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Metapragmatics in the ethnography of language policy 
 

Miguel Pérez-Milans 
UCL Institute of Education 

 
Abstract 

 
This paper traces briefly the origins and development of the ethnography of language policy. It argues that, 
although this tradition has put ethnography firmly on the language policy and planning (LPP) research 
agenda since the turn of the 21st century, it has not yet sufficiently addressed some persistent problems. 
These include: a) the reproduction of dichotomies, such as that of agency/structure, that go against well-
established developments in both social theory and communication studies; b) a focus on explicit 
commentaries on policy documents by participants, which are taken as the primary context of 
interpretation; c) an event-based entry point to data collection/analysis that is taken as the relevant platform 
to understand the implementation and appropriation of policies in a given context, even in multi-sited 
research where a compound of events is defined a priori by researchers; and d) a tendency towards 
portrayals where research participants appear as mere ciphers in the matrix. Against this background, 
metapragmatics is presented as suitable epistemological framework to overcome some of these challenges, 
one that draws from two contemporary shifts in the study of texts, contexts and meanings within the fields 
of linguistic anthropology and sociolinguistics, namely: 1) a departure from emphasis on denotational 
meanings, towards closer description of performative actions; and 2) a shift in the analytical entry point, 
from communicative events to trajectories of identification. These shifts are examined with reference to 
some existing work in LPP, and illustrated via ethnographic work that is revisited through the lens being 
proposed. Some of the implications for the study of LPP processes in conditions of late modernity are also 
addressed. 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Discussions on the contributions made by ethnographic and discourse-based approaches to 
the field of language policy and planning (hereafter, LPP) have progressively built up over 
the last few decades. With roots going back to the 1980s, and having gathered significant 
momentum at the turn of the 21st century, this strand of LPP research has rapidly evolved, 
leading to a plethora of work that has examined the ways in which social actors make sense 
of language policies across different institutional contexts worldwide.  

The emergence of this epistemological approach in LPP studies follows the ethnographic 
turn initiated in the social sciences in the 1960s, this smooth consolidation being also 
facilitated by a highly cohesive body of research that has contributed to making the 
developments in the linguistic, anthropological and educational traditions palatable to 
researchers and practitioners with no previous training in these fields (see, particularly, 
Davis, 1994; Canagarajah, 2006; Hornberger, 2009; Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Johnson, 
2009; McCarty, 2011). The pedagogical contribution of such a body of work is twofold. First, 
it has been able to articulate an appealing rationale that builds on the field’s past struggles to 
overcome top-down document-based analysis. Top down analysis does not lead to an 
adequate understanding of the ways in which policies are interpreted and appropriated by 
social actors throughout what Canagarajah once called the “language policy cycle” (2006, p. 
158): 

 
Since community needs and attitudes may be ambivalent, the processes of implementing 
policy can be multifarious, and the outcomes of policy surprising… Developing 
knowledge of specific situations and communities is a necessary starting point for model-
building. Ethnography, which is oriented towards developing hypotheses in context, can 
be of help in this regard (ibid, p. 154).  
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He adds:  
 

in interpersonal…relationships, marginalized subjects are resisting established policies, 
constructing alternative practices that exist parallel to the dominant policies and, 
sometimes, initiate changes that transform unequal relationships… Such realities point to 
incipient and emergent cases of “language planning from the bottom”… It therefore 
behoves LPP scholars to listen to what ethnography reveals about life at the grass-roots 
level – the indistinct voices and acts of individuals in whose name policies are formulated 
(ibid, p. 154).    

 
The realization that policy formulation shapes (and is shaped by) interpersonal relations in 
localized contexts places ethnographic and discourse-based work as a suitable framework in 
the LPP agenda. In alignment with Ricento’s (2000) claim that “micro-level research (the 
sociolinguistics of language) will need to be integrated with macro-level investigations (the 
sociolinguistics of society) to provide a more complete explanation for language behaviour” 
(p. 208-209), Hornberger and Johnson (2011) argue that ethnography and discourse-based 
analysis offers a valuable lens to:   
 

(1) illuminate and inform the development of LPP in its various types – status, corpus, 
and acquisition – and across the various processes of the LPP cycle – creation, 
interpretation, and appropriation; (2) shed light on how official top-down LPP plays out 
in particular contexts, including its interaction with bottom- up LPP; and (3) uncover the 
indistinct voices, covert motivations, embedded ideologies, invisible instances, or 
unintended consequences of LPP (p. 275). 

 
Second, the successful consolidation of this emerging tradition in LPP studies has also been 
reinforced by the use of powerful methodological metaphors and heuristics widely borrowed, 
circulated and applied by researchers. One of the best known metaphors is the “onion”, used 
for the first time by Ricento and Hornberger (1996) to highlight the multi-layered nature of 
language policy processes. In ethnographically oriented research, this metaphor gained a 
heightened momentum when Hornberger and Johnson (2007) re-branded it by referring to the 
action of “slicing the onion ethnographically” (p. 509) in order to invite LPP scholars to 
document the ways in which texts, discourses and practices intersect across different settings, 
from production to appropriation of specific language policies.  

As for heuristics, proponents of ethnographically-oriented LPP have been heavily 
inspired by the foundational strand of the ethnography of communication in the field of 
linguistic anthropology, with the goal of describing the discursive and social organisation of 
speech communities in which language policies are put into motion. In particular, they have 
extensively drawn from Hymes’ (1974) SPEAKING acronym, which stands for eight focal 
components in the analysis of language use, including Setting, Participants, Ends, Act 
sequence, Key, Instrumentalities, Norms, and Genre. An influential example is the grid 
proposed by Johnson (2009), who adjusted Hymes’ heuristic to guide other ethnographers of 
language policy during data collection, in order for them to have a point of reference with 
which to describe closely relevant aspects in the process of policy making, namely: (1) 
agents, (2) goals, (3) processes, (4) discourses which engender and perpetuate a given policy, 
and (5) the dynamic social and historical contexts in which the policy exists.  
 Although the above-mentioned body of work has put ethnography firmly on the language 
policy research agenda since the turn of the 21st century, I argue here that it has not yet 
sufficiently addressed some persistent challenges. These problems include: (a) the 



 4 

reproduction of dichotomies, such as that of agency/structure, that go against well-established 
developments in both social theory and communication studies; (b) a focus on explicit 
commentaries on policy documents by participants, which are taken as the primary context of 
interpretation; (c) an event-based entry point to data collection/analysis that is taken as the 
relevant platform to understand the implementation and appropriation of policies in a given 
context, even in multi-sited research where a compound of events is defined a priori by 
researchers; and (d) a tendency towards portrayals where research participants appear as mere 
ciphers in the matrix.  

These issues are addressed throughout the rest of the paper. In the next section, I review 
contemporary shifts undertaken in the language disciplines in relation to the metapragmatic 
analysis of texts, contexts and meanings, an approach that may still need further attention in 
ethnography of language policy research. I do so with reference to some existing work in 
LPP. Then I examine previous ethnographic work on language education policy in Hong 
Kong (see Pérez-Milans & Soto, 2016) through the proposed lens, after which the final 
discussion section reflects on some of the implications that can be derived from this 
perspective more broadly, in relation to the study of LPP processes under conditions of late 
modernity. 
 
 
Text, context and meaning: A metapragmatic approach 
 
In their concluding remarks for an edited volume that reports on worldwide ethnographic 
studies of language policies, Hornberger and Johnson (2011) state that: 
 

Ethnography of language policy is uniquely suited to illuminate both top-down and 
bottom-up LPP, but a lingering problem remains: How do we make explicit connections 
between macro-level language policy and local language practice? What kind of data is 
necessary to show that there is a connection? Unless a bilingual teacher explicitly states 
that, in her classroom, she has interpreted and appropriated some language policy X in 
explicit ways, how can we be sure that educational practice is necessarily influenced by 
educational policy? (p. 284) 

 
Such (lingering) questions are not only geared towards fundamental methodological aspects 
in the ethnography of language policy; they also force us to reveal our own ontological 
assumptions as to how we conceptualize the interface between text, context and meaning. In 
fact, data collection driven by the assumption that participants’ explicit talk about policy 
documents is the only legitimate path in LPP research relies on two conceptual premises. On 
the one hand, this approach places denotation as the sole entry point to meaning. On the 
other, it frames policy documents as cultural artefacts that only shape social life externally 
and that, as such, their influence in people’s lives can only be (empirically) grasped through 
analysis of talk about it. While it may have been intended to raise greater methodological 
awareness among LPP researchers, the statement by Hornberger and Johnson can lead to 
research designs that reify the widely problematized view of societal processes as operating 
in two independent realms, the so-called “micro” and “macro”. Accordingly, participants’ 
accounts are likely to be considered as (micro-societal) instances of ‘agency’ against the 
background of policy documents that are then taken as (macro-societal) structural properties 
existing out there autonomously and which can only be made sense of (or even appropriated) 
by individuals.  

A departure from this standpoint requires an epistemological take that pays closer 
attention to the participants’ trajectories of reflexive engagement with conventional/ 
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normative forms of social organization brought about by policy transformations. One way to 
investigate this is through: (1) understanding meaning as tied to performative use of language 
in which what is talked about cannot be detached from actors’ negotiation of social position 
and moral stance in situated encounters and institutional contexts; and (2) displacing the 
locus of analysis from event to trajectory. This has been the focus of long-standing research 
in the language disciplines, particularly in the strands that have put a metapragmatic focus 
into play. Each of the two aspects will be further explored below, in turn, with reference to 
two closely interrelated disciplinary shifts. 

 
 

From denotation to performance  
 
As mentioned in the introduction to this paper, ethnography of language policy has drawn, 
from the start, on Hymes’ tradition of ethnography of speaking which introduced a major 
historical shift in the choice of units of analysis in the language disciplines. Away from a 
historical tendency to focus on decontextualized linguistic features (i.e. sentences and 
utterances), Hymes proposed for the first time a non-linguistic unit: the (speech) event 
(1964). This shift has several consequences for LPP researchers, the most important one 
being that context is no longer defined as “background facts” (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000) 
that are needed to interpret a set of autonomous linguistic phenomena. Instead, it requires 
researchers to look into the daily communicative practices through which a given speech 
community (re)constructs shared frames of production and interpretation of meaning. 
Nevertheless, this key principle can be easily jeopardized if these daily communicative 
practices are characterized through brushstrokes in researchers’ descriptions accompanied by 
only running commentaries from participants in the course of research interviews. Indeed, 
Hymes himself did not seem to advocate this form of inquiry; his notion of ‘speech event’ 
built upon Malinowski’s interest in the pragmatic use of language and the notion of ‘context 
of situation’ whereby the utterance itself is seen as becoming  
 

only intelligible when it is placed within its context of situation, if I may be allowed to 
coin an expression which indicates on the one hand that the conception of context has to 
be broadened and on the other that the situation in which words are uttered can never be 
passed over as irrelevant to the linguistic expression (Malinowski, 1923, p. 306). 

 
Much of the emphasis in Malinowski’s work was placed on the need for a linguistic analysis 
supplemented by ethnographic description of situations within which speech occurs, though 
he also laid down the basis for a conceptualization of language as a mode of practical action 
(see Goodwin & Duranti, 2000, for an in-depth overview to this foundational work). Thus, he 
stated, any form of situated speech reveals  
 

the dependence of the meaning of each word upon practical experience, and of the 
structure of each utterance upon the momentary situation in which it is spoken. Thus the 
consideration of linguistic uses associated with any practical pursuit, leads us to the 
conclusion that language…ought to be regarded and studied against the background of 
human activities and as a mode of human behavior in practical matters… Language 
appears to us in this function not as an instrument of reflection but as a mode of action 
(1923, p. 312).   

 
To put it this way, 
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a word is used when it can produce an action and not to describe one, still less to translate 
thoughts. The word therefore has a power of its own, it is a means of bringing things about, 
it is a handle to acts and objects and not a definition of them… Meaning, as we have seen, 
does not come…from contemplation of things, or analysis of occurrences, but in practical 
and active acquaintance with relevant situations. The real knowledge of a word comes 
through the practice of appropriately using it within a certain situation (1923, pp. 321, 
325).  

 
In his SPEAKING model, Hymes furthered our understanding of the performative nature of 
language by defining context as emerging from situated forms of action in which social 
actors engage with more durable conventions. The eight components of his grid speak to this, 
though due to space constraints I will illustrate this point by referring only to three of them: 
Situation, Participants, and Genre. Situation refers to the location of speech events in 
space/time, though it should be noted that Hymes operationalized it through two situational 
subcomponents in order to capture both the actual physical circumstances of the event 
(setting) and the psychological, culturally bound definition of the setting (scene). This is to 
address an inescapable observation: that although participants in an encounter must assume 
some physical dimensions of an event, they do not necessarily have to agree on the cultural 
conceptualization of such dimensions since these have to be represented through natural 
language and conventional ways of defining time and space. In his account of Hymes’ model, 
Duranti (1985) cites an emblematic example of the culture-specific complexities of spatial 
and temporal arrangements in social interactions:  

 
Unlike our own culture, in which we have special settings for many kinds of events – 
classrooms for classes, churches for religious rites, law courts for litigation, concert halls 
for music – among the Yakan a single structure, the house, [can be thought as providing] a 
setting for a great variety of social occasions. But a house, even a one-roomed Yakan 
house, is not just a space. It is a structured sequence of settings where social events are 
differentiated not only by the position in which they occur but also by the positions the 
actors have moved through to get there and the manner in which they have made those 
moves (Frake, 1975, p. 37, cited in Duranti, 1985, p. 206).   

  
The degree of cultural exoticism that transpires from this quote reflects the anthropological 
tone of the time, and indeed participants do not need to live far away from each other (or to 
belong to different “tribes”) to have different conventional expectations about situations. 
However, this does not invalidate the important argument that Frake puts forward: far from 
general characterizations in which the spatial and temporal dimensions of social encounters 
are described through static and objective emplacements (i.e. at the park in the evening), the 
spatiotemporal dimensions of Hymes’ model require a fine-grained description of social 
interactions whereby participants co-construct and negotiate boundaries in their attempt to 
achieve a common understanding of the activity at hand. Duranti sums this up when he 
claims that “anyone who has ever looked at actual events from the point of view of the social 
interaction that goes on in them knows that the internal spatial and temporal organization of 
an event is always relevant to speaking patterns within the event” (1985, p. 206). 
 With regard to Participant in the SPEAKING grid, this category represents a departure 
from the speaker-hearer dyad via opening the door to more nuanced descriptions in which 
what social actors say/do to their interlocutors (including the researcher) must be examined 
against the background of the different participant positions (or ways of being a 
speaker/listener) that are negotiated in the course of the encounter and which function as a 
salient context for interpretation of meaning. Goffman (1981, pp. 124-169), who developed 



 7 

this further, has shown how encounters are always embedded activities in which talk has a 
layering effect that impacts on the ways in which participants self/hetero-identify with what 
is talked about.  

Someone talking to a group of five other people, for example, may position her 
interlocutors differently depending on whether or not these are directly addressed (verbally or 
otherwise) while the speaker utters her words – think of the layering effect of an instance in 
which the speaker is reprimanding a certain behavior that she disapproves while looking 
straight into the eyes of one of her interlocutors. Similarly, the speaker may take a different 
responsibility towards her talk by taking the interactional role of the “author” of the words 
she utters, i.e. “as someone who has selected the sentiments that are being expressed and the 
words in which they are encoded (Goffman, 1981, p. 144)” as opposed to when she positions 
herself as an “animator” who just reproduces words uttered by others. 

Finally, Genre in Hymes’ model brings into focus a guiding cultural point of reference 
against which actors negotiate content and social relations (see also Bakhtin, 1986; Hanks, 
1987; Briggs & Bauman, 1992). Drawing on the notion of ‘speech genre’, this component is 
concerned with models of social situations in which specific conventions (i.e. expectations) 
apply as to how participants are supposed to interact. Hanks (1987) followed up on this and 
described the interface between genre and performance (one intimately connected with the 
interplay between social structure and individual agency) in these terms:   

 
The conventions of genre help define the possibilities of meaning in discourse and the 
level of generality or specificity at which description is cast. Whether we read a text as 
fiction, parody, prayer, or documentary is a generic decision with important consequences 
for interpretation. Viewed as constituent elements in a system of signs, speech genres 
have value loadings, social distributions, and typical performance styles according to 
which they are shaped in the course of utterance (Hanks, 1987, p. 670). 

 
From this perspective, conventional expectations (or cultural structures) regarding 
appropriate ways of participating in a given context are not considered mere external 
templates that have to be conformed, but instead resources available to social actors for either 
confirming the established norms or for disrupting them for specific communicative 
purposes. This is of significance for LPP research since policy documents, and the set of 
normative expectations and values they carry, can be artfully manipulated to yield significant 
effects in situated practices, such as to reveal something about the characteristics of the 
content that is being talked about, or of the interpersonal relations among the involved 
interlocutors in the encounter.  
 In sum, the principles underpinning Hymes’ work seem to fit uneasily with accounts of 
participants’ talk about policies whereby the stream of talk under examination is taken as a 
transparent window to meaning via detachment from the situational dynamics in which it 
occurs. In the case of the ethnography of language policy, often carried out in institutional 
contexts, the conceptualisation of research interviews as direct routes to large-scale historical, 
socioeconomic and political processes via content analysis also ignores the institutional order 
in which such situational dynamics are placed. As shown by subsequent developments of 
institutionally-oriented ethnography of communication (see Cicourel, 1992; Heller, 1999; 
Martín-Rojo, 2010; Pérez-Milans, 2013), policies are not just texts shaping social life in 
institutions externally; they constitute normative/moral frameworks that shape the discursive 
arrangement of daily routines in accordance with a set of assumptions as to what constitutes 
legitimate knowledge and appropriate forms of participation.  

Thus, participants’ performative actions in the research site need to be carefully examined 
against the background of the social and moral categories about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
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participants/personae/forms of knowledge that are constructed and emerge out of such 
institutionalized discursive arrangements; these in fact may constitute a point of reference for 
participants when they position themselves and others in the fieldwork. Put differently, 
language policy processes can be studied as invoked performatively by actors’ situated 
engagement with daily normative conventions and associated types of social persona in 
institutional settings. 

It is now worth moving on to the second disciplinary shift involved in a metapragmatic 
approach to LPP, one that requires examination of social actors’ trajectories of identification. 

 
 

From event to trajectory 
 
The opening up of traditional analytic concerns with communicative events to a 
preoccupation with social processes that consist of interconnected multiple events has been a 
common denominator across different areas, from literary studies (Bakhtin, 1981) to 
linguistic anthropology (Agha, 2005; Silverstein, 2005; Wortham, 2006) to sociolinguistics 
(Rampton, 2006; Blommaert, 2010). This preoccupation is indeed part of a long-term 
disciplinary conversation interested in the capacity of speech to connect historical moments 
or, in other words, to locate traditional models for thinking about discourse within larger 
sociohistorical frameworks: 
 

Terms like “the speech event”…(Hymes, 1974) or “the interaction order” (Goffman, 
1983) are names for bounded episodes of social history in which persons encounter each 
other through communicative behaviors amenable to recording- and transcript-based 
study, thus comprising an apparently concrete and easily segmentable swatch of social 
life. Yet the data of social life plucked from their isolable moments invariably point to 
lived moments that lie beyond them. We know that anyone who effectively engages in a 
given discursive encounter has participated in others before it and thus brings to the 
current encounter a biographically specific discursive history that, in many respects, 
shapes the individual’s socialized ability to use and construe utterances (as well as 
footings, stances, identities, and relationships mediated by utterances) within the current 
encounter; and if the current encounter has any enduring consequences for the individual, 
these are manifest in (and therefore identifiable only by considering) future encounters in 
which that individual plays a part. Similarly, the observation that the social values of 
particular speech forms (lexations, speech styles, registers, etc.) change over time is a 
way of noting that different sociohistorical encounters instantiate different ratified values 
of these speech forms and thus raises questions about the social logics that mark 
continuities and discontinuities across these encounters (Agha, 2005, p. 1). 

 
In ethnographically oriented LPP research, the event-based focus has been privileged since 
Hymes’ foundational work, and continued to be influential in the further institutionally-
oriented developments mentioned in the previous section. In these strands, attention to 
patterns in the discursive organisation of social life in institutions has often led to holistic 
descriptions of recurrent routines in a given set of social domains that shed little light on the 
indeterminacies and complexities of how individual forms of alignment and identification 
emerge from trajectories of socialization connecting social actors, networks and 
communicative encounters. In Wortham’s (2005) words: 
 

The…socialization and social identification of an individual is rarely accomplished, 
outside of ritual events, in one discursive interaction. Individuals get socially identified 
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only across a trajectory, as subsequent events come increasingly to presuppose identities 
signaled in earlier ones. Socialization happens, and social identities emerge, across 
several events as subsequent ones come to presuppose an identity for an individual. A 
“poetic structure” of signs and event-segments gets established, across events, as these 
signs and segments become mutually presupposing. Such a structure of mutually 
presupposing signs and segments allows a trajectory to form, across which an individual 
gets socialized and emerges as a recognizable type of person (p. 98). 

 
I argue that, in LPP, the full implementation of this shift requires studying chains of events 
with an eye on those across which social actors build alignments and/or de-alignments with 
policy-related normative frames. In this sense, this shift is not just one concerned with 
displacing the attention from isolated events to interconnected events; it involves a more in-
depth change of perspective that foregrounds the process by which certain cultural models of 
action are inter-personally taken up, made sense of and socially ratified by (reflexive) actors 
in their attempt to display alliances and de-alliances.  

Thus, the study of this process entails tracking down series of events through which 
communicative (i.e. semiotic, linguistic, discursive) practices get associated with identities or 
social personae that, within a given social group, acquire recognizable pragmatic values and 
come to invoke specific relationships and stances with respect to institutional (including 
policy-related) transformations. Agha (2007) refers to these cultural models of action 
emerging through communicative practices, within specific social groups, as ‘registers of 
discourse’: 

 
A register of discourse is a reflexive model of discourse behaviour. The model is 
performable through utterances in the sense that producing a criterial utterance indexes a 
stereotypic image of social personhood or interpersonal relationship. The model is 
formulated by semiotic practices that differentiate a register’s forms from the rest of the 
language, evaluate these repertoires as having specific pragmatic values…and make these 
forms and values known to a population of users through processes of communicative 
transmission (pp. 80-81). 

 
There are two major implications of this. First, description of such a process is intimately 
linked to the type of performative approach to meaning that was discussed in the previous 
section. Sticking with Agha: 
 

Our focus therefore needs to be not on things alone or personae alone but on acts of 
performance and construal through which the two are linked, and the conditions under 
which these links become determinate for actors… Utterances are a very special kind of 
emblematic signs because, in being perceivable, utterances make the things they denote 
present or palpable as objects of cognition; such referents can function as…things to 
which emblematic values can be attached through their treatment as encounters within the 
game of interaction, e.g., through the enactment of referential stances or alignments. The 
large majority of such emergent emblems are highly evanescent in interaction (they 
emerge and fade away quickly). But individuals can also formulate persistent alignments 
to such emblems, and such acts can polarize interactants into factional groupings (pp. 
235-236). 

 
Second, tracing the emergence of these situated cultural models of action brings about certain 
degree of anxiety on the part of the researcher who can no longer rely on a priori decisions 
about where to look, and when, within a given institutional setting. Thus, this alternative 



 10 

approach demands methodological guidelines, and Silverstein’s (2005) notion of 
‘interdiscursivity’ offers some useful basis for it. In Silverstein’s view, an interdiscursive 
connection between two communicative events can be established when one speech event 
points to other events via an indexical relationship, that is, when a stretch of discourse in the 
here and now invokes another discourse token or feature of discourse in a remote space/time, 
with specific communicative purposes. An example of a discourse token is an instance of 
reported speech to allege that some specific utterance actually occurred in another event, 
while a feature of discourse may be a social type of speaker, a scenario of use or an action 
type that is generically associated with the usage.   

Interdiscursivity, both as a construct and methodological guidance, has proved productive 
in sociolinguistic and linguistic anthropological research, particularly in areas concerned with 
language socialization in educational settings where it provides analytical room for 
describing aspects of academic socialization and classroom identity development (see 
Wortham, 2006). In LPP, the study of communicative event chains has also allowed tracing 
the links between language policy texts, talk and practices. This is exemplified in Mortimer 
(2013), who identifies widely circulating images of the Guaraní speaker as they appear in 
policy texts, in educators’ talk about policy, and in practice, in the context of Paraguay’s 
language education policy.  

Mortimer focuses on a language policy that aimed at institutionalizing Guaraní language, 
together with Spanish language, in the Paraguayan school system, both as a subject of 
instruction and as a medium of instruction for all students. By looking at speech chains, his 
analysis reveals how different policy actors (i.e. teachers, teacher trainers, school principals 
and supervisors) interpreted and made sense of policy texts with reference to two main types 
of social persona associated with the category of Guaraní speaking student, one being linked 
to meanings about rurality, ignorance and low class citizens who do not speak any Spanish, 
and the other to the image of an urban, middle class Spanish-speaking student. On the basis 
of these types of persona that emerged from making-sense practices among such actors in 
different domains, Mortimer shows how the policy was effectively appropriated in a way that 
Guaraní language was never fully implemented as the medium of instruction, but instead just 
as a subject, therefore denying Guaraní-dominant children an opportunity to learn more fully 
through Guaraní and putting those who only speak Spanish in a privilege position.  

Yet, focusing on practices and texts through which the speaker of Guaraní is talked about 
(or described) leads Mortimer to an analytical approach that lacks a performative angle. In 
other words, he only looks into instances of reporting speech whereby his participants refer to 
policy documents to make sense (through description) of different types of speakers of 
Guaraní, thus resulting in denotative accounts of meaning that hardly differ from those 
discussed in the previous section. While continuing this line of research, future work in LPP 
requires closer attention to how interpersonal forms of alignment and identification are 
enacted through patterned trajectories of socialization, in response to key language policy-
related events. Drawing from previous research carried out in the educational context of 
Hong Kong (Pérez-Milans & Soto, 2014, 2016), the following section attempts to deliver a 
snapshot (or flavour) of this type of approach.    
 
 
Enregisterment of ethnic minority activism in Hong Kong  
 
As Hong Kong changed from a British colony to a Special Administrative Region of the 
People’s Republic of China, medium of instruction policies have become a heated arena 
linked to wider socioeconomic struggles over who gets to decide what languages should be 
learned or taught, by whom, when, and to what degree (see Tollefson, this volume). After a 
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colonial period in which the British Hong Kong government’s policy over medium of 
instruction (MOI) was based on a laissez-faire mode that allowed schools to choose either 
Chinese or English as the medium of instruction, the handover to China paved the way, in 
September 1998, to a mandatory streaming policy that introduced Chinese as the medium of 
instruction in all government and aided secondary schools – taken to mean Modern Standard 
Chinese in traditional characters as the written MOI and Cantonese as the oral MOI – unless 
otherwise specified under special conditions.  

As a result, only 114 schools out of over 400 were allowed to remain English-medium 
schools, based on the test results of their fresh intakes in English and Chinese, which caused 
marked public opposition in a context where English remains a matter of prestige and 
continues to be key to access a largely English-medium higher education system. So the 
Government Education Bureau responded to the public demands by eliminating, in 2010, the 
bifurcation of institutions into English medium of instruction (EMI) and Chinese medium of 
instruction (CMI), thereby giving secondary schools greater autonomy over choosing their 
MOI, in accordance with a set of criteria specified by the education authority. 

Under these circumstances, the study of a government-aided secondary school that in 
2010 shifted its policy from an only Chinese-medium one to incorporating an EMI section in 
which Chinese was taught just as a subject, offered a relevant case to understand the local, 
institutional and interpersonal complexities involved in the process.1 In the sections that 
follow, I introduce the school in question and track down the emergence of ethnic minority 
activism as a joint cultural model of action that allowed a group of participants to build 
specific alignments and de-alignments that have wider implications in contemporary Hong 
Kong. 
 
 
MAT School  
 
The school, which we call MAT, is located in a working class area in the North-West part of 
Hong Kong and was initially set up by a local industrial association in the 1980s, with the 
official aim of targeting at working-class ethnically Chinese families living in the area. This 
focus, however, has progressively changed, as a result of both demographic and institutional 
transformations in the region. On the demographic side, this area of Hong Kong has seen in 
the last decade an increase of working-class families migrating from Nepal and Pakistan, 
after Hong Kong’s return to China and the subsequent agreements to grant permanent 
residence to those citizens who were trained as soldiers for the British army during the 
colonial times. As for institutional changes, these are concerned with local schools being 
more and more pushed to compete among themselves over resources, prestige, and students’ 
enrolments, in a system where schools are categorized and ranked as band 1, band 2, or band 
3, according to their students’ results in the Hong Kong public university entrance 
examinations.  

At the intersection of these transformations, low-ranked band-3 schools such as MAT 
have struggled to meet the minimum student intake required to keep the government’s 
funding, mainly due to a low prestige in their local areas.  So MAT’s administrators decided 
in 2010 to change the linguistic profile of the school and open up an EMI division with the 
goal of targeting students with Pakistani and Nepali backgrounds whose working-class 
parents had migrated to the school’s surroundings after Hong Kong’s return to China in 1997.  

The shift opened MAT’s doors to newly hired teachers who had previous experiences 
with so-called “ethnic minority students” and were able to teach in English through non-

                                                      
1 This section is adapted from Pérez-Milans and Soto (2016). 
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conventional approaches, in the context of the school’s discursive redefinition of its 
pedagogical approaches for the newly established English-based division in which “tailor-
made curriculum”, “critical thinking” and “non-test-taking educational philosophies” featured 
as core values. Indeed, such values permeated the school’s brochures and other forms of 
institutional publicity produced and displayed to attract new enrolments from the local 
community. Under these circumstances, in the fall of 2011, a new cohort of students aged 12-
14 started their first year of secondary education at MAT with high expectations, after years 
struggling in the Chinese-based mode of instruction at their previous schools.  

Nevertheless, and despite the local advertisements mobilized by the new EMI division, 
the core pedagogical values turned out to be difficult to implement. As Hong Kong public 
schools are required to follow the official curriculum and standards set up by the government, 
their degree of adjustment to such standards determines their institutional ranking and related 
status, thus making difficult the implementation of pedagogical approaches other than those 
preparing students for the public exams that students in Hong Kong sit, at the end of 
secondary school. As a result, the core pedagogical values became a discursive terrain for 
social struggle, contestation and performance at MAT. A critical event in the orientation of 
all school actors to this pedagogical terrain took place in October 2014 when two teachers in 
the EMI section, Mr C. and Lagan, parted ways with MAT after clashes over pedagogical 
agendas became irreconcilable (see Soto, 2016).  

Both teachers had been initially considered as key actors in getting the new English-based 
section at MAT running, yet eventually the school administrators judged Mr. C and Lagan’s 
non-textbook based educational philosophy as too lax and inadequate. Extract 1 below, which 
shows how some of them make sense of all of these issues, is taken from a group interview 
conducted by Karen, Lisa and Steven, three university students at the Faculty of Education in 
The University of Hong Kong who were working on a class research assignment and focused 
their study on the Chinese language-learning experiences of students with ethnic minority 
backgrounds in the Hong Kong education system. Guided by their course tutor at HKU, the 
undergraduate students approached Mr. C and some of his former students who were still 
enrolled at MAT (Sita, Pramiti and Radhika), in order to conduct a group interview with all 
of them.  
 
Extract 1. “So-called high class” 
 
Karen:  you guys get enough teachers? / like // like // you get- the- like /  1 

different teachers for subjects or is there teachers  2 
[who have to teach two things]  3 

Sita:   [we have many] / I think we have teachers but-  4 
Radhika:  yeah / but mostly for / CMI {Chinese-as the-medium-of-instruction section} 5 
Pramiti:  (yes)* 6 
Karen:   what’s that mean? / they- they- they get more teachers and more  7 

[resources]? 8 
Pramiti:   [yes] 9 
Radhika:   [yes] 10 
Sita:   yes 11 
Karen:   and you guys get less teachers and [less resources]  12 
Sita:           [because] & 13 
Pramiti:                & because ah- 14 
Sita:   we’re looking for / teachers who can really /  15 

uh / you know / support US ↑ 16 
Karen:   hm 17 
Pramiti:  but we are not even getting that 18 
Karen:   yeah  19 
{laughter} 20 
Sita:   we did!  21 
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Pramiti:  we did get that [before]  22 
Sita:      [we lost] / that 23 
Karen:   oh! that is not obviously not equal /  24 

because they seem to be getting more resources than you  25 
[guys] 26 

Sita:   [because] the- the CMI students have been already-   27 
already be- [brainwashed] 28 

Pramiti:     [because] most-  29 
Karen:      [{laughter}] 30 
Pramiti:     [most] most of the / Chinese / uh / you know / the teachers ↑ 31 
Karen:   hm & 32 
Pramiti:        & they / they cannot speak English very well /  33 
Karen:   yeah & 34 
Pramiti:             & and then / you know / for the teachers who are teaching us /  35 

they can speak English quite well /  36 
so I think that’s also / [one of]= 37 

Karen:               [oh!] 38 
Pramiti:  = reasons why we have less- 39 
Karen:   because the requirements to teach you guys are technically higher /  40 

[because] 41 
Pramiti:  [hm] 42 
Karen:   = they need to speak English as well 43 
Steven:         how about the Chinese lessons? do you guys learn Chinese or English /  44 

like / like you said you have a hard time understanding Chinese /  45 
like listening to Chinese / do they explain / in /  46 
Chinese or do they explain in English? // [like for a certain word?]= 47 

Sita:   [uh] 48 
Steven:   = [or a] = 49 
Radhika:        [in] 50 
Steven:    = [certain]= 51 
Radhika:      [in-]  52 
Steven:   = [essay?] 53 
Radhika:     [for the] high class / {making the air-quotes gesture} (so-called high class)*  54 
{everyone laughs} 55 
Sita:   so-called high class {laughter} 56 
Radhika:  they- they- they don’t teach us in English 57 
Pramiti:  in [Chinese] 58 
Radhika:      [they just] speak Chinese & 59 
Pramiti:      & in Chinese & 60 
Karen:                        & all in Chinese? 61 
Pramiti:  yes 62 
Sita:   but for the middle group and lower gro- group they explain us in English 63 
Radhika:  yeah / [but even-] 64 
Steven:     [(())] & 65 
Radhika:             & yeah 66 
Steven:   how are their [English]? 67 
Sita:             [uh] /  68 

well I had different teachers this year group 69 
he kind of explain really well & 70 

Karen:                & hm & 71 
Sita:           & but before / uh /  72 

my teacher had a hard time to explain [in English] 73 
Karen:                [ah!] 74 
Sita:   yeah / so I think-  75 
Karen:         (( )) like- because- some of the times / like /  76 

we- we wanna teach the language by completely speaking that language /  77 
like / for my French classes at school / they just keep talking to me in French 78 

{laughter} 79 
Karen:   but I get the problem / the problem is that /  80 

if I don’t understand something / and ask them /  81 
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there is no point in them explaining it to me in French /  82 
because I- [I don’t understand] 83 

Radhika:        [yeah yeah] {laughter}  84 
Pramiti:       [yeah yeah] {laughter} 85 
Karen:  do you guys face this problem as well? /  86 

so do you guys prefer / like teaching being able to use two &  87 
Radhika:  & yes & 88 
Karen:     & like both languages to help you guys? 89 
Sita:   yeah & 90 
Karen:           & and not just / Chinese Chinese Chinese 91 
Radhika:  yes 92 

 
Extract 1 not only shows how participants talk about (or describe) some of the background 
issues anticipated above; it also reveals the extent to which pedagogy becomes a salient 
feature upon which interview participants negotiate social relations while at the same time 
layering official and unofficial voices/stances that depict MAT negatively. In so doing, they 
detach themselves from conventional associations established at the school between, on the 
one hand, teaching/learning styles related to the distribution of groupings of students within 
the space of the school as well as the linguistic labels typifying these groupings and, on the 
other, the moral values and types of social persona associated with the categories of ‘good 
student’ or ‘desirable ways of teaching and learning’ upon which such teaching/learning 
styles and groupings are legitimated. The forms of interpersonal alignment enacted to detach 
themselves from such associations are also discursively connected to the departure of Mr. C 
and Lagan, after months in which they and the school administrators struggled over who gets 
to define what counts as proper ways of teaching and learning at the English-based section in 
MAT (line 23). 

The interpersonal alignment emerges throughout two key segments in the extract, one 
regarding the distribution of resources across the two sections at MAT (lines 1-43), and the 
other concerned with their teachers’ linguistic accommodation in the teaching of Chinese as a 
subject in the English-based section (lines 44-92). In the first segment, Karen, Sita, Radikha 
and Pramiti coordinate their actions to achieve a common understanding regarding how the 
two sections in the school are related to one another. From issues concerned with unequal 
distribution of number of teachers across the two sections (1-11) to imbalance in the degree 
of support offered by their current teachers, in contrast to other types of teachers that they had 
in the past and lost (in what seems to be a reference to Mr. C and Lagan’s departure) (15-23), 
the accounts provided are collaboratively linked to inequity (24-26), leading to further 
contrasts that characterize students in the Chinese-based section as “brainwashed” (27-28) 
and students in the English-based section as requiring teachers with “higher” teaching 
qualifications (31-43).   

The second segment of the extract brings about a crucial instance of reflexive reanalysis 
whereby official labels and associated types of personhood get collaboratively re-interpreted. 
In response to Steven’s shift of topic towards the Chinese subject in the English-based 
section of the school (lines 44-53), Radhika explains that in her group the teacher of Chinese 
only uses Chinese in class, a claim that is reinforced by Sita and Pramiti via repetition and 
overlapping (lines 54-60). In her turn, Radhika refers to her group through the label of “high 
class” (line 54), a metasign which groups together a set of school-related labels upon which 
the social life of MAT is institutionally arranged (e.g., “advanced students” versus “low-
achieving students” placed in “low groups”). That is to say, Radhika sets up a frame of 
interpretation in which Chinese classes in the English-based section are presented as arranged 
hierarchically according the students’ proficiency, a common practice in many different 
subjects in public schools in Hong Kong where students are grouped according to their 
academic results.  
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However, after uttering the “high class” label, Radhika detaches personally from it by 
rephrasing it (“so-called high class”) and accompanying it with the air-quote gesture, in what 
seems to signal a parodic take on the label itself, and, in turn, of the values and types of social 
persona associated with it (e.g., “good students”). This layering of an institutional frame with 
a parodic one through which the student signals shared ambivalent attitudes (i.e. official and 
interpersonal voices) is taken up by the rest of the interactants who orient towards Radhika’s 
act by laughing out loud (line 55), followed by Sita’s animation of Radhika’s act of 
rephrasing in laughter (line 56).  

From that point onwards, Karen offers a platform for building a joint stance together with 
the school students, and against their teachers of Chinese at MAT. Following up on Sita’s 
response that her teachers in the middle and lower groups use English in the Chinese subject, 
which gets immediately framed (with the guidance of Steven and Radhika) as one in which  
her teachers’ lack of proficiency in English does not help her fully understand (lines 63-75), 
Karen recounts her own previous experiences as learner of French during her school days in 
the past. In so doing, she positions herself as a confused student who felt frustrated whenever 
her teachers attempted to explain, without rephrasing it in English, something that she did not 
understand well in French. This gives way to a series of exchanges with Radhika, Pramiti and 
Sita in which the students align with the interviewer through laughter (line 79), affirmative 
responses (lines 84, 85, 88, 90, 92) or elaborations that highlight that their teachers do not 
support them or try to reach out for them, contrary to what the school students believe is their 
teachers’ duty as educators.  

These group-based alignments among the actors at this section of the school became 
persistent over time, therefore paving the way to enregistered forms of identity performance 
whereby “distinct forms of [communication] come to be socially recognized (or enregistered) 
as indexical of speaker attributes by a population of language users” (Agha, 2005, p. 38). In 
the case of MAT, this process of enregisterment involved the joint enactment of ethnic 
minority-based activism within a well-defined network of social actors that included the 
students in the EMI section and some of their teachers (e.g., Mr. C and Lagan, among others), 
as well as researchers such as myself and other community-based minority activists. This 
register of discourse allowed the students to display their disaffiliation with MAT while at the 
same time aligning themselves with non-government aided secondary school institutions in 
Hong Kong such as Hong Kong Liberal College (HKLC), a prestigious two-year 
international school that offers an International Baccalaureate Diploma and which, according 
to its website, targets students aged 16 to 18 “who are already grounded in their own cultures 
but impressionable enough to learn from others”, and has as its core values “international and 
intercultural understanding”, “celebration of difference”, “personal responsibility and 
integrity”, “mutual responsibility and respect”, “compassion and service”, “respect for the 
environment”, “a sense of idealism”, “personal challenge”, and “action and personal 
example”. 

The enregisterment of ethnic minority activism within the above-mentioned network is 
well evidenced in the case of Sita, a female of Nepali heritage born in Hong Kong who in 
2015 was accepted on full scholarship to HKLC, after years of socioeconomic, academic, and 
emotional struggles at MAT. 
 
 
The Case of Sita 
 
Sita’s early life has been marked by movement between Hong Kong and Nepal, and their 
corresponding school systems and language environments. Born in Hong Kong to Nepal-born 
parents, Sita gained both Hong Kong permanent residence and a Nepali passport. However, a 
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few years after her birth, her parents parted ways, and her father, a former Gurkha (a term to 
refer to Nepalese soldiers who worked for the British Army in colonial Hong Kong), moved 
to England and started a new family. Struggling to raise two daughters on her own, and 
having difficulty securing a kindergarten for her daughters, Sita’s mother sent Sita and her 
younger sister to Nepal to live with their maternal grandmother. After a few years, Sita 
returned to Hong Kong to start primary education at an English medium of instruction school, 
but felt bullied by other students because she was not able to speak Cantonese outside the 
official English-based mode of instruction.  

Following her primary-three year, though, her mother became concerned with her 
daughters’ difficulties with writing and reading Nepali, and so Sita and her sister were 
returned to Nepal to finish primary school. Back in Nepal, Sita studied in a Nepali medium 
school, and took English as an additional school subject. Yet, her troubles did not stop there, 
as Sita continued to be bullied by other Nepali students due to her low Nepali reading and 
writing skills. In 2011, at the end of primary school, Sita and her sister were brought back to 
Hong Kong to live with their mother and begin their secondary education. Upon their return 
Sita had to repeat a year, and at that point her mother was convinced by Lagan to enroll both 
daughters at the newly formed English-based section of MAT. 

Though Sita felt empowered within Mr C’s critical pedagogy programme and through 
activities organized by Lagan during her first years of secondary education, she found herself 
otherwise struggling within an environment of instability at MAT. As a form-one student, 
Sita painted herself as “ordinary” and “bored” and constrained by conflicts in her life (Pérez-
Milans & Soto, 2014, p. 226). Soon after, other conflicts at MAT began to be featured in her 
life, most of them concerned with increasing tension and polarisation of the CMI and the 
EMI divisions. The fact that the EMI section was initially envisioned as following a different 
pedagogical agenda than that of the CMI, reinforced the tensions between teachers across 
them, since they all needed to collaborate with each other to design standardized tests for 
each subject and grade in the school. Mounting tensions also involved the students in the 
school, leading to feelings of isolation on the part of the EMI students who believed their 
peers in the CMI section did not want to interact with them because they had been divided by 
their teachers. 

By the spring of 2015, when she was seventeen years old and in form four, Sita began to 
recursively articulate her feelings of connection to Nepal vis-à-vis her own school 
experiences at MAT and her future educational aspirations in HKLC. Two years before then, 
Mr. C and Lagan had turned Sita’s attention towards HKLC as a site for greater academic and 
social attainment, as Lagan had opened doors to collaborative activities with the school that 
he and Mr. C considered as intellectually challenging for their students at MAT. 
Simultaneously, Mr. C and Lagan began preparing students who showed interest in applying 
for admission to HKLC, which follows the International Baccalaureate curriculum (also 
known as “IB curriculum”) and, therefore, does not have to align with the official standards 
set up by the Hong Kong Education Bureau.  

During the process of getting ready for her application to HKLC, which involved various 
rounds of shortlisting and a set of interviews with an admission panel seeking candidates who 
meet the qualities specified above as core values of the institution, Sita made particularly 
salient identity attributes around the experiences of struggling and fighting for the rights of an 
imagined community who share the language and the homeland of Nepal in Hong Kong. 
These attributes became discursively linked to the label of “student activist” that Sita publicly 
attributed herself as a new emblem of identity. Figure 1, a photo that she took and displayed 
on social media such as Facebook, is an example of the explicit use of this label for identity 
positioning, and of the linkage between the label and keywords associated with Mr. C’s 
pedagogical interests concerned with “critical pedagogy”, “Hong Kong minority students”, 
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“Freire” (in reference to the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire, author of the book Pedagogy of 
the Oppressed and pioneer of critical pedagogy as a discipline), “change” or “dreams”.  
 
Figure 1. Student activist 

 

 
 
The image shows a tag-name that Sita filled and the notes she took at a Hong Kong 
international academic symposium on ethnic minority education in 2015, three days after 
receiving the news that she had been admitted to HKLC. Sita and other members of our 
research program participated in a student panel at the conference, while Mr. C delivered a 
paper on his research as a critical educator in the Hong Kong local education system. But the 
attributes related to struggle and fight for the rights of the Nepali community in Hong Kong 
were not only emblematically related to explicit labels and keywords; these identity attributes 
were also embedded in various activities undertaken across different domains, genres and 
modalities.  

In the course of Sita’s trajectory, from MAT to HKLC, struggle and commitment to the 
Nepali community were also performed through a recurrent set of communicative practices 
that, in Sita’s network, became “functionally reanalyzed as cultural models of action, as 
behaviors capable of indexing stereotypic characteristics of incumbents of particular 
interactional roles, and of relations among them” (Agha, 2007. p. 55). Such practices, or 
demeanor indexicals that concern embodied indicators of status and character (Goffman, 
1956), were built upon by two main recurrent types of action in the course of her upward 
academic trajectory, from a low-prestige school to a highly reputed international educational 
institution in Hong Kong, namely: critiquing the Hong Kong public educational system; and 
engaging in Nepali community-based actions. 

These actions were mainly displayed in public spaces, mass media, online social media 
and academic forums. With regard to critiquing the Hong Kong public education system, this 
type of action tended to be enacted through activities concerned with: joining public 
gatherings to protest against educational policies on Chinese as a second language; 
participating at school fairs in which critical messages against government school policies on 
ethnic minority students were displayed; sharing with the Hong Kong and international media 
her personal conflicts and struggles (see, Figure 2, taken from an interview published in the 
South China Morning Post); sending complaint letters on social justice to Hong Kong-based 
newspapers; joining Facebook group discussions with researchers, community workers, 
teachers and classmates about Hong Kong education policy; displaying personal artwork on 
Tumblr and Facebook; participating in academic conference presentations led by Mr. C and 
attending other lectures at universities; and lecturing to tertiary audiences, as part of classes 
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on language, social class, ethnicity and equity at the Faculty of Education in The University 
of Hong Kong.  

 
Figure 2. Activism in the media 
 

 
 
As for the Nepali community-based actions, these included activities around: performing 
traditional Nepali dance for the Hong Kong public, in collaboration with the Nepalese 
Association of Hong Kong (see, for instance, Figure 3); arranging fund-raising activities for 
Nepal’s victims of earthquakes; participating in memorials to the Gurkha soldiers buried in 
Hong Kong and in monographs about their lives published in Hong Kong and Nepali-based 
media; and taking part in activities online and in media connected with the Nepalese 
Association of Hong Kong.  

 
Figure 3. Performing traditional Nepalese dance in Hong Kong public spaces 
 

 
 
In sum, Sita’s trajectory of identification illustrates the process by which a specific set of 
communicative practices get re-grouped around new identity attributes that emerged in 
contrast to the values and types of social and moral persona legitimated at MAT, in response 
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to the school’s language policy change and the subsequent institutional and pedagogical 
struggles that came with it. On the one hand, the interdiscursive performance of an ethnic 
minority activist social persona carries a set of alignments with critical and humanistic 
approaches to education in which social justice and ethnolinguistic diversity feature (and 
which appear incarnated in Sita’s orientation to HKLC). On the other, this persona also 
enacts a de-alignment with an institutional culture that is associated with MAT and depicted 
as pedagogically conservative and constraining.  

Beyond MAT, Sita’s case has also wider implications. Although the MOI policy shift 
undertaken by the government in 2010 responded to public demands and gave secondary 
schools greater autonomy, the change does not necessarily alleviate persistent inequities 
publicly acknowledged in Hong Kong, where students with working-class and ethnic 
minority backgrounds have been reportedly failing in great numbers in secondary schools, 
and continue to be highly underrepresented in higher education (see Fleming, 2015). In 
contrast to what many assumed, changing the language of instruction does not necessarily 
open up the public education system to social groups other than the ethnically Chinese 
middle classes. Wider transformations in the institutional culture of schools are needed, as 
classroom activity is discursively arranged according to assumptions on what counts as 
proper ways of teaching and learning and/or who gets to be considered a ‘good’ 
student/teacher, these moral/social labels being in turn heavily shaped by institutional 
normative frameworks and government-based practices and policies on curriculum and 
assessment. Other theoretical implications can also be extracted from this case, as I will 
discuss below in the final section of this paper. 
 
 
Conclusion: Language Policy and Reflexivity in Late Modernity 
 
In this paper, I have argued that performative and trajectory-based approaches to data 
collection and analysis are an appropriate epistemological lens in LPP research. While 
ethnographic and discourse-based perspectives are well consolidated in the field, there is still 
a tendency towards portrayals that rely exclusively on denotational analysis of research 
interviews in which participants’ metacommentaries on explicit questions about policy 
documents are taken as the only context of interpretation. This tendency, I have tried to show, 
may be in contradiction with the ontological underpinnings of Dell Hymes’ work, often 
celebrated as foundational in the ethnography of language policy.   

In some cases, analysis of interviews is also supported by fine-grained (and 
ethnographically-informed) descriptions of the ways in which the focal institutional settings 
are socially and discursively organised in daily routines, yet such descriptions tend to have 
the communicative event as the analytical reference and therefore leave participants 
backgrounded in favour of holistic characterization of activities. In contrast to this, I have 
suggested a closer look at the contemporary developments in linguistic anthropology and 
sociolinguistics where researchers have shifted towards the study of how individual forms of 
alignment and identification emerge out of trajectories of socialization connecting social 
actors, networks and communicative encounters. In so doing, conceptual notions such as 
‘discourse register’ and the necessary requirements for identification of interdiscursive 
linkages across speech chains provide a rudimentary toolkit for LPP researchers to start with.  

But these suggested approaches and perspectives are not mere methodological warrants 
for describing or documenting processes of policy implementation/appropriation in specific 
(local and institutional) settings. They also offer us routes to further engage with wider on-
going sociological discussions on language, culture and socioeconomic change. The case of 
Sita, for example, provides an empirical base to feedback to contemporary work in the social 
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sciences focusing on the strengthening of reflexivity in connection with the conditions of so-
called “late modernity”, the widespread processes of late capitalism leading to the selective 
privatization of services, the information revolution, the weakening of the institutions of 
nation-states, and the fragmentation of overlapping and competing identities (Appadurai, 
1990; Bauman, 1998). 

Under these conditions, reflexivity is generally defined as an emergent property of the 
self, an imperative form of self-governance that allows social actors to deal with social 
uncertainty (Beck, 1992; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Giddens, 1991). Faced with a 
liberalized and globalized labour market that pushes them to move across increasingly 
diversified (and trans-nationalized) contexts, social actors often find today that the customs, 
habits, routines, expectations and beliefs in which they had been socialized back in their natal 
communities of practice are less and less reliable when making sense and acting upon the 
new social conditions. This is particularly salient among youth, who as a result tend now to 
engage in new meta-reflexive forms of action, as the dominant modes of socialization of the 
past, in which families and natal friends provided a key guide of action in the shaping of life 
towards their present and future, are no longer the main point of reference (Archer, 2007, pp. 
206-248).  

In this context, the ethnographic analysis of the discursive emergence of networked 
reflexive acts in Sita’s trajectory pinpoints the very situated mechanisms of socialization by 
which individuals gain cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) through coordinated orientation 
towards strategic institutional values. Within the logic of an increasingly stratified 
educational system, government-aided schools in Hong Kong are pushed to compete with 
each other over students’ enrolments and to meet the curriculum and assessment 
requirements specified by the Education Bureau; in fact, these schools’ degree of orientation 
towards the public University entrance examinations arranged by the government determines 
their institutional ranking and, in turn, their prestige and ability to attract students so as to 
meet the minimum intake required by the government to keep its funding. Thus, MAT’s 
initial emphasis on non-test based educational approaches proved difficult to implement, 
leading to the dismissal of Mr. C and Mr. Lagan. 

At the same time, private elite institutions such as HKLC operate in a parallel logic that 
frees them from government’s pedagogical principles and allows them to creatively define 
their own curricula and assessment standards and classroom language use. In this regard, the 
enactment of an activist social persona concerned with critical pedagogy, social justice and 
diversity provided Sita with a platform to become recognized by HKLC as a legitimate 
candidate for admission while at the same time taking a critical stance against MAT’s 
institutional actions, in particular, and the Hong Kong public educational system, in general. 

More importantly, such a jointly constructed cultural model of action around ethnic 
minority activism constitutes empirical evidence against research approaches that separate 
action from structure and overemphasize individual agency when accounting for social 
actors’ reflexive strategies in the contemporary world. At the intersection of key policy shifts, 
institutional events and interpersonal forms of collaboration, the tracking down of ethnic 
minority activism at MAT illustrates a social process by which discourse-based conventions 
(e.g., ways of teaching and learning) tied with normative orders operating in unequal 
institutional structures (e.g., moral values on what counts as ‘good’ and ‘bad’ models of 
action) get reflexively manipulated by agentive actors in their attempt to navigate their social 
circumstances.  

Future LPP research in ethnography of language policy would benefit from closer and 
long-term attention to these issues. In exploring how these institutional, discursive and 
cultural changes might unfold in coming years, we must continue to observe other settings 
and metapragmatic forms of identification and meaning-making.  
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