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This study examined how the English as a second language (ESL) students in two ESL 
social studies classes at a high school in central Pennsylvania in the United States 
perceived their linguistic and cultural identities and how these identities were shaped, 
developed, and modified over time through the students’ interactions. I also explored 
how the class secured and empowered the students’ identities. The qualitative method of 
ethnography was used to provide rich and descriptive data about the students’ cognitive, 
linguistic, and sociocultural development. The results show that, over a one-year period, 
the ESL students constructed new knowledge of American culture and English— 
influencing them both affectively and cognitively and thus enabling them to gain a new 
perspective of their ‘selves.’ That is, they came to understand their own socio-cultural 
and linguistic identities in terms significant to themselves. Moreover, I discovered the 
importance of the ESL social studies class in mediating ESL students’ cultural and 
linguistic tensions in the process of identity formation. The students considered the 
social studies class a safe haven where they learned how to interact in their mainstream 
classes through class activities guided by the ESL social studies class teacher.  

 
 

I.  INTRODUCTION 
 
ESL students in the U.S. have difficulty adjusting to American culture while learning 

English. While struggling with differences and changes in language and culture, most feel 
insecure or vulnerable in their identities in this new cultural and linguistic environment in 
American schools and society (Erickson, 1984, 1990; Trueba, 1989; Wright, 1985).  

In everyday interactions with native speakers of English, the ESL students need to think 
about whether their decisions and behaviors are appropriate in contexts that they encounter 
for the first time. In the process of these experiences, they reflect upon their own culture 
and language that has shaped their identity and decide whether they should maintain their 
own identity or assimilate themselves to the new culture. To explore the steps they undergo 

Copyright(c) 2005 NuriMedia Co.,Ltd



Kim, Namhee 

 

308 

in this process of language and culture acquisition, I conducted research in an ESL social 
studies class at a public secondary school in the U.S.  

ESL education prepares students to be successful in school as well as in society. 
However, much research on English as a Second Language leaves out the sociocultural 
aspects and the contextual nature of language learning and acquisition. These aspects are 
central to the theoretical framework that I will present in this paper. 

 
 

II.  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

1. Sociocultural Theory 
 
I explored students’ perceptions and interactions through the sociocultural approach to 

understanding mental activity proposed by Vygotsky (1978). Through this sociocultural 
lens, I observed and analyzed the linguistic and cultural processes and interactions that 
occurred in various classes, but mostly an ESL social studies class, while students learned 
American culture and English. 

Proponents of sociocultural theory argue that Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 
theorists should pay more attention to language acquisition as a social phenomenon by 
examining how second languages are used interactively in a variety of contexts and for a 
variety of purposes (Firth & Wagner, 1997; Sfard, 1998). A social view of language 
acquisition originated in the work of Vygotsky (1978), who recommended cross-cultural 
interactive questioning, also referred to as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). The 
ZPD is viewed as the distance between children’s developmental level, as determined by 
individual problem solving without adult guidance, and their level of potential 
development, as determined by children’s problem solving under the influence of, or in 
collaboration with, more capable adults or peers. Expressed simply, the ZPD is the 
interpersonal space where minds meet and new understandings can arise through 
collaborative interaction and critical inquiry. 

Vygotsky claims that social discourse between people gives rise to the growth of an 
inner voice that provides a person with a sense of control and that is especially important 
for language learning. He also states that learning is a social process and that social 
interaction is necessary for learning. This is especially true of second-language learning. 

Applying this theory in the area of ESL, Cummins (1994b) maintains that “the notion of 
the ZPD assumes even more significance for understanding students’ development when 
extended to the conceptualization of students’ personal development, specifically to the 
negotiation and construction of identity among ESL students” (p. 47). He argues that a 
focus on identity is crucial to understanding the educational difficulties of many second- 
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language students. Therefore, he places importance on actions and interactions because 
they reflect and contribute to the formation of identities. Bakhtin (1986), criticizing the 
view that language is either an individual activity or an abstract system, insists that 
language is a continuous generative process implemented in the social-verbal interaction of 
speakers. In his view, the unique language experience of each individual is thus shaped 
through constant interaction, and more focused interaction leads to higher forms of 
learning. Sociocultural theory treats interaction as a social practice that shapes and 
constructs learning. 

The central concept in sociocultural theory is that the human mind is mediated through 
the tools and activities that we use to change the world and also the symbolic tools that 
mediate and change our relationships with others (Lantolf, 2000). One type of mediation of 
particular importance in learning is interpersonal interaction (Ellis, 1999). According to 
sociocultural theory, functions are initially performed in collaboration with others, typically 
through interacting with some other person, and are subsequently performed independently. 
Ellis (1999) maintains that “in socio-cultural theory, interaction is not just a device that 
facilitates learners’ movement along the interlanguage continuum, but a social event which 
helps learners participate in their own development, including shaping the path it follows” 
(p. 20). In short, sociocultural theory broadly explains how interaction works in language 
acquisition. 

 
2. Identity, Language, and Culture in the ESL Classroom 

  
1) Culture, Second-Language Acquisition, and Identity 

 
The context of education is changing rapidly and, in the 21st century, we are faced with 

much greater inter-cultural contact and increasing linguistic diversity (Cummins & Sayers, 
1990). Culture is the context within which we exist, think, feel, and relate to others, and 
language is both a means for communication among members of a culture and an 
expression of that culture. As Nieto (2002) states, culture is socially constructed, dynamic 
and changing, and influenced by the social, economic, and political elements of particular 
environments. Culture is not only the rituals, foods, and behaviors of particular groups or 
communities of people, but is situated in particular historical, social, political, and 
economic contexts. Mainstream American culture, in this study, is defined as the white, 
middle-class culture that has been influenced by the history, politics, and economy of 
American society and that uses English as its language of communication and instruction 
at school. 

ESL learners perceive differences between their native culture and the culture of their 
target language, which influences them both affectively and cognitively. Most of them are 
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aware of social distance and culture shock while they are learning the language and trying 
to find their identity (Brown, 1994). Moreover, they go through many hardships in trying 
to find their identity; some even experience feelings of deep psychological panic and crisis; 
others may deny their ethnic identity and heritage to assimilate to American mainstream 
society. Therefore, sociocultural identity and interactions emerge as important issues in 
second-language acquisition. 

 
2) Social Identity and Cultural Identity 

 
A common assumption of sociolinguistics is that language displays social identity and 

membership. Therefore, language use and identity cannot be considered in isolation from 
social practices and membership in that language represents their identity (Giroux, 1997; 
Lemke, 2003; McNamara, 1997; Norton, 2000). Peirce (1995) suggests that research in 
second language acquisition needs to focus on social identity and investment rather than on 
individual affect and cognition, because learners are constantly reshaping their identities 
and their relationships in the society in which they live. Warschauer (1999), supporting this 
claim, asserts that social identity is multiple, a site of struggle, and constantly changing and 
that the way that social identity changes over time and in different circumstances affects 
how people invest in learning and using languages. 

Cultural identity refers to the relationship between the individual and society. It involves 
those parts of the self, those behaviors, beliefs, values, and norms, related to a person’s 
membership in a particular ethnic group and the value placed on those features in relation 
to those of other groups. Damen (1987) claims that meaningful language acquisition 
involves some degree of identity conflict as language learners take on a new identity along 
with their newly acquired competence. Therefore, a re-examination of identity is also 
unavoidable in second-language learning. According to Gee (1996), social context, 
membership, and interaction, as well as language use, frame identity. He argues that 
identity is constructed through a three-way simultaneous interaction of a social or cultural 
group, a particular social language, and a particular context. Hall (1997) suggests that 
identities are about the process of “becoming rather than being: not ‘who we are’ or ‘where 
we came from,’ so much as what we might become, how we have been represented and 
how that bears on how we might represent ourselves” (p. 4). 

Miller (2000) argues that a key link between language use and identity is in self- 
representation. The ways in which ESL students represent themselves in schools are 
critically related to the types of social interactions they participate in and to their continued 
language acquisition and integration into mainstream school and other social contexts.   
McNamara (1997) contends that immigrant students’ experiences constitute “a complex 
renegotiation of the social identity in the new society, a process that has profound 
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implications for their attitudes to their own language and the learning of the majority 
group’s language” (p. 561). He states that the notion of social identity is increasingly a 
focus of research on language acquisition, reflecting a renewed theoretical and political 
concern for the social aspects of language.  

 
 

III.  METHOD 
 

1. Rationale for Qualitative Ethnography 
 
Ethnography and other qualitative approaches are based on the theory that human 

experience is complex, holistic, and perspectival (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Guba & 
Lincoln, 2000). In addition, the interpretation of human experience depends on the 
perspectives of particular sociocultural groups, and these, in turn, are formed by social, 
cultural, political, economic, and gender-related values (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

For my research paradigm, I used qualitative ethnography, which is a vital tool to 
observe culturally sensitive learning environments for students of English as a second 
language. The goal of the qualitative research that informs this paper was to examine how 
English as a second language (ESL) students perceive their linguistic and cultural identities 
and how these identities are shaped, developed, and changed over time through interactions 
in an ESL social studies class in a U.S high school. I believe that ethnographic studies will 
continue to have an important role in helping educators to understand the cultural processes 
that takes place in ESL classrooms. 

This research focused on adolescent ESL students’ culture and language development in 
an ESL social studies class and their lives in school over a period of two semesters. Ellis 
(1999) states that the social view of language acquisition needs research that employs 
qualitative methods that are sensitive to interactions between participants, as dynamic 
negotiators of meaning and relationships and of cultural and social identities.  

As Chang (1992) has stated, ethnography is both a process and a product. As a process, 
the ethnographic method allowed me to collect cultural data and to analyze and interpret it 
holistically. As a product, this study presents cultural description and interpretation. Thus, it 
describes the everyday lives of some ESL students in an American high school and 
investigates how their perceptions of culture, language, and identity are changed and 
established. 

 
2. Research Questions 

 
As stated above, in this study I explored how ESL students perceive their native culture 
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and the mainstream culture, how their native cultural and linguistic identities are modified 
or maintained in various contexts and situations, and finally how, in the process of learning 
language and culture, they identify themselves. To facilitate the examination of these 
questions, the researcher designed a project that included the creation of web pages in an 
ESL social studies class for high school students. The overarching question of the study 
was the following: 

How are the linguistic and cultural identities of ESL students explored in an 
ESL social studies class at a U.S. secondary school?  

 
3. The Researcher 

 
As a researcher who is a non-native speaker of English with an Asian cultural 

background, I carried out this study over the course of one school year. Since this research 
focused on understanding the social setting, rather than on predicting outcomes, the 
researcher was a very important research instrument. I wrote and kept field notes and an 
observational journal every time I visited the class, in an attempt to accurately describe the 
students’ and teachers’ interactions. As a participant observer for two periods of the school 
day, I observed their interactions and also talked with them, asking them questions about 
their experiences with and perceptions of American mainstream culture and their own 
cultures, and sometimes helping them with their homework or class assignments. 

 
4. The Setting 

 
I collected the data for this study between September 6, 2001 and June 6, 2002.  

“University High,” with a student body numbering approximately 2,518 as of the 2001 
school year, is located in a predominantly white, middle-class community surrounding a 
large public university in rural Pennsylvania. Of the student body, 2% were classified as 
ESL students. This bilingual and multilingual school population consisted of children of 
visiting faculty, researchers, or graduate students; immigrant refugees (political and 
economic); and exchange students. These students came from Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin 
America, and the Middle East. 

 
5. The ESL Social Studies Class 

 
In the ESL social studies class, the students gained an understanding of American history 

and American mainstream culture through textbooks and activities both in the classroom 
and in outdoor activities such as field trip and parties. The content of the course 
emphasized diverse facets of American life, such as holidays, historical events, and current 
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issues. The students took ESL classes and ESL social studies classes until they were 
considered fluent enough to study English and social studies in mainstream classes. The 
content and activities in the ESL social studies class helped the students understand the 
American public-school culture and system because, through these activities and their new 
environment, they experience and acquaint themselves with the new American culture.  
The curriculum of the ESL social studies class was about one-third culture, one-third 
history, and one-third other issues such as geography, current issues, and daily life matters.  
The intermediate and advanced ESL social studies classes both performed the same 
activities pertaining to culture, except that the classes studied different time periods in 
American history and used different levels of textbooks. 

 
6. The ESL Students 

 
I observed two ESL social studies classes: a first-period intermediated class with 

fourteen students and a second-period advanced class also with fourteen students. The two 
classes had almost the same curriculum except for the level of the history textbooks. The 
participants of this study were ESL students between the ages of 15 and 18 from a variety 
of linguistic and cultural backgrounds. The length of time the students had lived in 
America varied from five months to four years. But the average of their staying period in 
America is from one to two years. 

A total of 18 ESL students in this study came from a variety of cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds, and with different reasons for staying and studying in America. Some were 
immigrants whose parents were religious and political refugees from Eastern European 
countries; some were children of international business men who will stay in America for 
years; while others were children of visiting international scholars in America for their 
research in the local university. In addition, one student in the advanced class was an 
exchange student from Columbia. 

The ESL students also varied in their levels of confidence and self-esteem, because they 
were limited in their use of the language of instruction and had to adjust to an environment 
that in no way recognized their own cultural and linguistic identity. Their enthusiasm for 
social interaction differed according to their social orientation: some liked to talk with 
other students and be involved in activities with their American peers; others were more 
reserved and avoided social interaction. 

 
7. Data Collection 

 
The study was conducted in an ESL social studies classroom at a public high school in 

the U.S. The data for this study were collected from multiple sources, such as interviews, 

Copyright(c) 2005 NuriMedia Co.,Ltd



Kim, Namhee 

 

314 

surveys, observations, field notes, and students’ documents such as e-mail and student 
journals, which provided, altogether, an in-depth picture of the students’ linguistic and 
cultural learning in the classroom. 

I interviewed all 18 students once and found themes for analysis: friendship, language, 
culture, technology, school life, and living with an American family. Then I selected, for 
the ensuing interviews, five informants who differed in their linguistic and cultural 
perceptions while living in America and learning at an American school. The interviews 
ranged from twenty to forty minutes per informant and were tape recorded and transcribed.  
The interview excerpts were organized by theme. 

During my visits to these ESL social studies classes over one school year, I observed the 
ESL students learn, and interact with teachers, other ESL students, and American students 
in class, and in the hallways, cafeteria, and library. Participant observation, one of the 
central tenets of ethnography, is based on the notion that a researcher comes to know a 
community only by delving into it (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Field notes were taken every time I visited the school. These field notes included 
transcriptions and reflections on the themes and issues that came up in the interviews. 
Before I conducted interviews, I had gained significant information and insight through a 
questionnaire survey. Working from the preliminary information gathered from the survey 
and some informal interviews, I started formal interviews with the students. I also collected 
students’ journals, in which they had written their responses to assignments in the ESL 
socialvstudies class and the ESL class. I collected other documents from the students in 
order to analyze what I could not see in the classroom: free writing journals, memory 
journals, and e-mail messages. 

 
8. Data Analysis 

 
I began the data analysis immediately after I had finished the first interview and 

observation and continued working on it throughout the research process. During this 
process, I found certain themes and issues emerged from the data, and I developed my own 
thoughts and ideas through personal reflection based on my notes. This recurring cycle of 
analysis and interpretation helped me to refine my data-collection process and to focus my 
interviews and observations on the issues and ideas that were particularly important to the 
research. 

First, in the observation data analysis, I described what I observed chronologically, in 
order to tell the story from beginning to end, collecting data concerning classroom 
activities. I also organized the data in such a way as to emphasize the important processes 
and issues raised in the class. In addition, after observing the students for some time, I 
described and analyzed how their interactions changed over time.  
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Second, open-ended interviews were used to gather data on students’ attitudes, 
preferences, and experiences in the new culture and language. The narrative responses of 
the students were tape-recorded. Then each tape was numbered to identify the students 
while protecting their anonymity. With the transcriptions of the interviews, I carried out a 
content analysis of each tape (looking for themes, categories, consensus, etc.). I then 
compared these new categories to the original categories of inquiry. This procedure helped 
me to discover which elements of the research question had been answered, which 
elements of the research question had not been answered, and which new questions had 
been raised by the students themselves during the interview process. 

Through in-depth interviews, the students provided me with accounts that contained 
their own reflections on their experiences in a U.S. public school. In the interviews, I asked 
a set of questions focused on their perceptions and experiences in their ESL social studies 
classes, their language use both at school and at home, and their interactions with 
American students as well as with other ESL students. I analyzed the data by recording 
each interview on an audio tape and categorizing experiences by theme. 

 
9. Method of Data Verification 

 
To avoid threats to the validity of the qualitative conclusions derived from the data 

analysis, triangulation, member checking, and feedback strategies were employed. First, 
triangulation: To confirm the emerging findings, data were collected from multiple sources, 
including interviews, observations, and document analyses (Maxwell, 1996). For example, 
I prepared a questionnaire while collecting the data. Second, member checking: the 
informant served as a check throughout the analysis process. I asked participants to 
examine rough drafts of writing in which their actions or words were featured. Third, to 
prevent researcher bias, I established equal representation of the perceptions of the students 
themselves, as well as feedback from teachers and colleagues, who commented on the 
findings. 

 
 

IV.  FINDINGS 
 

1. Who am I?: Culture Shock  
 
The ESL students who participated in this study went through a period of loneliness 

during their first encounter with American culture, as they would with any foreign culture. 
They began to start questioning their identity and asking themselves, “Who am I?” and 
“What am I doing here in a different country and culture?” They had a difficult time 
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becoming integrated into mainstream classes due to their lack of English proficiency and 
understanding of American culture. They worried about their alienation from the students 
and teachers in their mainstream classes and perceived an invisible distance between 
themselves and their American peers:  

 
First time when I came I was asking myself questions like ‘who am I?’, ‘What 
am I doing here?’ Because I think we (my family) came here to make life 
better. I was thinking about why I should be here. When I came here, I thought 
it was hard because of the language. (Irad, Interview, 12/13/2001) 

 
The ESL students in this study felt insecure when they were put into different and 

unusual participant structures where they did not know how to negotiate their identities. 
The students, by and large, were to diminish the distance between their new environment 
and themselves consciously or unconsciously. 

The ESL students felt themselves to be conspicuous in their mainstream classes because 
they were different from their American peers who had always lived in the same cultural 
and linguistic environment. They did not think they were alienated, yet they did not feel 
that they were treated equally. When some American students laughed at them because of 
their accents, they were intimidated, which prevented them from speaking freely. 

Through these new experiences in their American school, most of the students went 
through a process of cultural adjustment and social identity change. In this process, they 
also had to face mental and emotional challenges through their interactions with native 
speakers of English in their classes. As they did not know the norms or rules of the school 
or of American society, they hesitated to express their opinions and behaved in a restricted 
manner. Still, the school environment provided these students with opportunities not only 
to experience a different culture and language, but also to reflect on their own identities.  

 
2. The Content, Activity, and Interaction in the Class 

 
The ESL social studies classes at “University High” were designed to allow the students 

to exercise and express their analytical thinking. Many topics, such as American history 
and world history, were taught through debate and discussion. The teacher taught the 
students American culture, history, geography, and current issues. Culture was taught 
through various activities, including a cultural project in which the students used 
technology to publish and share their insights and findings about their own culture with 
others, creating cultural artifacts which they presented to the class. 
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1) Class Materials 
 
One of the salient features of the ESL social studies classes was that they involved a lot 

of activities designed to enhance cultural learning that were not found in regular social 
studies classes, such as understanding American football, holidays, and currency; and 
learning about historical incidents and figures using videos and other materials. The 
teacher made use of a lot of hands-on materials, such as posters, slides, pictures, maps, 
magazines, and video tapes, to enhance students’ understanding of America in a more 
naturalistic way. The students gained cultural knowledge and then were able to apply it 
outside of class when they communicated with native speakers of English and with those 
whose native culture was American: 

 
We had a lot of activities in ESL social studies class such as a culture project, 
watching videos, making culture cards and currencies, football lessons, 
American holidays, and so on. In regular classes, we don’t have that kind of 
activities. (Chris, Interview, 12/13/2001) 

 
Beykont (2000) stresses the importance of art as a tool to intensify students’ cultural 

identities, and in the ESL social studies classes in this study, classroom activities made use 
of artistic skills such as making culture cards and drawing currency as tools to strengthen 
students’ identities, develop their cultural voices, and strengthen connections with their 
home cultures. 

 
2) Cooperative Learning 

 
The teacher used lessons structured around whole-class work and group work to give 

students more opportunities to talk and discuss, to facilitate cooperative learning and 
linguistic development. When the teacher had the students think about and discuss class 
content, it was usually through collaborative work. By assigning students from different 
linguistic backgrounds to three or four groups, the teacher encouraged the students to 
participate in group discussions and come to a consensus, negotiate their way around 
differences in opinion, and then make a group presentation. This cooperative-learning 
system gave the students more chances to voice their opinions and familiarize themselves 
with the content of the social studies class. The students liked to work with partners. They 
liked group projects because they gave them the chance to speak with friends and work 
together, which kept them more interested than individual work in class. 
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3) American History and Culture 
 
Since the ESL students were new to American history and culture, learning these things 

in their ESL social studies classes helped them understand and adjust to American school 
and society. The history textbooks were not typical high-school textbooks but were written 
specifically for ESL students. The students learned facets of American culture in their 
history lessons, as well. The students liked to learn American history and culture, and they 
asked questions about the things that were new to them. 

The history lessons facilitated the students’ understanding of the cultural background 
embedded in American history and also provided them with academic knowledge. The 
students learned more specific knowledge of American culture from their American history 
textbook. For instance, Maria learned about African-American history in the class, through 
which she came to know what she did not understand before about African Americans in 
America:  

 
I think I learned a lot about the culture in the ESL social studies class because 
we are learning about black American history. It’s like the base of the culture 
right now, so you can understand easily why there are so many black people 
here in America which was really strange for me. Now I learned that they were 
brought from Africa. There’re so many examples back in American history 
that explains the culture right now. I understand deeper about American history. 
(Maria, Interview, 02/20/2002) 

 
4) Free Writing 

 
Among the activities in the ESL social studies class were free-writing activities. The 

students enjoyed creating stories after looking at photos or pictures. The teacher encouraged 
the students to use their imaginations. The free-writing activities were important and useful as 
a starting point for developing students’ creativity and imagination. They could be used to 
encourage ESL students to take an active role in writing, to make guesses from pictures using 
their creativity. The students felt free when writing in their social studies class. On the one 
hand, they could develop their language skills by using vocabulary, expressions, and writing 
skills; on the other hand, they were able to delve into their past and present experiences. By 
doing this activity on a regular basis throughout the year, the students were able to gain 
confidence in themselves as well as in their writing skills: 

 
I like this atmosphere. I like free writing activity. Actually my hobby is writing 
a short story. He helped me a lot to think about a picture and make a story. 
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(Irad, Interview, 01/20/2002) 
 

5) Culture Project 
 
The ESL social studies teacher designed a culture project in which the students had the 

opportunity to create web pages that presented facets of their own cultures. This project was 
designed to give students some insight into their own cultures, to stimulate their thinking, and 
to encourage them to use the basic functions of the web-authoring tool. Making students’ own 
cultures visible through the medium of the computer was a challenge to the students, who had 
to find and negotiate their identities. While preparing for their presentations, many students 
studied cultural traits in order to explain them to the class. Students were able to share their 
cultural understanding with others, so that they gained more understanding of other cultures. 
This led them to critical reflection and self-examination and consequently gave them the 
ability to view others’ cultures from a different angle. 

 
3. The Teacher: A Role Model 

 
The atmosphere of the ESL social studies class was warm, and the teacher was very 

supportive and understanding and aware of students’ difficulties, anxieties, and learning 
habits. He frequently guided and directed the students in debates and discussions, using a 
variety of activities and teaching materials. The teacher used a lot of gestures and 
mimicked funny sounds to help the students understand concepts or notions that were hard 
to explain through words. He was humorous and lenient with his students. This made the 
class atmosphere lively and comfortable. 

Students voiced their opinions and asked a lot of questions. Sometimes they argued and 
debated, because their teacher accepted any type of question or criticism, always 
encouraging them to speak in the classroom. For this reason, the students spoke English 
more in his class than in their other classes. 

The teacher improved the students’ self-confidence. In his class, they had an equal 
opportunity to communicate, though they still had difficulty expressing their thoughts.  
His teaching philosophy was student-centered and inquiry-based. He was aware of the 
necessity of using a lot of visual aids and discussion in teaching history to ESL students.  
He was not overly concerned with sticking to the curriculum, but was very flexible. He 
played a significant role in the students’ lives, since he was different from the mainstream 
class teachers who did not have so much experience with ESL students. The teacher was 
sensitive to the cultural differences between Americans and ESL students. 

The ESL students were friendly with their teacher, because he did not assert his authority 
in class and was friendly with them. The students viewed him more as a friend than as a 
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teacher. Some of them were confused about how to interact with him, as well as with their 
mainstream teachers, because the school systems in their own countries placed a strong 
emphasis on teachers’ authority over students. Still, Irad from Kuwait considered the ESL 
social studies teacher to be a role model because he taught well in class, helped the 
students with their school projects, and dealt with lots of problems and conflicts that the 
students faced in school: 

 
The teacher is very understanding to the ESL students and we can tell anything 
to him. He’s like a father to the students and I actually do consider him as a 
role model teacher. Last year he taught a lot and he helped me with my school 
work. I learned a lot and I changed my mind about the school. In his class I 
like the way he teaches. He’s just like a friend. (Irad, Interview, 01/20/2002) 

 
4. A Place for Social Interaction 

 
As regards the sociocultural adjustment of the students, the class acted as a center where 

they felt comfortable and were able to adjust to American culture and school. In their ESL 
social studies classes, the students learned how to interact in their American classes, both 
through class activities and from the teachers’ guidance, comments, and advice. 

They participated in the interaction between the teacher and the whole class as well as 
student-student interaction such as group work in which they actively collaborated without 
any cultural and linguistic disparities. In this way, each student was a part of the class 
interaction, spoke out in class, and took every chance to be in the spotlight. The class gave 
the students a sense of security and self-confidence. The students interacted more in their 
ESL social studies classes because the teacher included various interactive activities and 
projects in his curriculum. This enabled the students to use English more than they did in 
their other classes: 

 
In ESL class I think we have more interaction than in other classes. Teacher- 
student interaction and students-student interaction make me feel this class 
interesting. (Irad, Interview, 01/20/2002) 

 
The ESL social studies class was a place for social interaction. It played an important 

role in mediating ESL students’ cultural and linguistic identity formation. The students 
considered the class a safe haven to secure their unstable identities. We need to recognize 
the importance of developing ESL curricula that facilitate the formation of new cultural 
and linguistic identities in students, as well as affording knowledge of the culture and 
history of America. 
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5. Cultural Identity 
 

1) Cultural Adjustment 
 
After attending an American school for over a year, the ESL students were able to 

analyze and interpret sociocultural differences apparent in their interactions with native 
speakers of English. They learned American mainstream culture from activities in their 
social studies classes. For example, Maria, an exchange student from Columbia, learned in 
her ESL social studies class about Thanksgiving and other American holidays, which she 
then had the opportunity to celebrate and participate in with her host family. In this sense, 
the ESL social studies class allowed the students to acquire a necessary rudimentary 
knowledge of American history and culture before they were sent into mainstream classes. 
They were able to learn how to debate, discuss, and negotiate. The ESL students constructed 
new knowledge of American culture and English, which had both an affective and a 
cognitive influence on them: 

 
In the ESL social studies class, I like going through units of American history 
it’s really interesting. I did not understand why things went that way before but 
now it becomes clear to me what American culture is. I also have learned 
about culture and, through the historical events that show how they have 
influenced people, I could have a deeper understanding of American culture. 
(Natalia, Interview, 12/17/2001) 

 
The ESL students were active in their ESL social studies classes and felt more at ease 

than in their other classes, because they could say whatever they liked, which was good for 
them in that it helped them to feel comfortable communicating. The class helped the 
students adapt to American culture and school life. For example, discussing American 
holidays really enhanced the students’ understanding of American culture: 

 
In school I expressed myself more in ESL social studies class because we 
learn culture of America and how Americans are. And The ESL social studies 
teacher makes the class different; it’s interesting and not boring. I speak more 
here because there is more participation. (Maria, Interview, 03/16/2002) 

 
The students felt secure in that class, and they enjoyed learning history and culture while 

they strengthened their own identities. Especially, the culture project experience influenced 
the students by building up their identities. Even though they were not proficient in English, 
the students expressed enthusiasm, confidence and pride when explaining their culture in 
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English at their American school. The ESL students gained more in-depth knowledge of 
their own cultures, which boosted their pride. Since they were going through a stage of 
identity negotiation and formation, this project gave them an incentive to reshape and 
stabilize their new identities: 

 
This project helps me understand my culture. I have confidence because other 
students will definitely know that there’s Belarus and the city of Minsk. I have 
a pride as a person from Belarus. I think it’s good to make this kind of project 
in social studies class. (Natalia, Interview, 02/20/2002) 

 
For this reason, the ESL social studies class played an important role as far as identity is 

concerned. Because of their experiences in this class, the ESL students were more easily 
immersed in their mainstream classes, without losing hold of their own sociocultural and 
linguistic identities. 

 
2) Identity Negotiation 

 
The ESL students, while they were learning English, American culture, and academic 

knowledge, perceived the reality of their situation and faced difficulties that they had to 
overcome: difficulties in adjusting to American culture, problems in understanding English, and 
the complexities and subtleties of the content of their mainstream classes. These high-school 
students faced cultural factors such as race, gender, and ideology while they were building up 
their cross-cultural personalities and identities. As Lam (2000) points out, the ESL students 
continue to reorganize a sense of their identity and their relationship to the social world. 

The ESL students, in the beginning stage of their school experience in America, 
struggled with feelings of embarrassment: losing face when they encountered negative 
affective responses from native English speakers. The ESL students had a hard time 
integrating themselves into mainstream classes due to their lack of English proficiency and 
cultural understanding. They were worried about their alienation from mainstream students 
and teachers. In terms of identity, most of the teenagers tried to keep their own cultural and 
linguistic identities, which were already established, but at the same time, they were open 
to accepting cultural differences and adjusting themselves to their new environment. 

 
6. Linguistic Identity 

 
1) Language-Learning Anxiety 

 
Most of the ESL students in this study were reticent and did not take the initiative in 
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their mainstream classes to seek clarification or obtain confirmation from their teachers. In 
the interviews, these students reported a lack of confidence and a fear of making mistakes 
and being laughed at. They did not want to lose face in front of their American classmates 
when they gave a wrong answer. This phenomenon was prevalent with most of the students 
who participated in this research: 

 
I try not to speak oftentimes in mainstream classes because I’m afraid of 
making errors and being laughed at by the students. I say my opinion but not 
often. (Irad, interview, 12/07/2001) 

 
The students’ mainstream teachers perceived their reserve and assumed that it resulted 

from their low English proficiency. However, according to the ESL social studies teacher, 
even the advanced ESL students who actively participated in their ESL and ESL social 
studies classes were reserved in their mainstream classes. This shows that linguistic 
proficiency is not the only factor contributing to their reticence. Among these factors, the 
fear of ridicule contributed significantly to the students’ reticence in the classroom. ESL 
students in mainstream classes are liable to be sensitive and easily affected by their 
environment, which is not likely to make their identities secure. By speaking up in class, 
the students would make themselves vulnerable to low self-esteem or self-identity. 

In their mainstream classes, the ESL students hesitated to take the floor or respond to 
their teachers’ questions for several reasons: fear of making linguistic mistakes, anxiety 
about being ridiculed by their classmates, and difficulty in understanding their teachers’ 
and American peers’ English due to lack of linguistic exposure to a learning environment 
with native speakers of English. This seemed to make them feel marginalized in class 
discussion (Ortega, 1997) and affected not only their knowledge construction but also their 
second-language acquisition and identity formation. 

 
2) Students Speak 

 
The students reported in the interviews that they had good opportunities to express their 

social identities in their ESL social studies classes. They got more chances to talk and 
express their opinions in that class than in their mainstream classes, where they were afraid 
of being laughed at by American students for their incorrect grammar and pronunciation. 
For this reason, they said they felt most comfortable in their ESL social studies classes and 
ESL classes, where linguistic mistakes were taken for granted in communication. 

These teenagers came from a variety of cultural and linguistic backgrounds, yet they felt 
equal in their ESL classes in that they were all non-native speakers and new to American 
culture. The ESL social studies class was the only class in which the ESL students could 

Copyright(c) 2005 NuriMedia Co.,Ltd



Kim, Namhee 

 

324 

express themselves without any hesitation. Whereas they encountered cultural obstacles 
while learning in mainstream classes and in their other interactions with American students, 
the students found their ESL social studies class to be a place of security and confidence. In 
other words, the class provided them with an environment in which to modify their 
identities. The students could most easily express their identities and feel most capable of 
participating in their ESL social studies class, because everybody in that class was at a 
similar proficiency level in English: 

 
In the ESL social studies class you have fun while learning American history. I 
have more an opportunity to speak in the ESL social studies class I feel free in 
that class. When I give presentations in the class, I feel comfortable and ask a 
lot of questions because all students are from different countries. When I make 
mistakes, nobody laughs at me. (Irad, Interview, 01/20/2002) 

 
3) Linguistic Development: Learning English from Content Knowledge 

 
The students developed language skills such as vocabulary, speaking, and writing skills 

through content knowledge, discussion, and classroom activities with their teacher and 
peers. The students learned English as well as course content in the class. They had more 
opportunities to speak English in their ESL social studies classes than in their other ESL 
classes and their mainstream classes. In their ESL classes, the students had less opportunity 
to speak and less time to think, organize their thoughts, and discuss because in that class 
they were overloaded with homework. According to the students, they needed to learn 
other linguistic skills, such as writing, reading, vocabulary, and grammar, in their ESL 
classes. Their ESL social studies classes, however, did not require these linguistic skills but 
simply gave them the chance to learn English through content such as American history, 
American mainstream culture, and the cultures of their peers. The students felt less 
pressure from this type of learning, compared with their other classes. As learning the 
language was not an official goal of the class, the students were able to use English as a 
means to learn about and share their cultures and let their voices be heard: 

 
Here in ESL social studies class I feel much free because it doesn’t matter 
whether I speak English well or not. The teachers understand that the ESL 
students are just learning English. I can say whatever I want to say. The class 
gives us comfort in communication. (Chris, Interview, 03/25/2002) 

 
In the culture project, students’ reading competence was greatly improved through the 

extensive reading that they did in search of information and materials. This increased their 
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motivation and provided an authentic and natural learning environment. The students also 
increased their vocabulary in the process of collecting data and rephrasing them into their 
own words, and they improved their writing skills in combining and connecting their ideas: 

 
It is a good idea to introduce or share information, knowledge, and experience 
you have had in your own culture. This way, people can know and understand 
you better. While making this project, my writing improved most of all 
because I had to rearrange everything in my own words and think about the 
construction of a sentence and its grammar. (Natalia, Interview, 02/20/2002) 

 
4) Equality in the Class 

 
The ESL students felt equal in their ESL social studies classes, did not have any anxiety 

about speaking English, and, consequently, improved their speaking ability. In this class, 
the ESL students were in a speaker’s position, able to voice their opinions without the 
anxiety of being misunderstood by their classmates. On the other hand, in their mainstream 
classes, they were in more of a listener’s position, since they felt intimidated and nervous 
about speaking English. In their ESL social studies classes, however, Natalia and the other 
ESL students had more chances to speak and take the floor to voice their opinions through 
discussions and debates in the class which helped them improve their English: 

 
In ESL social studies class I feel very confident about my English because I 
feel that people are friendly to me and we are in all things equal. It’s 
interesting to talk to them, you can just know something about other country. 
In American classes, when the teacher asks me to say something, I’m a little 
bit nervous because of my English. I don’t like to talk much in the mainstream 
classes. (Natalia, Interview, 02/20/2002) 

 
 

V.  CONCLUSION 
 
In this one-year-long ethnographic study, the researcher traced the linguistic and social 

development of 18 ESL students, specifically focusing on five focal informants in ESL 
social studies classes in an American high school. Using the qualitative ethnographic 
research paradigm which is the study of ‘other’ people and the social and cultural patterns 
that give meaning to their lives (Barro, Jordan, & Roberts, 1998), I wrote up the process of 
the ESL students’ identity formation in ESL social studies class, participating in the class 
and simultaneously collecting data and analyzing it. 
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The results of this study indicated that content knowledge and interactions in the ESL 
social studies class facilitated ESL students’ identity formation in their American school. 
The students gained new perspectives on themselves and came to understand their own 
sociocultural and linguistic identities. The study also found that the ESL students 
constructed new knowledge of American culture and English which influenced them 
affectively and cognitively. Learning and sharing cultural knowledge in the class helped 
the ESL students enhance their self-esteem and their communicative competence in 
classroom interaction. The positive experiences of communication facilitated comfort 
levels which are necessary for their academic and linguistic achievement. In addition, the 
students developed linguistic knowledge that motivated them to express their opinions 
about their cultures and themselves more easily. 

The class contributes to the formation of identities of ESL students by enabling them to 
steady their lives and to understand their cultural identities. That is, it fostered the students’ 
awareness of their own cultures and American culture, which enabled them to establish a 
social identity in their American school. The ESL social studies class offered students various 
advantages to the ESL students: first, from an academic point of view, they achieved good 
grades in that class; secondly, they received emotional support that made them feel free to 
communicate with the students in their mainstream classes; and finally, they acquired 
linguistic and cultural knowledge. Indeed, the ESL social studies class can be considered a 
safe haven for ESL students, helping them to integrate themselves into American culture as 
well as into the U.S. school system. Furthermore, the ESL social studies teacher can be a 
preserver of the cultural and linguistic identities of the students, a support for the students’ 
self-esteem, and source of high expectations. In this sense, the ESL social studies class and 
teacher play a significant role in ESL students’ identity formation. 

Research (Collier, 1987; Cummins, 1994a) shows that students can usually achieve 
conversational fluency in English within 2-3 years of their arrival in the United States, but 
that academic language proficiency takes much longer—perhaps as long as 5-7 years. If 
this is true, specific and long-term curricula for ESL and ESL content classes should be 
developed and implemented to teach and guide ESL students to achieve both conversational 
and academic fluency, and eventually be successful in their academic and cognitive 
development and social and cultural adjustment in mainstream classes and in the larger 
society. Therefore, teachers in ESL content classes should create and implement culture- 
sensitive curriculum, and, by doing so, they actively encourage students to participate in 
class discussions and activities, because ESL students often engage in self-silencing due to 
their weak command of the English language. In such contexts, it is also crucial to create a 
classroom atmosphere in which diverse accents, constructions, and varying levels of 
fluency are accepted without derision. Teachers can model openness to such diversity, for 
example, by demonstrating basic knowledge about their countries and cultures of origin.  
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I have argued that ESL social studies class is a locus where ESL students’ new shaping 
identities were secured, modified, and empowered because it reduces culture-shock and 
offers the ESL students a refuge from conflicts outside of the class. Most importantly, the 
ESL class offers students a ‘comfort zone’ within which to work on their language skills, 
gain individual attention, and interact with peers who are going through similar 
experiences. Moreover, this class provides the opportunity to students to come to terms 
with culture shock, learn about the customs, expectations, and realities of life in their new 
society, and rapidly learn communicative competence in English. 

To sum up, ESL social studies classes are necessary in U.S public schools to assist ESL 
students in learning culture before they make the transition to mainstream classes. For ESL 
students, ESL social studies classes play an important role because they allow them not 
only to learn history, culture, and language but also to interact with teachers and students in 
a situation of security, freedom, and equality. This will have a considerable influence on 
their language and culture acquisition. 

 
 

VI.  IMPLICATION 
 
As a result of my own experience as a researcher and participant observer in ESL social 

studies classes over a period of one school year, I uncovered some significant issues related 
to the teaching of ESL students and also related to conducting research in this field. First, 
the results of the study should be of help to ESL learners in U.S high schools who are 
struggling with their linguistic and cultural identities. Secondly, it can provide ESL content 
teachers with a framework to begin creating new curricula for ESL content classes and help 
mainstream teachers to effectively educate English-language learners. 

As is no doubt apparent to the reader, this study has not considered other factors that 
might influence the student’s socio-cultural and linguistic identities, such as the student’s 
experiences in mainstream class or any other interaction outside the ESL or ESL social- 
studies class. Further studies might need to examine more deeply how sociocultural 
context in school affects adolescent ESL students’ shaping of their cultural and linguistic 
identities. In addition, there is a need for qualitative research studies that investigate more 
closely how ESL students negotiate their identities in their interactions with native 
speakers of English. 
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APPENDIX A 
Interview Questions 

 
1. What is your first inpression in this school?  
2. Can you remember what you particularly liked, or what you didn’t like or found confusing in 

your school life?  
3. Please tell me what you have experienced in U.S. school so far. What was the saddest moment? 

What was the most exciting part?  
4. How do you feel about the mainstream teachers and ESL teachers?  
5. While you are studying in the high school, how have you felt about the school environment and 

atmosphere, and school system? What’s the difference from the school in your country?  
6. What subject do you like most among the classes that you are taking?  
7. Do you get along well with American students? (or with other ESL students?) 
8. How do you spend your lunch time during school days? If you go somewhere for lunch, where 

do you have lunch? 
9. Is there anything else you would like to tell us about your experiences? Is there anything that was 

especially funny, memorable, valuable, or unpleasant about your experience? 
10. Do you like to be called in American name instead of you name in your native language? Why? 
11. Please tell me if there are things that you are able to do or are not allowed to do in your country. 

If any, what’s your favorite thing to do among them in America? Why do you like it? Do you feel 
uneasy with them? Is there any incident? If any, please tell me.  

12. What do you like most in learning English?  
13. What’s your feeling when you first learn English in the U.S.? How has your feeling changed? 
14. How do you think about the vocabulary you are learning in ESL Social Studies classroom? 
15. Among the activities in ESL social studies class, which part was the most impressive to you?  
16. Please tell me, while you have been studying in American school, what do you feel in ESL class 

and ESL social studies class. 
17. Where do you feel more comfortable, in ESL classrooms or mainstream classrooms? Why do 

you think so?  
18. Where do you get more chance to express yourself? 
19. Tell me your impression on free writing after looking at pictures or photos in the ESL social 

studies class.  
20. What part do you like in the classes in the computer lab? 
21. How useful is your Electronic dictionary? How long have you used it? 
22. Have you ever used computers before you use them in the school computer lab? 
23. If you are familiar with computers, how often do you use it and where do you use it? 
24. Do you use e-mail often times? If you do, with whom do you exchange e-mails? Do you use 

English when use e-mail or your own native language?  
25. At this point in your class in the lab, what do you like best about the class? What is good about it 

compared to a course given in the traditional classroom?  
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APPENDIX B 
The ESL Students in ESL Social-stuies Class: The Participants in the First Interview 

Continent (Student No.) Countries (Student No.) 
Africa (2) Kenya (1), Tanzania (1) 
Asia  (7) China (1), Korea (3), Japan (1), Taiwan (2)  
Europe (6) Belarus (1), Bulgaria (1), Czech Republic  

(1), Kazakhstan(1), Russia (1), Spain (1) 
Middle East (2) Kuwait (1), Saudi Arabia (1) 
South America (1) Colombia (1) 
Total (18)  

 
APPENDIX C 

The Data of the Five Focal Informants 
Name Country  Language Gender Grade Age Years in U.S. 
Chris Korea Korean  Male 9 15 1.5 
Irad Kuwait Arabic Male 9 15 1.5 
Maria Colombia Spanish Female 12 17 1 
Natalia Belarus Russian Female 10 16 1 
Sato Japan Japanese Male 10 16 2 

* To protect the informants’ identity, the researcher used their pseudonym. 
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