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Abstract 1 
 

During the past decade, identity has become one of the significant constructs in educational research. In 
particular, the recognition of learners’ identity in the process of language learning marks a paradigm shift in 
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research. This study explores how second grade Korean students of 
middle-class families make sense of who they are while learning English as a Second Language (ESL) in a 
specific social setting, using theories of subjectivity to understand participating students’ sense of self and 
their multiple and situated identities in multi-layered social interactions and discourses. This study is a 
qualitative research effort and discourse-oriented ethnographic inquiry involving interviews, long-term 
observations, and discourse analysis. The discursive data of the study not only described Korean ESL 
students’ literacy practices along with language development, but also documented the participating 
students’ subjectivities associated with literacy practices. The findings of the study demonstrate that the 
participating students negotiate their multiple social identities in discursive processes of language learning 
and their understandings of the language, culture, and self are shaped by discursive interactions in their 
social settings.  

 
 
Literacy, Identity, and Subjectivity 
During the past decade, identity has become one of the significant constructs in educational research. In 
particular, the recognition of learners’ identity in the process of language learning marks a paradigm shift 
in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research. This study explores how second grade Korean students 
of middle-class families make sense of who they are, while learning the English language in a specific 
social setting, using theories of subjectivity to understand participating students’ sense of self and their 
multiple and situated identities in multi-layered social interactions and discourses. Subjectivity in this 
study is a conceptual and theoretical tool in examining the organization of ESL students’ sense of self and 
negotiation of their subject positions to the target language and target-language-speaking communities. 
 
The study focuses on Korean students learning English in an American public elementary school. The 
2000 US Census shows that Koreans living across the United States has ranked fifth among the Asian and 
Pacific Islander populations. Besides the constant growth of Korean immigration to the United States for 
decades, there has been an increasing influx of highly educated Korean people—often with their 
families—coming to the United States (Shin, 2005). This study examined the ways that chldren of newely 
arrivied Korean families to the United States engage in literacy pracitices along with changes in life, 
language, and culture while they are attending an American public elementary school in a suburban area 
in the captial region. 
 
Methodology 
I incorporated two traditions of qualitative inquiry, ethnography and discourse analysis. Ethnographic 
methods provided social, cultural, and institutional contexts of data and therefore supported for the 
contextualized discourse analysis. I used discourse analysis to examine “language-in-use” in a specific 
social interaction of literacy practices in the ESL classroom. I also investigated contexts of literacy 
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practice where a specific piece of discourse occurred while considering intertextual connections among 
multiple contexts (Fairclough, 1992, 1995, 2004). 
 
Korean Students in the ESL Program 
The increasing enrollment of Korean students who speak English as a second language has influenced the 
ESL program of this school in several ways, such as its curriculum, instruction, and material resources 
available in the classroom. First, the ESL program in this school was developed based on the state’s 
standards for ESL education. The current ESL program does not pursue bilingual education programs that 
teach language minority students in both languages—English and their mother tongue. However, 
students’ heritage language and culture are considered as valuable resources to facilitate students’ 
acquisition of English as well as to connect home and school throughout the school year. For instance, 
some of the school reports and announcements are sent home with a Korean translation attached. Korean 
parents also receive information about the ways that they can help their children at home. Korean 
translators are available at the parent-teacher conference if requested. 

Second, Mrs. Johnson is deeply interested in integrating her Korean students’ heritage culture 
into second language and literacy instruction since the majority of her students have come from South 
Korean for years. Korean students had an opportunity to appreciate their own culture and share their 
understanding of the heritage culture with other ESL and non-ESL students while learning the English 
language. Mrs. Johnson believes that showing appreciation of students’ heritage culture would enhance 
students’ confidence in improving their English in a new environment. She has shown an active 
involvement in professional development not only to build “funds of knowledge” that her students bring 
from their heritage culture, but to inform herself (Gonzales, 1995). For example, she attended a cultural 
workshop provided by the school district in order to know more about Korean culture. She even took a 
beginning class in the Korean language. Her own knowledge on Korean culture and language was 
incorporated in many aspects of her teaching. 

Third, her ESL classroom has a variety of multicultural resources, such as books, reference 
materials, charts, pictures, cultural artifacts, and maps. The classroom library has a good collection of 
multicultural books as well as books written both in English and in other languages. Korean books are 
stored in a separate basket with a label by authors and topics. Reference books on Korea and various 
kinds of Korean-English, English-Korean dictionaries—including electronic forms—are easily available 
in the ESL classroom. Mrs. Johnson would like to order children’s books that represent Korean culture or 
experiences of Korean children living in the United States, and use them in her reading and writing 
lessons with the groups of second graders. 
 
Korean Students in the Community 
The Greenville Elementary School is located close to the area that many Korean families have settled 
down for the purpose of temporary residence or for the purpose of permanent resident status that 
ultimately leads to immigration. Most of the Korean students in Greenville Elementary live in four major 
apartment complexes nearby. Parents of the Korean students in the school know each other, either 
because they live in the same apartment complex, or because they go to the same Korean church in town. 
 Having neighborhood-based or church-based affiliations is not unusual among Korean people. As 
a part of collective culture among Asian countries, Korean culture historically adopted the Confucian 
concept of self that situates individuals in a web of social relationships, stressing the maintenance of 
hierarchical values and relationships among members of the community (Choi, 2002). These traditional 
Korean Confucian values still exist in a contemporary society of Korea. Research shows that Korean 
immigrants in the United States have also maintained those cultural values with some degree of 
adaptation.  

The observation data of this study show that participating students often distinguish themselves 
from the Korean students who speak better in English than in Korean. Koreans who do not speak Korean 
at all or who barely speak Korean seem to be a puzzle to the participating students in the study since most 
of them feel more comfortable with speaking in Korean than in English. 
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Several overlapped categories are involved in identifying students’ particular ethnic identity, such 
as their mother tongue, language(s) used at home, place of birth, length of staying in America, immigrant 
status, and ethnicity of their parents. Although the participating students are self and officially identified 
as Korean at home and in school, it was necessary to investigate more detailed information about the 
history of their language and schooling to examine what is involved in being Korean. From the parents 
and teacher interviews, I selected data that indicate the students’ history of language, culture, and 
schooling. I drew a table, Table 1 in your handout, to compare different backgrounds that students have 
(See Figure 1). 
 
Students in the Beginning Group 
The students in the beginning level are Sam, Yen, and DJ. They are all boys. Sam was born in Korea. His 
family moved to Japan when he was four. While having stayed in Japan for three years, he went to a 
Japanese preschool for one year and a public elementary school for one and a half years before his family 
moved to the United States. Sam speaks Japanese pretty well and loves to read Japanese books at home. 
As his parents are Korean-Japanese bilingual, they used both languages at home—mostly Korean, but 
occasionally Japanese. Sam speaks Japanese more fluently than Korean. It caused a difficulty for him to 
get along with other Korean students in school at some points because he was recognized as “Japanese” 
rather than “Korean.” Occasionally, his expression in Korean seemed to sound awkward to other Korean 
students. He often admires something related to Japan including its language and culture, which 
somewhat distinguishes him from other two Korean students in his group who are more likely to show 
appreciation and respect toward Korean culture when it is brought into discussion in the ESL classroom. 
 Yen was born in Korea and went to a Korean elementary school for one and a half years before 
coming to the United States. His family was staying in the States for his father’s professional training at 
an American company for about six months. His parents were very supportive of his education at home. 
His mom had helped him to prepare for studying in an American school, even before they came to the 
States, and continued to provide help with Yen’s reading and writing in English. Thus, he was able to 
decode some words in books when he came to the school in September. 

DJ was also born in Korea and spent 6 months of first grade in a Korean public elementary school 
before his family moved to the United States for his father to start a graduate study at the university in 
town. His mother was an elementary teacher in Korea. Although he barely knew English alphabet letters 
at the beginning of the school year, he was fast to catch up with the English language. He showed the 
most progress of acquiring English in the beginning group. 
 
Figure 1: Students of the Beginning Group 
 
Names Sam Yen DJ 

Age 7 7 7 

Mother tongue Korean Korean Korean 

Language at home mostly Korean 
occasionally Japanese 

Korean Korean 

Place of birth Korea Korea Korea 

Years in USA 0 0 0 

Previous schooling 1 ½ years in Japan 1 ½ years in Korea 6 months in Korea 

 
 
 
Linguistic and Ethnic Self 
When ESL students start formal schooling in America, they experience changes in life and language, 
which in turn challenges one’s ways of seeing the world and the self-other relationships. Students’ 
multiple subject positions are constructed in a complicated interplay of multiple discourses. In this 
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presentation, I will discuss just one theme that emerged from the data, which is about students’ senses of 
self and their negotiations of self related to language and ethnicity. 
 Learning the English language is a powerful topic in the ESL classroom throughout the school 
year. The interview and ethnographic data show that students are well aware that they come to the ESL 
classroom to improve their English. Meanwhile, learning a new language made them aware of speaking 
Korean vis-à-vis speaking English. The ability to speak Korean in turn is a distinguishing feature that 
Korean students would experience in an American public school, which they would not have thought to 
matter before coming to the United States. 

Interestingly, Mrs. Johnson’s use of a few Korean words in class often puzzled Korean students. 
Excerpt 1 in hand-out shows the way that Mrs. Johnson introduced the characteristic features of the book, 
Aekyung’s dream, which is written both in English and in Korean. When the teacher explained that she 
would read English words instead of Korean words in the English-Korean bilingual book, in line 4 one 
Korean student responded immediately after the teacher and enforced the teacher’s use of English as a 
norm by saying “Of course!” 

 
Excerpt 1 
1. T: So here… on one side we have English words, the other side we have the Korean words. 
2. Danny: I’m not good Vietnamese. 
3. T: But I can’t read Korean words, so I’m gonna read English words. 
4. Hana: Of course! 
 
Whenever Mrs. Johnson used a Korean word in the classroom, there was an awkward pause for 

about a second among Korean students. Students’ understanding of language and ethnicity is primarily 
rooted in monolingualism—one speaks one language at a time. Therefore, despite the teacher’s effort to 
integrate the Korean language into instruction, students were not likely to expect Mrs. Johnson to speak 
Korean in the ESL classroom. 
 During the process of learning a second language, students not only have an opportunity to notice 
differences in languages, but also explore to make sense of who they are and how they are understood by 
others in terms of language and ethnicity. 

It is evident that language is a predominant topic in the ESL classroom in understanding who one 
is and how the person is identified by others. Students associate senses of self with the languages one 
speaks at a certain period of time, by which they understand who they are and determine their own and 
other people’s ethnic identity. ESL students from various linguistic and cultural backgrounds should deal 
with negotiations of self at the borders of language, ethnicity, and culture. Examining the conditions of 
discourse practice also gives an insight to understand the border places where their senses of self are in 
conflict with existing conditions of discourse practice. 

In conclusion, the formations of self are involved in a more complicated process of creating and 
recreating the relations of self to language, ethnicity, and culture across different social settings with 
different discursive and material conditions. In this particular ESL classroom, discourse and ethnographic 
data provided a way to understand the conditions of discourse practice associated with ethnic and 
linguistic identity as the very notion of identity has to be understood in its social context. 
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Figure 2: Subjectivity in Discourse Practice 
 
Date March 28 

Institutional context ESL program 

Local setting in school ESL after-school held in the ESL classroom 

Curriculum Extra-curricular activity 

Classroom events Small group homework 

Participants Mina, DJ, Sam, researcher 

Classroom talk Peer talk 

Transcripts Excerpt 2 
 
[At ESL homework club, the researcher helped Sam with his homework. 
Sam wrote some Japanese words in his writing.] 
 

 
 

1 DJ: I have to be Japanese... (to understand what Sam wrote). 
2 Hong: He (Sam) can speak Japanese. 
3 Mina: Sam is not really Korean. 
4 Hong: Is he not Korean? 
5 DJ: He’s half Japanese, half Korean... half. 
6 Hong: Sam is half Japanese? Are you sure? (to DJ) Are you half 

Japanese? (to Sam) 
7 Sam: .... (no response, keeps grinning and listening what other 

students are saying) 
8 Mina: 한국말도 하고 Japany도 해요. (“He speaks Korean as well as 

Japanese.”) 
9 Hong: uh, huh. 

10 Mina: Korean Japanese. 
11 DJ: I know only one word China. 

Subject positioning Sam is positioned in different ways as the conversation goes from “not really 
Korean,” (line 3 by Mina) å “half Japanese, half Korean,” (line 5 by DJ) 
“someone who speaks Korean as well as Japanese,” (line 8 by Mina) and “Korean 
Japanese” (line 10 by Mina). In line 7 in the middle of the conversation, Sam was 
asked to respond what he would think, but Sam did not say anything, but smiling. 
 

Conditions of discourse 
practice 

Discursiveå Dialogical conversation 
Socialå Peer talk at ESL after-school program 
Materialå Sam wrote Japanese in his writing (Multilingual writing); researcher 
Semioticå Other’s recognition matters in determining who I am. 
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