spanish, he lashed out, “Enough! 
Use your own words!” - But how?? He said I was too “REGLISTA” [MECHANICAL, UPTIGHT, NUMERICAL]. So 
later, one morning just before working, Ortega barged into my apartment, starved: “Thanks, Elder Wright!” 
He just opened my fridge and took my only Mango, five slices of bread, and the last of my mayonnaise! (He 
was that Latin “bum” that “jacked” my food!). As he ate, he said with enthusiasm, “Elder Wright! Tomorrow 
you’re coming with me. We have a special one-week mission. There’s a family in Jaramijo that wants to 
be baptized and you’re going to SHOW them the gospel.” That was a town where proselytizing work had 
stopped, but the Mission still had a vacant apartment for us. So, that night I packed like an Eagle Scout. But 
when Ortega inspected he grabbed my duffle bag and dumped everything out on my bed Outraged, he 
yelled; “What’s all this crap?! Teaching materials?! … Food?!” I was confused - Well, what am I supposed 
to bring? Calmly but firm he said, “Just you, your heart, and your scriptures….  Oh, and you better take that 
camera.” - And food???  “Elder Wright, don’t worry. The Lord provides for his missionaries.” 

Remembering Jaramijo 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    We talked on the bus, but it was mostly Ortega listening attentively. I said I did everything I was trained to  
do, but I didn’t feel happy, like my normal self. Finally, we arrived to that remote fishing town called Jaramijo.   
We stepped off the bus and Ortega calmly said, “Follow me.” He listened to me vent and just said, “tranquilo.” 
He took me straight to some boulders on the ocean shore. All he said was, “Sit. Listen. Think.” I gazed outward and  
listened to the waves crashing on the rocks.  Just the ocean and me.  No gospel lessons.  No numerical goals.  The sight  
was awesome, I felt a Great Blue Spirit. I thought deeply, - What is the Wright way? I asked Ortega how long we could stay. 
“For as long as you want.” Can we come back? Calmly he said, “Absolutely. Whenever you want. You just let me know.” 

     We taught the six official gospel lessons and baptized that family, but I didn’t “read” and “relate” to them like Ortega 
did. Again, now ticked, he said, “Follow me!” He took me straight to the street. “Elder Wright, SHOW them the gospel!” I 
presented my memorized gospel script again, flawlessly, to random people. I even collected three phone numbers. But 
Ortega sighed. He looked away, disappointed. Impatiently he let me finish, then took me aside and yelled, “What the heck 
are you doing!?” Timidly I said, “Teaching a lesson?”  “Why?! There’s no point in that. Mission President closed this area 
and the people don’t even UNDERSTAND what you’re saying!” So, what do I teach them? I asked. He calmly affirmed that 
Love doesn’t always need words, “Just wear your nametag and show them who you are. Make them REMEMBER you.”  

 

 
 

       My new supervising leader, Elder Ortega, was a “27-year-old white Chilean.” 
That’s quite old for a missionary. He was the only one I ever knew with a college 
degree in something. Also, he had approval to wear a hat for so-called “medical 
issues?” Peculiar. - and he was absolutely “nuts” (or so I thought). Sometimes he 
was goofy, loud and entertaining, but sometimes, he was reserved and reverent. 
Disobedient to the rules? Corrupt? I was baffled. He was just very, very Ortega.  

     One day in October,  Ortega shadowed me to see how well I was teaching the 
gospel lessons.   We were sitting in a home teaching some family.  I then recited 
off my memorized script, flawlessly, yet brain fried.  I noticed Ortega just glared at 
me with a big stone-face grin. Then he started to bite his bottom lip. “What’s his problem?” I thought. 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Play!”    
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Ortega taught me new Spanish vocabulary.  “Write these down: Kidnapper, Butt, 
Snot face, Yuck, Freckle, Pimple, Jaw, Barbarity, etc.” Then he grabbed my pen, 
“Green?! Why Green?!” – I feel happy. He scribbled out all those phone numbers I 
collected in Jaramijo and wrote slang!, “Peanut for the monkey!! [Obvious, so do it!!”] 

 

 

 

a stro

 

 

E cho
“I have   also 

   done a lot 
 of looking 
  at   the ocean. 

     And  playing   the  
 guitar  with  a  one- 

             leged man that lives  on 
  a beached His ship has a hole 
 in it and he has been repairing it. 

         When he’s not working on it he is 
 playing the guitar  and singing.  That  
 man is cool. He’s like a Spanish Pirate.” 
 (December 2002)   

E chord,
a strong  

Ortega was wise, “Elder Ortega kept on doing weird wacky 
stuff! He also taught a lesson in a way that I have never 
seen. He really can relate to people, read them. He 
grabbed my lesson out of my hand. And made me use my 
own words. I learned a lot there. I am so amazed with the 
ocean. The waves, it’s so beautiful. […] You should hang 
out with the people, have fun and work hard.” (December 
2002). How did he know that I needed the ocean and 
introspection time? Latwan Kaykaya; he listened, related, 
and understood.  After my “street lesson”, he grabbed my 
black pen and drew mustaches on the kids that followed 
us. I drew them tattoos. Then we all played soccer. Ortega 
walked wacky just to make them laugh! But sometimes, 
we would sit calmly with the elderly who needed 
company. We played with the babies.  And food? Well, the
few Mormon families there were just thrilled to see some
missionaries again. After lunch, Ortega said, “draw”. I drew 
life portraits for the locals. We achieved no numbers. It was 
just us, in Jaramijo, being ourselves. And the red? Well, I 
wrote his bold voice on my agendas; “You have to love the 
old people” and that “Charity is the greatest gift.” But 

 

 
also, on our last day after sunset, Ortega took me to meet someone “special.” 
We walked into a beached fishing boat where an old crippled shipwright lived. He 
was elderly and had a classical acoustic guitar, the most precious instrument to me. 
I asked, “Ortega? Is a missionary allowed?” I saw his stone face, crack with a smile…      The old mariner  

   passed me his worn-out pinewood 
   guitar. “Well, I guess we were going 
   to jam for each other!” First, I 
   played  a  bright  D  chord,  
   then some  folk rock from 
 my good old college days, 

   “You heard of Neal Young?” 
- He just listened. The strings,

they were set too high off
the neck. My fingertips
hurt. “Why must a guitar
inflict such pain to be…”
 I passed the “guitarra” 
  back to my new friend 

 my “Pirate”. He called me   
       “Shipmate”, and it was his turn   
          to play. The old maestro struck 

“Play!”               



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ortega and I left Jaramijo walking silly like ostriches 
and fake pirate tattoos under our sleeves. Though back 
into the rigorous fast-paced missionary routine (lesson 
appointments, punctuality, numbers, and obedience) I 
felt resurrected and confident again. With Ortega and 
my new goofy comp, Williams; fun and our natural 
goofiness was ok. I dominantly wrote my favorite color 
with its harmonic. Below, the green Elder Wright 
explains how he and Williams approached people; 
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 I heard an old maestro of the guitar say:  
‘The duende is not in the throat:  the duende 
  surges up, inside,  from the  soles of the 
feet.’ Meaning, it’s not a question of skill,  
but of a style that’s truly 
 alive: meaning, it’s 
in the veins:  
meaning, it’s  
of the most 
ancient culture  
of immediate creation.   

   -García Lorca
 

 

  “100% 
OBEDIENCE…  

   
 

ord, 
ong  

 

then he played a melancholic rustic waltz, but with 
duende – our divine madness. He passionately sang for 
me, a local pasillo of Manabi – that music men play in the 
streets when huddled around card games and a bottle of 
firewater. He honestly expressed to me his broken 
heart, nostalgia, yearning for lost love, home, and the 
beauty of the landscape. I didn’t understand the lyrics, but 
his performance evoked a fiery emotion that surged in 
my chest - and those in-between dark notes gave me the 
chills. Some American missionaries labeled this genre 
“drunk people music.” No! It’s Art! It’s Ecuador, “de 
Alma.” It’s the Soul. of Manabi. Ortega said, “Now
go! Buy a guitar…learn the pasillos!” But I 
didn’t. There wasn’t yet enough red on my agenda,          (not until July 12th 2003). 

 guitar. 
own 

 

                    As Williams and I walked door-to-door, we  
   privately had a blast.  We talked weird like hillbillies, beatboxed, chanted like monks, 

 and sang a punk rendition of the pioneer hymn: “Come, come, ye Saints, no toil nor 
  labor fear; But with joy wend your way. Though hard to you this journey may 
 appear Grace shall be as your day.” Of course, we talked a lot about 

         the U.S. (Ecuador was never home, and Jaramijo was my dream).   
It took me a year to draw portraits of the locals again, without Ortega.  
I did however, study the resurrection with my green pen, and drew 
this model by memory. What happened there, stayed there, until   
I claimed my voice (gradually) and died with my  

…but be who I am” 

Ortega and I left Jaramijo walking silly like ostriches and fake 
pirate tattoos under our sleeves. He was done kidnapping 
me, and returned me to my funny American comp, Elder 
Williams. Though back into the rigorous fast-paced 
missionary routine (lesson appointments, punctuality, 
numbers, and obedience), it felt like a large portion of Chris 
was resurrected. I was confident again.  Ortega and my comp, 
Williams, showed me that having fun was appropriate, when 
appropriate. By then, I dominantly wrote in my favorite color 
with its harmonic. As a green Elder Wright, I appropriated the 
voice of Williams to explain how we approached people, 
   “This missionary work isn’t all about rules, you can have fun too! Show that you’re a human too  

 and not a teaching robot.  Smile to the kids, show charity, and we goof  around too.  In a 
  way that’s good.  We say funny things to the kids and say weird words like “desnudita”  
   or “your kids have no pants on”, “we came here to wash  your  laundry” We say funny 
  stuff all the time when appropriate and we like to joke and laugh. This is a different 
  outlook for me” (November 13, 2002). 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The body is a machine, 

 

“ “100% Obedience” vs. 
“Doing what’s Wright” 

 

 

 

 

The companionship is an overreaching theme, “I love my companion. 
Were like brothers. We talk about everything. […] You’re with him 100% 
of the time, and if you don’t get along YOU WILL GO INSANE!!!” I 
bonded with them all. Though they dressed the same they were all so 
different. Each influenced me, becomeing like an extention of my mind. 
As we bonded, their voices were absorbed (not reported) into my own. 
We shared the daily experience; and when their ideas, emotions, and 
perceptions aligned with mine I appropriated their utterances into my 
voice. This I call  interpersonal intertextual voice. To elaborate,  I focus 

  As missionaries, we were allowed to do 2 - 4 hours of community service per week. We sought projects according to our 
own discression. The first project I did (when blue before George) was with 6 other missionaries. I approprated an 
utterance from one of them. I wrote, “Today my comp and I did a service project picking up trash off the side of a street. 
Their is so much trash in Ecuador. We worked for 4 hours and made a few contacts, things that are clean in the world 
go dirty again, but the gospel doesnt. Its eternal.” (August, 3, 2002). I picked up trash and burned it. But my mindset 
was to “contact” potentioanl converts. That is, puzzeled locals approached me to ask what I was doing. As a greenie, I 
simply guided the conversation into a memorized gospel lesson and asked for their address to teach them more. It was 
fun burning trash, but it felt scripted (before I was green). Also, the next week the street was littered again, and I didn’t 
     feel like I made a difference But with George, service was so different. 



now MOVE those hydraulics!” 
- Elder George, Idaho Farmer

George was an Idaho farmer, a “Truck lovin’, Cow profession, Ditch 
diggin’ kinda Guy.” He didn’t just teach the standared gospel lessons 
in a white shirt and tie, no. He taught the people through cow 
parables and his tractor stoires. He showed them the gospel with 
boots on his feet, a tee-shirt, blue jeans, and a shovel in his hand. 
“It’s not about the numbers, it’s not about the lessons, its about the 
people.” he said. Just serve the people. That’s what we did, and 
that’s what I hear many missionaries realize, “Its about teaching 
people, not teaching lessons.” 

George, was an inspiring community leader. He collaborated with 
Ecuadorians and sought out every opportunity to move dirt for 
people, “cuz there’s lots of ditches here that need diggin’ Elder”, 
and that’s what we did at least 4 hours a week. Many people in 
Eduador need wells, sisterns, latrines, and rain ditches to secure  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

 their water supply and protect their homes from flooding. I 
wrote thorugh the voice of George,“One thing I learned on my 
mission is that I love moving dirt.” It felt good for my own self-
worth. I could see the tangeble difference I made in other’s 
peoples lives. Below is an event, voice, and sentiment that we 
shared. Within the brackets is Geroges voice. This was during the 
time of the Iraq invasion, showing that the war was in the back of 
our minds even though we wernt allowed to talk about it. 

 “…Yesterday was an interesting day. [ My companion and I with 
Greer and Laprat moved dirt down to the side of a house to stop 
rain from leaking in. We moved about ½ a truck load in 2 hours. 
We had an efficient bucket run system. Greer filled the buckets, I 
picked them up and sent them to Laprat, and he passed it to 
George who dumped them and threw them to me. This we did for 
about 2 hours. We worked like MARINES. ] Seriously, we got so 
muddy, and moved fast shoveling and teamwork. I enjoyed it.
Later after cleaning up, Elder George and I went to an 
appointment..” (2/27/03). 



Mi Familia, Ballpoint pen on agenda, February 3, 2002. 2 ¾ x 2 ¼  in. (6.99 x 5.72 cm) 

 

 Seikilos epitaph 
While you live, shine 
Have no grief at all 

Life exists only for a short while 
And time demands an end. 

There are several metaphors we missionaries used to describe the overall 
experience. It is a whole life of its own. It starts with your birth and ends in 



 

 

 

 

  

The only contact I had with home was a weekly Monday 
letter and two precious phone calls a year on Mother’s 

Day and Christmas. It was tough, but it produced the 
 the  most  precious  texts of the experience and that 

 

made us all grow closer together. Mom wrote long 
letters, Dad and I wrote every week, and I even 

 signed with “Love” to my brother and

sister! I wrote to all my dear friends, but 

On the left, is one of 
several drawings I did of 
my family. I sure missed 
them. This one I did on my 
agenda. Below, is my Dad. 
I drew him in my “white 
bible” rulebook. Yes, I 
used it as a sketchbook 
sometimes. It was always 
in my shirt pocket.  Well, 
Dad and I went 
backpacking together. I 
missed that. I also made a 
list of all the movies I 
wanted to see when I 
returned home. Books 
too. I had several “to do” 
lists, people I wanted to 
see again, foods I wanted 
to eat when I came home. 
Just things I took for 
granted and missed. These 
“trunky lists” worked as 
some sort of outlet for me. 
I had to let my dreams out. 



“I think about people’s faces sometimes, people

at home. Old friends from college, High school, 

seminary, and work. All these faces popped into my
mind last night. I feel weird. I will never see them 
again. My whole life changed as a missionary. […] Its 
dangerous thinking too much about home”
(February 3, 2003). I was so homesick, but I had George, 

as my comp, my brother artist. Once I was bed-sick with stomach flu, “I’m fine!” I said. “Oh, no 
you’re not Elder. I’m gonna doctor you up!” He left the room worried, looking far worse than me. 
What the heck is George up to? I wondered. A few minutes later he entered the bedroom, slowly 
and cautiously carrying a tray of herbal tea and crackers. Then he pulled up a chair to my bed to tell 
me his best tractor stories, “Cuz were in this mission together.” When we worked, I didn’t get why 
he made us so late to the next lesson appointments. Now I understand. It’s Latwan Kaikaya. George 
was present with people (well, tractors too) like I was with nature.  I was born, and in two years I 
die, with brief moments to live and remember. I drew tropical ceiba trees in people’s hymnals as 
he drew them tractor portraits (and it echoed in my art). George showed me how brief life is (he 
still says today, “It’s about really knowin’ people.”). We struggled bad with one rule - 10:30 bedtime 
curfew. Before bed he taught me harmonica, and we baked too many chocolate oatmeal cookies 
fer sharin’. But they just mysteriously disappeared overnight. “Hey, it wasn’t me!” “Well Elder, 
tonight we’ll just have to bake sum more.” Our 3-month moment ended. We switched ties, 
embraced with a firm hug, and departed. On harmonica, he taught me his favorite Mormon hymn 
“A poor  

 

 

 

 

 
 

wayfaring man of 
grief hath often 

crossed me on my 
way, Who sued so 

humbly for relief 
That I could never 
answer nay. I had 

not pow'r to ask his 
name, Whereto he 

went, or whence he 
came; Yet there was 
something in his eye 

That won my love; I 
knew not why. 

 

some of them never wrote me back, 

“their faces faded as the

months went by, and I dreamed 

of a girl, I used to know. I closed 

my eyes and she slipped away.” 

“More than a feeling” by 1970’s rock band 
Boston. Tabbed on agenda, February 3, 2003. 

 

 Stripped, wounded, beaten nigh to death, I found him by the highway side. I roused his pulse, brought 
back his breath, Revived his spirit, and supplied Wine, oil, refreshment. He was 

healed. I had myself a wound concealed, But from that hour forgot the smart 
And peace bound up my broken heart. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I lived in an obedience culture. All of us Elders carried the “White Bible” rule book in our front shirt pocket. I remember the 
motto, “Return with Honor” and scriptures emphasized on obedience. The push for discipline makes sense now; I was 19 
and the rules ensured that I’d return to Mom and Dad in one piece. Also, I was the public image of the Church. First as 
ELDER WRIGHT, I kept the rules like commandments. As a “straight arrow” of some sort I showed my devotion to God by 
100% obedience for blessings. I tried to erase my non-religious thoughts, dreams, and desires, to be some ideal Elder 
Wright. I did my best to be as obedient as possible. But ultimately, religion with a legalistic approach does not work for me. 
It invites too much guilt. My relaxing with bedtime curfew correlates with my softer religious approach. I relaxed with God, 
rules, authority, and myself. As I followed the promptings of my heart and used my own common sense, I felt grace, joy, 
self-confidence, and compassion. My Christ gradually shifted from a cold statue that towered over me to a warm, red, 
compassionate being that surged within me. This shift absolutely changed my experience learning Spanish and knowing 
the people. I stopped focusing on presenting gospel lessons and focused more on the people. Hanging out with them, 
serving them, and making unconditional, life-long friendships became the gospel for me. I had low anxiety and awesome, 
“gift of tongue” experiences. I boldly leaped forward into this new humanistic gospel, then got “chewed out” by a “straight 
arrow” supervising leader. So, I took a few steps back. However, my “corrupt” leaders didn’t mind me at all. I wrote, “I’m 
doing what’s Wright” because the program rules were no longer commandments. They were “guidelines” in which I had 
to use my own judgment and find a middle way. Chris hast not been ashamed to break or bend a rule for Latwan Kaikaya. 

On New Year’s Eve, at midnight, George and I left the apartment bedroom. We went upstairs with two 
other Elders, breaking the 10:30 PM bedtime rule. Corrupt. Watching the massive firework show was all 
we intended. But one of the other Elders was heavy-set. He sat on the landlord’s water tank, snapped the 
lid in half and fell in, nearly baptized himself and laughed. George and I were absolutely devastated; “NO 
Elders! NOT funny!” We all broke a rule. I appropriate my comp’s voice below. It wasn’t just an 
utterance borrowing; this is embodied interpersonal emotion. Below, we shared fear. In black ink I printed, 

These 

I don’t want to be marked disobedient for my mission, and knowing that I get in 
trouble, lose the trust of the president, we were so worried, my comp cried. I 
couldn’t pray, I lied in bed until 3:00 in the morning thinking about the situation. 
Now it will change the rest of my life. I did so much to prepare to be a missionary, I 
worked 3.5 years to pay it, and stayed obedient all before my mission, and out 
here I worked so hard being obedient. Then one night, this last night, I broke the 
rule. Well I even had a nightmare of being sent home. All by myself before I 
finished. It’s my biggest fear. I had my suit on, was at church, I had my nametag 
taken off and my rights to the temple taken, but nobody knew. I had to tell 
everyone at the podium at church. I felt so sick. I woke up, and felt sick. I’m 
going to make some new year’s resolutions. I’m going to be 100% obedient.  
(January 1, 2003). 

We called Mission President and confessed it like a sin. He appreciated the 
call, but he didn’t seem that concerned. Many missionaries stayed awake and 
watched the firework show (it was impossible to sleep!) The President told 
us some common sense. He said two things; (1) “just fix the lid” and (2) “tell 
that Elder to stop eating so much rice!” I felt the spirit again, forgiven of my 
so called “sin.” But fear soon returns, “I got to bed late and I feel bad. Its 
sucks, tomorrow I will be 100% obedient”. (January 6, 2003).  

 

 

Of me thou hast not 
been 

 

 

 

MY “STRAIGHT ARROW” OBEDIENCE AS A JUNIOR

 One year later after a black and red 
transition; Obedience as Senior Comp… 

th 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
“Doing what’s Wright ”     

became my local oracle; it was just two visits a week of deep 
conversations. He was a plethora of the local stories, and my 
first Ecuadorian friend who wasn’t Mormon (we did early 
morning workouts together). He didn’t want to be baptized, 
but my heart whispered, “Don’t drop him.” My supervising 
leader meant well, but I felt so guilty after he disciplined me; 
“HE’S BEEN ON YOUR PROGRAM WAY TOO LONG […] YOU 
DIDN’T COME ALL THIS WAY TO ECUADOR JUST TO HANG 
OUT AND MAKE FRIENDS. YOU’RE HERE TO BRING PEOPLE 
UNTO CHRIST […] TAKE ME TO HIS HOUSE.” Well, my arm 

 

 

I yearned to read a local newspaper, to know  
just a bit more of their history, entertainment, 
politics, but I could only use LDS media, and I 
felt my Spanish plateau after mastering routine  
small talk, church tasks, and service encounters. 
I became too curious to know more about their world,  
to participate in it and not just observe it. Dr. Carlos Torrez  

 

As a Senior, I had to follow the promptings of my heart. Sometimes, that meant rule-bending for Love (In retrospect, I’m 
sure Mission President would approve). It all started privately, like on a Wednesday night during journal time, if I felt so 
inspired to write a letter to Mom, well doggone it, I’d write her that letter in my journal. Then on Monday I’d rip it out and 
mail her my love before 6:00 PM. God was pleased. But one day, comp and I exceeded 4 hours of service to help a homeless 
woman. She was kicked out of her apartment and needed a fence to protect her stuff. I even wrote this in bed after 10:30 
PM, breaking that rule too, “I’m writing in the dark so please pardon my bad handwriting. Today we did service […] We 
built a big fence, and it took us 7 hours, we sacrificed a lot. And I hope I helped this lady. She REALLY needed it. At times, 
I worry that I’m not doing what’s Wright and I don’t know if I’m doing good or bad” (Oct 24, 2003). I never labored so 
hard to help someone in need. We got the job done, and it felt Wright (and sore the next day). Red released more Green, 
but I felt “weird”. We exceeded 4 hours and didn’t teach a single gospel lesson that day. Sometimes, when I did what’s 
Wright I doubted myself, thinking I was “corrupt” or “wasting the Lord’s time.” But I couldn’t go back to the way I was. I 
was too in love with this new gospel. I felt too harmonious within my soul and nature. I transitioned from print to cursive, 

I feel like I’m getting a little laid back on the rules such as going to bed on 
time. I’m in bed at 10:31, or 10:32. And it doesn’t bug me much. […] I hope 
I can obey better, I feel bad because I sometimes feel like I am doing 
something bad but I don’t know what I’m doing wrong. Weird huh? I’m, 
just worrying too much and I shouldn’t worry if I am doing what I know is 
right, it’s just that the pressure is on me, as Senior Companion. I’m setting 
the example and I’m not following a Senior Companion anymore. Well. I’m 
trying my best, I feel more comfortable now I can talk to people at ease. 
Really. I have gotten better. I am learning a lot about myself […] I’m really 
learning to relax and enjoy the mission. I bought Mickey Mouse stickers and 
put them on kids foreheads. (November 2003). I got a green stamper and stamped Pinocchio 
on all the kids. On my agenda I found two of these stamps, leftovers (see left). 

 
 

 

 

 

I 

By Christmas I had about 80 “little friends” (see the love letters below). I drew local human portraits again, like I did in Jaramijo. We 
grocery shopped for AIDS victims on Sunday, we taught a mentally disabled man who only needed company. Often, comp and I did 
excursions in the country. We found monkeys, sloths, and wild honey. This was the golden era of my mission, when I “hung out” a 
bit with the people to know them. Be a friend, regardless. Mergens and I had low numbers, but these were “perfect” days.  Some 
greenies looked up to us as I once did with Ortega. We knew God blessed us with autonomous souls and the power to self-author. 
We praised Him by being ourselves first. That’s how I found personal revelation, then self-compassion, and later Latwan Kaikaya. 

hem
 

felt twisted as I gave Carlos that “drop lesson” I so long avoided, and I really said it, 
“Carlos, I didn’t come all this way just to... I’m here to…” Well, his eyes teared in 
front of me as he said, “but you’re my friend.” Now that, felt far worse than my 
“disobedience.” I should have listened to my heart. I did. Comp and I kept visiting 
him anyways, and we didn’t let our leader know. I couldn’t do another drop lesson. 
It wasn’t my way. Carlos and I still keep in touch. (Unlike my previous leader, 
Ortega, and my comp, Mergens, some missionaries seemed more about the letter.)



 

 

“el der WRigHt, you are very pretty and 
very tall, but still pretty.”

“ELde ray is pretty.” 

Her pretend phone number with a happy sun, 
Christmas stars, hearts, the Church, and the two of us 

holding hands on the mountains between hearts. 

It looks like she and I turned into Christmas stars. This is 
an Ecuadorian Christmas song, “Los peces en el Río” 

“ELde ray in the mountains” 
[I remember she missed her Dad in Quito.] 

A big Christmas tree for “ELde ray” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As for “progress” and   
mission  work,  I  haven’t 
baptized so many people or 
felt such joy as a missionary. 
Mergens and I were a bit 
unorthodox, preaching our 
way. We did networking and 
socializing to form a local 
service community. We did 
this of course with the Book 
of Mormon, it inspired and 
got many people involved. 
With play and compassion 
we got our converts to serve 
each other; an elderly got 
help with plumbing by a 
construction worker. Her  
grandchildren were tutored on  
how to read from a school teacher.   
We found the construction worker a job on a farm. The school teacher, 
Marcela, was a single mother, and the local Mormon community was 
friendly to welcome her and her daughter in, like family. Comp and I took 
all our new converts out to visit the sick and afflicted. We would transport 
the elderly to Church with a tricycle. We worked hard, and that meant big, very 
big parties with food, merengue, and dance. But we didn’t have numbers to 
report, those were “perfect days.” Love was the Gospel for me, and we still 
reached our baptismal quota. But the converts were mostly women, children, 
the sick and the elderly. I felt pressure from some supervising leaders to baptize 
strong healthy men that might become local Church leaders for a congregation 
to grow, but I wasn’t successful. Converts came as they were, and I think my 
leaders were humans too, figuring out life. Mission President loved meeting my 
viejitos. This was after I opened to him about having a Latin comp. He assigned 
me Ecuadorian Comps consistently for 5 months. By then, it was just me with 
Ecuadorians. For the first time ever, since Jaramijo, I bought sheets of paper, 
graphite sticks, and a backboard. I rigged up a makeshift easel and went out to 
the streets to show the people who I was, an artist. I stood at my easel with a 
blank paper and empty chair in front of me. “Does anyone want a portrait?” I 
asked the public. To justify this activity, I told junior comp to take “references” 
(collect phone numbers and addresses), but I just wanted to see into the 
peoples faces as a sensitive artist. Now in cursive I write, “I drew pictures 
of people on the street, 15 min each drawing. I did 6. It 
burnt me out! But I brought crowds of people. They never 
seen anything like that. We ended up with 15 references. 
There were lots of dollies too, but we did find people 
interested.  (October 23, 2003). That drew too much attention, so I drew in 
the homes.  Also, I presented myself as a “Vasquez” and I took plenty of time 
to listen and understand my Ecuadorian comps. We played pool once in a street 
bar and watched a Disney movie. It felt refreshing. One day, comp and I were 
walking to a lesson appointment. I asked, “Comp, Who’s the most famous 
musician in Ecuador?” He stopped walking, and smiled, “Julio Jaramillo!” He 
was puzzled that, for as much Spanish I knew and time I had, I never heard of 
him. Comp said, “Write it down!” He picked me out some CD’s. I still have them, 
and they have soul, more than that commercial music. I dreamed to play the pasillos, someday. By then, I drew real humans in my 
agenda on Christmas, 2003. There are no numbers reported, just local friends, like Rufo, (directly above) and the name, “Julio Jaramillo.” 
I wanted a guitar so bad. Fast-forward to my last week as an Elder, I bent a rule. I bought a local newspaper and read it on a long bus 
trip. “Fascinating” I thought. There were benign social spaces for me to return to and explore. I was clueless of the folklore, local history, 
gossip, politics, pop culture, and entertainment. “Who is this military guy Simon Bolivar?” “Are all these people Manteño descendants?” 
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In my 

March 22, 2003 

    A bad day, one of my worst. 
  But my comp, Stanely, carried 

  me through it. My best friend. 

Hybrid Voice 
facing m 
BLACK vs. 

(March 10th - 



April 15, 2003 

Dear President, 

April 24, 2003 

I finally opened up to the mission 
president, selfish or not, I took a risk 
and spoke up. I had to do it because I 
was going insane. Below I expressed 
my neglected heart.  



Diary text: Agenda text: 

“I been very very very very very 
very very stressed out, and very 
very very very very very very very 
very very very very depressed. 
I’m sick of all this. I had a terrible 
day. I don’t ever ever want to 
remember. This crappy day 
sucked.” (bad day in April, 2003) 

Agenda text of that same week. Immature cartoonish drawings of local humans. No life observation, no 
empathy. Below are projections of my shadow on the locals. 

Facing my dark side, after a days of deep 
critical introspection. I had a breakdown 
after so much stress and staying silent so 
long for a Latin companion.  

Note: Compare these images above to the human portraits I did (section above) when I was “Doing what’s 
Wright” and not all about the numbers. I was later disappointed to find these on my agenda as a missionary 
and I wanted to trash this, but I didn’t. I kept it to remember how I changed.  



 

 

 

  Before 
 

  During 

 

Projecting my shadow on Nature, Christ, and People 
 Art before, during and after 

The battle from March 10, 2003 to April 20, 2003 

Nature 
Behind a decent life drawing is a life gesture. In the midst of my 
darkest ethnocentric period (when I used “ecua-”) I simply 
couldn’t draw like I used to. I lost my creative vibe. My spirit felt 
sick, dark, and cancerous. Even my spatial reasoning was off. 
My observational eye contracted and I knew something was 
terribly wrong, but I couldn’t figure it out. Life artist Nathan 
Goldstein explains precisely what was occurring: 

Gestural expression must not be understood as simply 
the rhythmic nature of a subject’s components, 
although such action is always part of a subject’s 
gestural expression. It is not to be found in any one of 
the subject’s visual properties of shape, value, or 
direction, nor in its type of class, arrangement of parts, 
or even in it’s “mood,” but rather in the sum of all these 
qualities. The moving, emotive energy of gesture 
cannot be seen until it is experienced - it must be 
felt. Empathy - the ability to feel with a person, 
place, or thing - is needed to give expressive 
meaning to our drawings [my emphasis]. (Godstein, 
1999, p. 3) 

On the left, notice how I shifted from the micro, delicate 
observations of nature’s small spirits to a large clumsy roach 
without life observation. Most, but not all my “before” and “after” 
drawings started with life gestures, but that’s not the point. The 
issue was that I lost my edge to empathize with the imagery. 
The rest of the shadow drawings (see on next pages) are just 
as immature and colorless, dark blue used because I was also 
in deep introspection. Modernist painter Marc Chagall states, 

In our life there is a single color, as on an artist's 
palette, which provides the meaning of life and art. 
It is the color of love.  

Love, is enough said. Now, I would rather spend precious time 
with my family than waste it analyzing the remainder of my dark 
side. I invite you to analyze it, and see what happens to an artist 
who loses the love in his work, who was blind sighted, who I 
was 100% letter of the law. I must emphasize, that in the midst 
of the darkness my heart was touched by a ray of benevolent, 
colorful light. I was so into that mural and wore red that day. 
 



 

 Before  During  After 

Jesus Christ and Religion 

From 100% Obedience…  …to Latwan Kaikaya 



The Human Gesture 

 March 10 – 16, 2003 

   April 7 – 13, 2003 
         During 

After     After 

Expressing my illness 

          Before            During 
(Inspired by local Artist Guayasamín) (Junior high immaturity)

Images from 
Junior High 

During 



 April 28th 2003, One Year Mark: “Have I done my best efforts?” 



 

 
  

 
The other, unspoken voice: “Humanity’s benevolent light.” 

April 17, 2003 
 

1. Imagination

2. Imagination becomes reality

3. Reality

I AM A DIVERSE INCLUSIVE ACCEPTING
 WELCOMING SAVE SPACE FOR EVERYONE. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I never never done a project like this before.” 
The local museum director loved the Book of Mormon and the kind-hearted, service-oriented Mormon people, but my 
Antigone was too strong to ask him to separate from his life partner to get baptized. He was gay. To be Mormon he had 
to either; (1) separate from his partner and abstain from romantic expression, or (2) seek marriage and romance with 
the gender that he wasn’t attracted to. He couldn’t do either. My diary had some shadow on gays, but I changed. He 
was just too much like my gay friend, Joel, the best restaurant server, ever. Such a down-to-earth charitable man with 
every customer. He served people, not tables. Joel died, but his voice still echoes in me, and reminds me to serve. Would 
I ever ask Joel to leave his better-half? Of course not. My heart was happy for them, just the way they were, but 
conflicted. Antigone said, “show him the gospel” as Ismene said “drop him and move on.” I dropped him. But later, he 
sought me for help. He needed and artist to design a community mural. He had the paint, food, and six LGBT volunteers. 
Now, this was no ditch diggin’ project. This was Art! Finally, I can show him the gospel, my way. My comp, Elder Stanley, 
was a rad supervising leader, and just as excited. We recruited 12 missionaries. It wasn’t just me, but a team of Mormons 
with LGBTs, different together. After 3 hours, we stood back, ate, and admired our mural. I wrote and wore Red Spirit, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I knew it would turn out beautiful because I believed in myself. I had total co  

The director and I agreed on the quote, “THE MOMENT HAS COME THAT WE SAY 
FAREWELL TO WAR AND THAT THE SUN OF CULTURE AND PEACE SHINE ITS 
SPLENDOR ON THE EARTH.” For him, this was a call for peace during the Iraq 
Invasion. But I thought of Joel and how all this spoke my unspoken; that Humanity’s 

benevolent light constitutes everyone, even my gay and lesbian brothers and sisters. This felt Wright, but my diary 
writings say nothing. I felt “empathy” for LGBT Mormons that eventually became Latwan Kaikaya. Now I see, I know, 
and I understand their experience. As a missionary, I battled my own opposite-sex attractions to smother a crush I had 
that July. Despite my best obedience and prayers, I could not “lock my heart.” My inner-personality was too strong. After 
my mission, I continued negating my Antigone. But the pain was too much. Yes, I met her as an Elder, but Chris’s heart 
refused to let her go. I returned to Ecuador and my Ismene made me feel guilty around the Americans, but the 
Ecuadorian missionaries congratulated us. She’s the love of my life. That’s all that matters. Red Spirit is also romance. 

 

 

 

“I never never done a project like this before, when I saw the blank wall and a ton of confused people 
not knowing what to do, and others all goofing around. I got worried, but I just busted out the cans of 
paint, put up the sketch, and guided it. IN 3 HOURS, WE HAD A BEAUTIFUL MURAL. I loved it. […] I loved 
guiding it all, WITH A PURPOSE. I learned a lot about faith in myself, I just didn’t get scared, but I knew it 
would turn out beautiful because I believed in myself. I had total confidence. MY FAVORITE PART WAS 

PAINTING THE DOVE ON TOP. […] I love art so much I want to continue with Art.” (APRIL 17, 2003) 
Mormons serving LGBTs in 2003? Unique. The appropriated voice from that day was “they are good people.” 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s only human to have a crush, but as a missionary, it’s complicated. For me, 
it was not about reconciling normal romantic feelings. This was my great 
awakening, the catalyst for a deep critical self-revision. I started to edit my 
texts. The last of my dark imagery was the worst. I scribbled and ripped it out 
the week I drew my very first local human (since Jaramijo). His name was 
Enrique Kiñones, a black Mormon friend. I drew him twice (compare bottom 
right with center right). Moreover, it appears backwards, but my perception of 
a “dolly” [single woman] shifted from Alma 34:39 to D&C 58:3-6. That is, my 
heart instantly knew that first meeting my wife in Ecuador was God-approved. 
My heart knew it, automatically. This fire changed me for the rest of my life. 

Romance as a missionary is best understood through two Greek mythologies 
and their archetypal relationships. There is the afforded, Odysseus-Penelope 
couple, and the less afforded, Hylas-Nymph couple. I knew many Odysseus 
missionaries. I started that way, but my dear Penelope never wrote me back. 
So, I tried to imagine her as some white US citizen waiting for me at BYU. The 
young local women were like sirens, or “dollies”. It’s a femme fatale myth 
that lost credibility with me. Before my crush, as Odysseus, I wrote through 
the voices of my companions, “Yesterday my comp had to say NO to a dolly. 
I haven’t had any problems with it. The girls don’t look at me. That’s good! I 
know to never make that mistake! Here’s an example and why. What I think, 
[I then appropriate my comp’s voice]; I saw a man in a shopping center that 
was an x-missionary who came back here to see his wife’s parents. His wife 
was a dolly and he messed up on his mission. Now he’s got to travel 
between Ecuador and U.S. The parents can’t talk to each other, and he was 
all justifying what he was doing.” (Dec 2002) Later I wrote; “Girls actually 
don’t look like super ugly now. They look ugly. But not super ugly. That’s 
why the rules are so important. I’m really obedient I got to stay that way to 
feel the Spirit [...] I will marry probably in 3-4 or more years. It’s so important 
to marry in the temple. That’s my goal.” (Jan 2003). You see. It’s complicated. 

 

 

   

LOCK YOUR HEART 
“YOU LOCK YOUR HEART AND YOU LEAVE THE KEY AT HOME. AND YOU 
NEVER OPEN IT HERE. IT'S IMPOSSIBLE TO FALL IN LOVE WITH SOMEONE 
UNLESS YOU OPEN YOUR HEART. YOUR HEART IS THE ONLY ORGAN THAT 
HAS ANY ABILITY TO GET INTO LOVE, YOU SEE; AND WHEN A MISSIONARY 
SAYS, ‘I JUST FELL IN LOVE WITH A GIRL,’ WELL, THAT'S AS SILLY AS IT 
CAN BE. NOBODY FALLS IN LOVE UNLESS THEY WANT TO, UNLESS 
THEY'RE TRYING TO. NOBODY DOES.” (Lock your Hearts sermon, 1967?) 

Penelope and the Suitors (1912) John William Waterhouse 



Written on agenda towards the end of the crush: “YEA, AND I
ALSO EXHORT YOU, MY BRETHREN, THAT YE BE WATCHFUL UNTO
PRAYER CONTINUALLY, THAT YE MAY NOT BE LED AWAY BY THE
TEMPTATIONS OF THE DEVIL, THAT HE MAY NOT OVERPOWER YOU
THAT YE MAY NOT BECOME HIS SUBJECTS AT THE LAST DAY; FOR
BEHOLD, HE REWARDETH YOU NO GOOD THING” (ALMA 23:39).  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alma 34: 39 image 
here 

lock (läk),  v.  1.  fasten  or  secure
secure with a lock. 2. restrict 
access to the full functionality 3. 
make or become rigidly fixed or 
immovable. 

heart  (härt), n. 1.  the central or

innermost part. 2. Regarded
as the center of a person’s 

thoughts and emotions, 
especially love or 

compassion. 
Then comp and I taught a family who lived by a waterfall. Magic just happened. It was all about 
her eyes. They were hypnotic and intriguing, like I’ve seen them many times before. My creative 
Spirit revived in blue, then surged in red, but my self-confidence was smothered. These feelings 
were not supposed to happen to me. She was a sweet local country girl, my age. But she was a 
Nymph, not a Penelope at BYU. I drew her eyes. I scribbled red patterns all over my agenda 
trying to forget the eyes. Her eyes. Those were my wife’s eyes. I had to put an end to it because 
I was an Elder. Missionaries do not fall in love unless they want to, unless they try to, I thought. 

But I was too weak to “lock my heart”. I was in love with the eyes, thoes archetypal 
eyes of my future wife. Being disciplined, I only expressed my feelings through red art 
and a negating red voice in my diary. I maintained my honor and let the crush fizzle out, 
but I knew that my wife was somewhere in Ecuador. I allowed this pain to change me 
like a cleansing fire. My new future identity was to “become an Art and Spanish 
teacher” (June 9, 2003). Even though I received my first sweet letter from a cute U.S. 
girl (a would-be Penelope), this time, it was I who never wrote back. I became Hylas. I 
imagined disappearing from my comp, Hercules, to start a new life in Ecuador. My 
journal said, “I haven’t kissed a girl before, and I’m 21. […] This (U.S.) girl I don’t know 
about” (then in comp’s voice), “My future wife is out there waiting for me. […] One 
thing for sure she isn’t here in Ecuador!” (June 17, 2003). Then in July, Elder Ibañez 
became my first Latin comp. I was thrilled, but more open to the Hylas mythology. I had 
no American Odysseus comp around to critique the local sirens or hear all the talk a 
dear Penelope in the US. In American voices, from past comps I wrote “Man, the dollys 
were BAD today I told them ‘Get real you big IDIOTS!’ […] The girls here are ugly. They 
hiss, whistle, kiss but they are so ugly and hairy, […] they can jump off a bridge. I got 
kissed here 2 times, they are crazy.” (July 1, 2003).  I embellished and was hiding, those 
were just courtesy kisses for greeting. In mid-July, we were still teaching the “dollie” by 

 

That 
June, I  
found an art  
history text book in  
the street trash. I read it,  
collaged some of it into my diary,  

THEN I THREW THE REST O F IT AWAY. MY  ISMENE  SAID 

"THAT IS NOT OFFICIALLY APPROVED FOR MISSIONARIES." 

 

Hylas & the Nymphs (1896) by John William Waterhouse 
“Never  
be alone  
with, flirt  
with, or  
associate  
in any other 
 inappropriate 
 ay with anyone of 
the opposite sex.” I strictly 
obeyed that rule and returned 
home with honor. But Hylas 
disobeyed that rule when he 
left his mission comp, Hercules. 
Hylas was abducted by the 
Water Nymphs, never to be 
found again. So, what 
happened to Hylas? Some 
believe the Nymphs drowned 
him, perhaps he transformed 
into one. No one really knows. 
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“I just simply have a  

problem with confidence in myself. 

I feel like I want to be something else. 

I have felt this great pain in my chest, 

so emotional that I physically hurt. 

I’m so worried about 

what others think.  

I thought that by  

now I will conquer 

my problem but 

I still have it.  

I just want  
to be myself  
and express my love. 

I want to be happy.       
HELLØ, ØØØØØØØØØØ. 
HELLØ HELLØ  HELLØ  HELLØ

 

  the waterfall, and of course, our brief gazing said something unspeakable. But on July 
   12th the gospel lesson was very different. She wore red lipstick. 

     That’s the day she sent me a little messenger girl, 
     who gave me a love letter sealed 
     with a red kiss. 
     By  
     July 19th  
   Antigone agonized what Ismene did to her letter. I couldn’t forget the eyes, her eyes with  tears. 

I tore it up. 
I tossed it a fire. 

I never saw her again. 
HELLØ. HELLØ. HELLØ. 

 HELLØ. HELLØ. HELLØ. HELLØ. 

Finally, I knew  
the soul in Ecuadorian  
music; “Pobre corazón,  
entristecido ya no puedo
más, soportar y al decirle
adiós, yo me despido 
con el alma, con la vi
con el corazón, entris
Poor sadened heart,  
I can no longer car
I bid thee farewe
With my soul 
With my life 
With my  
Saddened 
Heart. H
 HELLØ. 

HELLØ
     HEL
HELLØ



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DRAFT, This page, and one more for the RED era 
After soul searching this scripture in Doctrine and Covenants 58:3-6 reassured me that God 

endorsed this new path I was forging for myself. “Dear Lord, I’ll be what you want me to be. So, I’ll 
be happy, I’ll follow my heart and be myself. I’ll glorify you.” I only had nine months to go! 

 

 
 

Put D&C 58: 3-6 here 
 
 

 

 

 “Ye cannot behold with your natural eyes, for the present time, the design of your God 
concerning those things which shall come hereafter, and the glory which shall follow after much 
tribulation. For after much tribulation come the blessings. Wherefore the day cometh that ye 
shall be crowned with much glory; the hour is not yet, but is nigh at hand.  Remember this, which 
I tell you before, that you may lay it to heart, and receive that which is to follow.  Behold, verily I 
say unto you, for this cause I have sent you—that you might be obedient, and that your hearts 
might be prepared to bear testimony of the things which are to come.” (D&C 58: 3-6)  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HELLØ. HELLØ. HELLØ. HELLØ. 

 

 

 

 

 

HELLØ  HELLØ  HELLO  HELLO  

 

 

 
Falling in love, in my view 
      is a rare moment and does a magic 
              soul transformation with duede, a 
                    divine madness. Jung observed  

                          in  his patients, the 
                 urge to draw  

               mandalas during  
                     intense growth   
                     and instability.  
                              He states, 

 

             “The mandala serves a  
             conservative purpose —  
            namely, to restore a  
             previously existing  
                order. But it also  
                 serves  the  
                    creative  
                      purpose of  
                      giving expression  
                      and form to something  
                      that  does  not  yet  exist,  
                      something new and unique. ...  
                     The process is that of the ascending              
                       spiral,  which  grows  upward  while  
                       simultaneously   returning   again   and    
                      again  to  the  same  point.”  (Jung, 1964) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                     “You ought to HELLØ. HELLØ. HELLØ. HELLØ. H  

  I never knew her as an individual. But I    
             remained in love. Not with her, But with 
      the archetype of her. The same eyes I sa  
across my life who became my wife.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HELLØ. HELLØ. HELLO. HELLO.

 “Ye cannot behold with your natural eyes, for the present time, the design of your God concerning 
those things which shall come hereafter, and the glory which shall follow after much tribulation. For 
after much tribulation come the blessings. Wherefore the day cometh that ye shall be crowned with 
much glory; the hour is not yet, but is nigh at hand.  Remember this, which I tell you before, that you 
may lay it to heart, and receive that which is to follow.  Behold, verily I say unto you, for this cause I 
have sent you—that you might be obedient, and that your hearts might 
be prepared to bear testimony of the things which are to come.” (D&C 58: 3-6)  

By then I yearned to wear sandals, blue jeans, and a guayabera.  
I was imagining myself huddled with those guitarists, not to drink, 
but to play cards and guitars with them. I could not afford to do that. 
I had lessons to teach, a mission to accomplish.  Their Manabita music   
was burning my soul. Their singing mesmerized me. I was desperate for 
a guitar because I was stuck. I could not express my heart. I drew my last “Trunky Chart”, but this time, I imagined 
returning to the U.S. for a different reason: To return to Ecuador, find my wife, and stay there with her. I dreamed. 

Below is the Mormon scripture intuitively written on my agenda that same week I fell in love.  Fascinating, how I first 
took two steps forward with this scripture, then one step back with the Alma 23:39 scripture. I forged my own path. 

“I found this card on the street. I picked it up 
and put it in my pocket [then in my diary]. My 
comp looked at me weird. And asked me. 
Why did you do that? I said for a souvenir. I 
don’t want to forget how many times I see 
people playing cards! Always outside, around 
a stump, or board. […] Everything Ecuas do 
here is outside. […] Every weekend you see 
groups of men in plastic chairs huddled 
around an alcohol bottle listening to guitar 
music.” (July 23, 2003) 

DISCLAIME R: Institutional voices evolve over time and respond the given social contexts. The “Lock Your Hearts” 
sermon that I read as a missionary can be understood as an artifact situated in 1960’s discourse. It was still used in my Mormon 
missionary discourse world of 2002-2004. As I understand today, this sermon is not doctrinal and not found on LDS.org. 
However, as a missionary o f my era, I thought it was God’s will that I not first meet my spouse in the mission field, and that 
she had to be an American. The Mormons I know, beyond that 2002-2004 missionary discourse world, see no issue. Nowadays, it 
seems less stigma to meet a fu ture spouse as a missionary. For me, having a long-term perspective, and eventually my own 
guitar, provided stability.  So what was my solution? A personal revelation that manifested through my Liahona, 

“A MAN IS WHAT HE WANTS TO BE.” 





First time playing pool in Ecuador. I was with my last Ecuadorian comp.  
We needed a break. It was time well spent with my Ecuadorian friends. 

there was something about that melody that intrigued me, I could not explain why. When I sped up 
the tempo and gradually added some dark soul, this no longer felt like a hymn. This melody was too 
familiar, expressive, and hypnotic. It expressed a yearning for lost love. I ceased to draw. I stopped 
writing in cursive. My only creative outlet became that guitar with that melody. I wrote in purple. 

Unaware, I was playing the melody of an old Irish ballad titled, “Star of the County Down.” (Some of 
the Mormon hymns come from Celtic folk music). The lyrics of this ballad are sung through the 
perspective of a love-struck young man, who just as me, briefly saw a maiden. His craze over her grew 
to the point that he imagined one day marrying her. I did not know any of this at the time I played it, 
but that same sentiment of the lyrics transcended through the Irish melody into my heart. How is this 
possible? The only explanation I can come up with is Carol Jung’s collective unconsciousness and 
synchronicity. Validating all the colors of my inner personality made all the difference on my mission, 
and in life. I was a healthy, happy missionary. There is always a higher law, the spirit of the law. There 
is always a guitar to play.  

 Wherefore the day cometh that ye shall be crowned with much glory; the hour is 
not yet, but is nigh at hand. 

As senior comp, I made the decisions. I thought of my 2-year mission as a 
metaphor of life. Death shadowed me, constantly moving closer... I wasn’t too 
sure about missionaries with guitars. If it was disobedient, but I need to live 
before I died. I craved the guitar after the crush. So, I saved up my grocery 
allowance and wrote; “I just got 3 months left I just want to do what’s Wright. 
I bought a guitar and I enjoyed playing it at the end of each day just as a way 
to relax. I play the hymns (1/25/2004). That very week I wrote my name on my 
agenda, which is bizarre for Elder Wright to do. Never have I done that as a 
missionary. I’m an instrumental player (without lyrics). The first evening with 
my guitar I didn’t know what to play. Then, came the melody of a Mormon 
hymn, “If you could high to Kolob.”  Its lyrics are on Mormon cosmology, but  



 

[Chorus:]  
From Bantry Bay into Derry Quay 
From Galway to Dublin Town 
No maid I've seen like the fair colleen 
That I met in the County Down 

As she onward sped, sure I scratched my head, 
And I looked with a feelin' rare, 
And I says, says I, to a passer-by, 
"Who's the maid with the nut brown hair?” 
He smiled at me and he says, says he, 
"That's the gem of Ireland's crown. 
Young Rosie McCann from the banks of the Bann, 
She's the star of the County Down." 

The Harvest Fair she'll be surely there 
And I'll dress in my Sunday clothes, 
With my shoes shone bright and my hat cocked right 
For a smile from my nut brown rose. 
No pipe I'll smoke, no horse I'll yoke 
Till my plough turns rust coloured brown. 
Till my smiling bride by my own fireside 
Sits the star of the County Down. 

Star of the County Down 
Bandridge Town in the County Down  
One morning last July, 
From a boreen green came a sweet colleen 
And she smiled as she passed me by. 
She looked so sweet from her two bare feet 
To the sheen of her nut brown hair 
Such a coaxing elf, sure I shook myself 
For to see I was really there. 



Over my last 3 months I mingled with the people, more than ever before. Notice, I write absolutely 
no numbers on my agenda, only names of people. I especially spent time with the abandoned (see 
Latwan Kaikaya, next section). I remember my awareness was heightened, that there was still 
much I didn’t understand, much to be learned (e.g., their politics, history, popular media, school 
culture, etc.). I certainly entered into their hearts and felt their passions, and I dreamed of living in 
Ecuador without a nametag, like Jaramijo. I played that guitar to my grave, in the valley of Jipijapa, 
where I first met my wife, the love of my life, my queen. I finally died and was reborn on April, 24th 
2004. The months preceding that day, my diary entries switch between the standard black and the 
color purple, which means royalty. I highlight the  synchronicity with green. 

      March 10, 2004 
“I been thinking of celestial marriage and it is my goal to get married before I turn 25 […] 
I will have to prepare myself for her. […] Well, I’m not pondering on this a lot, I’m just 
planning [unconsciously]. […] I’m going to double major in Spanish and Art.” 

 March 25, 2004 
“Well, my last transfer. […] I had a dream that was cool the other night. I dreamed 
about getting married. I saw my wife and put my arm around her and thought to 
myself, “Wow, My wife.” I felt happy. I felt like I wasn’t alone. […] Well I don’t want to 
be single for a long time, but I also don’t want to marry someone who is bad, or doesn’t 
like what I like. When I return, and once the nametag is off, that’s when I will open my 
heart. But for now, its closed, saved. I’m just mentioning my plans for the future 
because I want to keep progressing after the mission. […] I’m happy. It’s been 
wonderful. I think I don’t want to go home. I like it here. Where I’m at. But also I want 
to go home, see family.” 

March 11, 2005 (our wedding day) 

March 11, 2006 (our daughter is born) 

311 (one of my favorite rock bands as a teenager) 

This ECUADORIAN BALLAD 
was stuck in my mind the week I died. 

Mi Compañera hasta el fin 
Yo caminaba pensando en ti 
con mi guitarra y esta canción  
hasta que tu llegaste a mi vida. 
Regresaste. 
He decidido que tu eras toda mi vida  
Mi compañera  hasta el fin de mis días 
 Mi compañera  hasta el fin de mis días 

TRANSLATION 
I walked thinking of you with my guitar, 
and this song, until you came into my life. 
You returned. 
I decided you will be my companion for all my 
life, to the end of my days. 
My companion, to the end. 
My companion, to the end. 



The Good Samaritan, Eugène Delacroix (1849) 







                                                                                       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

               MISSION SHOCK “figuring out life” 
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   “Ecuador,  1st day with my comp. This is insane. I feel so lost  
   and confused, HOT, sweaty, and I feel scattered. This is a big change. I feel uncomfortable, but my comp is awsome. 

 He is so sharp. He knows whats up, and he realy gives me hope” (June 25, 2002). NEW MISSIONAREIS, “JUNIORS” ARE 
        ALWAYS PAIRED WITH THE EXPERIENCED “SENIORS.” THE FIRST IS THE “TRAINER.” ELDER THOMAS WAS AN OLD WARHORSE 

MISSIONARY, MATURE AND thoughtful, THE BEST “DAD” I COULD EVER HAVE. HE’D SAY, “Some Ecuadoirans live in cain houses” 
RATHER THAN “The Ecuas live in cain shacks.” I FELT PROTECTED UNDER HIS WING, AND AS EXPECTED, HE MODELED THE OBEDIENCE 
CULTURE OF THE PROGRAM, and his own way. BUT I WAS STILL FINDING my own way, FIRST, RECALIBRATING MY EXPECTATIONS. IT 
TOOK A WHILE FOR ME TO REALIZE THIS WAS NO SPIRITUAL WONDERLAND, IT WAS LIFE. I LEFT EVERYTHING AT HOME AND CHASED A 
SPIRITUAL HIGH. I ASKED FOR SHORTER BREAKS TO INCREASE PROSYLITIZING NUMBERS. BUT DAD WAS DIFFERENT. HE INSISTED WE 
KEEP VISITING  THAT   
ABANDONED ALCOHOLIC.  
I THOUGHT WE WERE 
“waisting the Lord’s 
time” (July 2002). 

Latwan Kaikaya
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I WAS A 19-YEAR-OLD AMERICAN, A SUDDEN STRANGER IN A STRANGE LAND LIKE THE REST OF MY COHORT. 
ECUADOR WAS FIRST A TROPICAL “adventure” LIKE “Jurassic Park”; WITH  CULTURE SHOCK AND HEADACHES. 
I WROTE; “There is weird stuff here, and trials. The weird stuff: A lady whipped it out and breast fed during 
a gospel lesson, Cars honk weird, I ate ceviche (fish soup). I hate cold showers, I saw a rat. Ants are in my 
cereal, I’m totally lost with directions, and the busses are so crazy to ride in. The Lord is stretching me. This 
work is hard! I don’t understand the language. I got so homesick today, I miss my college days! The people 
are still mysterious to me because I still don’t understand them. The people here sound like chickens. I’m not 
good at living by such a strict schedule.” I THEN APPROPRIATE some cohort utterances MIXED IN MY OWN 
VOICE, “Ecuador is like a zoo, all kinds of animals running on it, on the street I saw a pig head just sitting on 
a table. And there are thousands of dogs that are miraculously alive. Walking skeletons.” BUT DESPITE ALL
THIS, I CONCLUDED WITH HOPE, “My Momita is sweet” (July 3-4, 2002). HER NAME WAS AMERICA, MY MOM
AWAY FROM MOM. SHE WAS THE AUTHORIZED COOK AND WASHED OUR LAUNDRY. PRECISELY FOLLOWING 
EVERY PROGRAM RULE AND EVANGELIZING ALL DAY WAS TEDIOUS. THESE WERE TOUGH 12 HOUR WORK DAYS. 
I MEMORIZED THE OFFICIAL SPANISH GOSPEL LESSONS AND TALLIED EVERY SINGLE ACTIVITY I DID FOR DAILY 
REPORTING (E.G., NUMBER OF STREET CONTACTS, LESSONS I TAUGHT, POTENTIAL BAPTISMS, ETC.). I PROPERLY 
FILLED MY AGENDAS WITH DIGITS AND NUMERICAL GOALS. I THOUGHT BLESSINGS WERE MEASURABLE AND 
NUMERICAL (E.G., IN BED AT EXACTLY 10:30 P.M. TO BE “BLESSED WITH THE SPIRIT”, FOR GOD’S APPROVAL, 
IT WAS A COMMANDMENT I THOUGHT). I ECHOED MY COLLEAGUES WHEN I WROTE THAT I HAD TO; “OVERCOME 
SELFISHNESS” AND “STOP WASTING THE LORD’S TIME”. I WAS “AFRAID I WILL GO BACK TO THE LAZY 
PERSON I WAS IN HIGH SCHOOL.” MY INNER CRITIC, ISMENE, AMPLIFIED. SHE BLOTTED OUT Antigone. “MY 
SPANISH SUCKS. WHY DOES GOD BLESS OTHER MISSIONARIES WITH GIFT OF TONGUES AND NOT ME? I 
NEED TO GET MY ACT TOGETHER. I’M SO PRIDEFUL. I’M LUSTING FOR SPANISH. I NEED TO REPENT. SATAN 
DISCOURAGES. HE MAKES ME HOMESICK. NO. I MUST RETURN WITH HONOR. I NEED TO STOP 
DAYDREAMING AND FOCUS MY THOUGHTS ON MEMORIZING THE GOSPEL. PRAY HARDER. BE MORE 
OBEDIENT. MORE WORTHY. DON’T DRAW ON SCHEDULE. NO DAY DREAMING...  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                          Chris, relax and listen. Let Me author you.
 

Don’t be a fanatic and just be who you are. You are not a “selfish” or “prideful” missionary. You’re dreaming. Now open 
your eyes and see. Stop comparing yourself to others. You’re doing great. You went to college and worked hard. You 
prepared your entire life for this. You funded it by your own sweat and sore muscle. You’re not a “lazy 
missionary.” Look deep within and you’ll awake to the colors. Look outside and you’ll dream black and white. 
This mission can be uptight or fun. You decide. Now relax and be happy, just the way you are. Give yourself 
some slack. Yeah, even your leaders deserve some Grace. You’ll figure it out, how to be yourself as a missionary. 
See your trainer, he is confident. He knows his way. Soon, you’ll find your own way, the Wright way. But I’m 
tired again, of memorizing, vigorously teaching these scripted Spanish gospel lessons, flawlessly, all freakin’ 
day again. Man I feel shy. Alone again.  I’m brain fried again. Again. I’m daydreaming again. Drifting, drifting 
back to my good old college days; I’m playing pool, guitar, video games, I’m skating, I’m drawing, being 
weird, hangin’ out again, playing classical guitar with my roommate. I’m drawing again in the art studio 
with my art buddy …who?     

                      

    “ELDER?   ELDER WRIGHT???     PAY ATTENTION“It’s not about 
the numbers. 
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