Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rmmm20

Investigating language identities of international
postgraduate students in Britain: a qualitative
inquiry
Anas Hajar & Ali Ait Si Mhamed
To cite this article: Anas Hajar & Ali Ait Si Mhamed (2021): Investigating language identities of
international postgraduate students in Britain: a qualitative inquiry, Journal of Multilingual and
Multicultural Development, DOI: 10.1080/01434632.2021.1946549
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2021.1946549

Published online: 24 Jun 2021.

Submit your article to this journal

Article views: 483

View related articles

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rmmm20

JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUAL AND MULTICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2021.1946549

Investigating language identities of international postgraduate
students in Britain: a qualitative inquiry
Anas Hajar

and Ali Ait Si Mhamed

Graduate School of Education, Nazarbayev University, Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan
ABSTRACT
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This paper explores eight Kazakhstani postgraduate students’ reﬂections
of their international educational experiences in the UK after their
immediate re-entry into Kazakhstan. Special focus was on their
language identity development after their one-year stay in the UK. It
was informed by Benson et al.’s ([2013]. Second Language Identity in
Narratives of Study Abroad. London: Palgrave Macmillan) threedimensional model of L2 identity: (a) identity-related aspects of L2
proﬁciency, (b) linguistic self-concept, and (c) L2-mediated aspects of
personal development. The qualitative data collected from a written
narrative and three subsequent rounds of individual semi-structured
interviews suggest that most participants had lofty goals in the ﬁrst
period of their study abroad. They gradually became aware that full
immersion in the host country could take a long time, and accordingly,
they set concrete goals. The analysis of the data also revealed that the
participants exercised their agency in displaying their development of
sociopragmatic competence and a global citizenship identity, by
respecting diﬀerent opinions and accepting cultural diﬀerences.
Nevertheless, some of them experienced racism based on their usage of
English and presumed ethnicity. This study underlines the signiﬁcance
of introducing pedagogical interventions in all phases of study abroad
to avoid student sojourners’ unrealistic or impractical goals and
empower their language identities.
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Introduction
The number of students undertaking tertiary education outside their countries of origin is on the
rise. According to a report issued by UK Council for International Student Aﬀairs (2019), 325,665
gained some form of international educational experience in 2018. The Higher Education Statistics
Agency (2019) in the UK indicates that 1215 international students from Kazakhstan, the focus of
the present study, were registered at UK universities for the academic year 2018/2019. There is a
relatively large consensus among academics and policy makers that international educational
experience is transformative, leading to positive outcomes for students in terms of self-perception,
from that of being a language learner to becoming multilingual user, strengthening their international orientation, and openness to other cultures (Hajar 2019; Mitchell, Tracy-Ventura, and
Huensch 2020).
Nevertheless, a number of study abroad specialists (e.g. Coleman 2013; Kinginger 2019; Jackson
2020) recognise that there is no guarantee that these positive sojourn outcomes will happen to all
students. Jackson (2014, 43), for example, points out that some international students ‘may return
home with reinforced stereotypes of host nationals, identity misalignments, and a myriad of
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questions about their intercultural interactions’. Consequently, Coleman (2013) asserts the importance of perceiving international students as complete people, with whole lives, rather than considering their minds, bodies, and social behaviour as separate domains of inquiry. This view has
spawned a rise in the ‘social turn’ in education (Block 2003), which challenges the ascendancy of
psycholinguistic and individualistic perspectives that construe knowledge as residing in the mind
and language learning as an individual achievement, paying scant attention to social, political
and cultural factors. Kinginger (2019) stresses that language learning does not occur in a sociocultural vacuum, but is a social process whereby culturally and historically situated individuals (e.g.
student sojourners) are in active pursuit of both linguistic and non-linguistic objectives mainly
related to identity formation and development. Related to this, some study abroad researchers
have begun to shift their research focus from ‘quantitative to qualitative, from product to process,
from a search for generalizability to a recognition of complexity and variation’ (Coleman 2013, 25).
In discussions of identity among student sojourners, traditional identity categories are foregrounded by some researchers, such as work on national identity (e.g. Jackson 2008; Plews
2015), and the transition from L2 learner identity to that of L2 user (e.g. Kinginger 2015; Mas Alcolea 2018). In the present study reported in this paper, Benson et al.’s (2013) elaborated model of
second language identity development in study broad contexts was adopted, because it stresses
that although enhanced linguistic competence often constitutes the primary incentive for sojourners to study abroad, personal development outcomes (e.g. being a global citizen or improving
intercultural awareness) may be equally important to many of them. More speciﬁcally, the present
study explores a group of Kazakhstani postgraduate students’ reﬂections and assessment of their
international educational experiences in the UK after their immediate re-entry into Kazakhstan.
Special focus was on their language identity development after their one-year stay in the UK.
This paper ﬁrst outlines the landscape of the ‘social turn’ in study abroad research, with particular
attention to Benson et al.’s (2013) model of identity in study abroad. After that, the objectives of this
study will be presented, followed by an analysis of the qualitative data in rich detail. This paper will
close by providing insights for educators in English as a foreign language and study abroad contexts.

Conceptualising language identities during study abroad: poststructuralist
perspectives
The ‘social turn’ in study abroad research was crystallised during a colloquium at the 2010 meeting
of the American Association of Applied Linguistics (Kinginger 2013, 4–5). This focus has been
combined with a growing number of in-depth qualitative and mixed-methods studies to explore
the way in which the new context impacts upon student sojourners’ identity construction (e.g. Benson et al. 2013; Barkhuizen 2017). Identity refers to how individuals perceive themselves or imagine
their positioning in the world, which can impact upon the quality of their lives and their ties with
diverse social networks. Block (2007, 864) indicates that a poststructuralist approach to identity ‘has
become the approach of choice among those who seek to explore links between identity and L2
learning’. Kinginger (2015, 6) also suggests that identity is a highly relevant concept for investigating study abroad, because ‘student sojourners abroad may encounter challenges not only to
their language skills, but also to their identities’. Norton (2013) explains that understandings of
identity have changed over time, moving away from depicting identity as ﬁxed and unitary, to
adopting a poststructuralist approach which uses the plural form identities in recognition of the
multiple, evolving, and complex strands of selfhood. Taking this poststructuralist stance, the international academic experience can be conceptualised as a vehicle for both self-explanatory and intercultural engagement, rather than being an end-in-itself. The poststructuralist view of identity does
not aim to erase the individual from the picture, but is concerned with ‘the dialectic between the
individual and the social; between the human agency of these learners and the social practices of
their communities’ (Norton and Toohey 2001 , 308).
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This paper is informed by Benson et al.’s (2013) model of potential L2 identity outcomes, which
is guided by poststructuralist conceptions of identity, such as those encapsulated in Norton’s (2013,
45) deﬁnition of identity as: ‘how a person understands his or her relationship to the world, how
that relationship is structured across time and space, and how the person understands possibilities
for the future’. This model identiﬁed three possible dimensions of L2 identity that may develop
through SA: identity-related L2 proﬁciency, linguistic self-concept, and L2-related personal competence (see Figure 1).
Identity-related aspects of L2 proﬁciency refers to sociopragmatic competence, or the ability to
use the target language to ‘represent oneself as a fully functioning person in transactional and interactional encounters’ (Benson et al. 2013, 44). The development of sociopragmatic competence in a
study abroad context, as Benson et al. (2013, 44–45) describe, can inﬂuence sojourners’ second
language identity according to the extent to which they can play with words, establish satisfactory
relationships with others and ultimately, achieve recognition of their desired identities. The ability
to negotiate sociopragmatic norms in a study abroad context was explored in Larzén-Östermark’s
(2011) study of a Finnish student studying in Scotland. Larzén-Östermark’s (2011, 462) found that
this student gradually began to ‘switch on another kind of politeness mode’ when communicating
with British nationals and learnt to moderate ‘her Finnish tendency to be quite direct and to the
point in verbal expression’. Nevertheless, she remained irritated by the British style, which she perceived as overpolite and superﬁcial. In their commentary on Larzén-Östermark’s (2011) study, Benson et al. (2013, 45) point out that sociopragmatic competence is not necessarily a matter of
conforming to the norms of native-speaker interaction in the study abroad setting, given that a student sojourner may articulate a second language set of identities in balance with their reﬂexive
identities.
L2-mediated aspects of personal development refers to aspects of personal competence that are
boosted by the international educational experience, and particularly in this case, those that are pertinent to the use or learning of an additional language (Barkhuizen 2017). According to Benson
et al. (2013, 44–45), aspects of personal development including personal growth and independence
and global citizenship may not always be directly or obviously mediated by second language use,
given that sojourners in their ﬁrst trip away from home and family are required to step out of
their comfort zone. Nevertheless, there are certainly times when, for example, ‘sociopragmatic successes are likely to fuel the students’ self-eﬃcacy and self-conﬁdence as a second language user,
which may carry over into greater self-eﬃcacy and self-conﬁdence in other aspects of the student’s
life during study abroad’ (Benson et al. 2013, 48).
Finally, linguistic self-concept refers to sojourners’ beliefs about language and language learning,
aﬃliations to the languages they speak and their perceptions of the self as a language learner and a
language user. Benson et al. (2013) illustrate this concept with reference to Allen (2010), who investigated the development of language-learning motivation during the short-term study abroad of six

Figure 1. Dimensions of second language identity in study abroad research (taken from Benson et al. 2013, 42).
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US sojourners in France. Allen (2010) pointed out that one participant, Eric, was interested in
developing his French reading and writing capacities because his art history major included a lot
of literature in French. Another participant, Elise, planned to work for the U.S. Foreign Service
or State Department, and envisioned herself using French to assist tourists in diﬃculties. Others,
however, regarded the study abroad programme as a means of boosting their professional credentials in general terms. Allen (2010) claims that the motivation to enhance language learning and
persistence emerged primarily in sojourners such as Eric and Elise, but not for those with less
speciﬁc objectives. That is, sojourners’ initial goals inﬂuenced their language learning behaviours
and activities. Benson et al.’s (2013) model suggests that linguistic self-concept is informed or
inﬂuenced by language proﬁciency and personal development.

Study details
Study aims
The present qualitative study is the ﬁrst empirical study to investigate Kazakhstani student sojourners’ assessment and perceptions of their language identity development after their one-year stay in
the UK. This study can help module tutors and study abroad programme designers in the UK better
understand Kazakhstani international students’ study abroad expectations, aspirations, diverse
diﬃculties, social networks and their linguistic and personal development, which may help these
social actors revise their attitudes and ways of supporting international students. Also, Kazakhstan
established the Bolashak (Future in Kazakh language) scholarship in 1993 for talented young
Kazakhstani people to pursue their master’s and PhD studies at reputable international universities
(Jonbekova et al. 2021). Nearly half of the Bolashak graduates attended universities in the Great
Britain (41.37%, N = 4,497) (Si Mhamed et al. 2018). Since its inception, the Bolashak scholarship
has been awarded to around 14,000 Kazakhstani students (Jonbekova et al. 2021). Students who are
contemplating pursuing higher education studies in the UK can gain wider understanding of the
problems their peers encountered, how they overcame them and how their experiences aﬀect
their current identities and future visions. Informed by Benson et al.’s (2013) framework of L2identity development, this article addresses the following question:
1. What were the dimensions of participants’ language identities developed from their international sojourn?
2. How were these dimensions shaped by their study abroad experience?

Participants
The present study centered on eight participants, ﬁve female and three male, between 23 and 27
years of age. All were Kazakh citizens and had stayed in the UK for an average of one academic
year to complete their degrees in their areas of special interest (see Table 1). They pursued their
Table 1. Demographic data of the participants.
Name
Almira
Aigul
Dinara
Saule
Gulﬁya
Almaz
Nurlan
Yeldos

Gender
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Male
Male
Male

Age
25
27
23
26
25
27
24
26

Nationality
Kazakh
Kazakh
Kazakh
Kazakh
Kazakh
Kazakh
Kazakh
Kazakh

Academic specialisation
Applied Linguistics
Applied Linguistics
Marketing and Public Relations
Business and Management
Industrial Engineering
English Language Teaching (Studies and Methods)
Business and Management
Industrial Engineering
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postgraduate studies in the UK in the same area as their undergraduate specialisations. They came
from three UK universities in Coventry, London, and Edinburgh. All of them were holders of the
Bolashak scholarship. The participants were recruited one month after their return to Kazakhstan.
None of the participants was known to the researchers prior to the data collection stage. The
researchers used snowball sampling by inviting one Kazakhstani postgraduate student who had
recently completed her studies at a UK university to take part in the current study. This participant
found new potential recruits by sharing on her WhatsApp group- ‘Bolashak Masters students’- the
details of this study. 11 returning students expressed initial interest in participating in the study. A
meeting between these students and the researchers was arranged in a Kazakhstani university.
During the meeting, the researchers explained in simple terms the signiﬁcance and the purpose
of the study. 8 out of the 11 students agreed to be involved in the study. To protect the participants’
privacy, pseudonyms are used in proﬁles in Table 1:

Data collection and analysis
The data for this qualitative study were collected in Kazakhstan between 21 January and 30 March
2020 after gaining informed consent. The participants were asked ﬁrst to write a short account
about themselves, their social ties and learning goals in the UK, together with the main diﬀerences
they experienced between their studies in Kazakhstan and the UK. Drawing on Benson et al.’s
(2013) three-dimensional model of L2 identity, they were ﬁrst given a set of questions to help
them frame their essays (see appendix A). This research method enabled the researchers to gain
background information about the participants, enter their life-worlds through the participants’
own expositions of their experiences before and during their study abroad and so to construct
the ﬁrst interview questions. They were allowed to use the language with which they felt most comfortable. All the participants wrote their essays in English. After this, three individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant. In the ﬁrst interview, the participants
were asked how they had prepared themselves for studying abroad together with their goals, expectations and social networks in the ﬁrst period of their stay in Britain. The second and third interviews were used to understand the challenges the participants faced while living and studying
abroad, their English language proﬁciency and use, their perceptions of intercultural competence
and their identity development. The use of several interviews with each participant helped the
two researchers to check the understanding of the participants’ responses in the earlier interviews.
The interviews were conducted in English. Each interview lasted approximately an hour and took
place in a private room on the university premises. With the participants’ permission, all the interviews were audiotaped and transcribed (for a sample of the interview schedule, see Appendix B).
Clarke and Braun’s (2013) systematic guidelines for conducting thematic analysis (TA) were
adopted to analyse the semi-structured interviews conducted with the participants. TA is ‘a method
for identifying and interpreting patterns of meaning (themes) across qualitative data’ in rich detail
(Clarke and Braun 2013, 218). In phase 1, the researchers familiarised themselves with the data
through reading and re-reading the interview transcripts ‘actively, analytically, and critically’
(Clarke and Braun 2013, 205). After the process of familiarisation, the data were coded to generate
initial codes in relation to the aims of the research study questions. For this purpose, a selected reading approach (Van Manen 1997) was used; the researchers read the transcripts and highlighted
statements that captured the participants’ dimensions of language identities. After this, codes
that shared common features were collated to generate themes. Following this, the subthemes
within each broader theme were identiﬁed, after testing the tentative themes formed in the previous
phase against the coded data and the entire dataset. The ﬁnal thematic map of the data was then
produced (Figure 2). Once all the themes had been identiﬁed, the researchers provided extracts
under each theme to illustrate the participants’ in-depth experiential accounts. This will be
explained in the next section.
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Figure 2. The ﬁnal thematic map derived from participants’ data.

Findings
The themes which emerged from the analysis are reported in this section according to the participants’ three dimensions of language identities.
Identity-related aspects of L2 proﬁciency
From examining the data concerning the participants’ identity-related second language competence, two main themes were identiﬁed: goals and expectations and sociopragmatic challenges and
successes.
Goals and expectations
The interview data revealed that all the participants had emphasised that attaining academic qualiﬁcations through the medium of English constituted their overarching reason for studying in the
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UK. Similar to the ﬁndings of Hajar’s (2020) study with international students from the Middle East
in the UK, the participants (apart from Aigul and Yeldos) had unrealistic expectations and lofty
goals in the ﬁrst period of their study abroad, anticipating that the majority of students would
be British in their target academic programmes, so they could be easily befriended by British
nationals and would be able to speak English like native speakers naturally without the need for
any eﬀort or conscious reﬂection. The following interview extracts exempliﬁed this point:
Extract 1:
In the UK, I had two main goals. The ﬁrst was to complete my master’s degree successfully. I accomplished this
goal. The second was to have my English like a native speaker’s. After three months of my stay in the UK, I
realised that it was hard to achieve this goal because 90% of my groupmates were Chinese. I did not expect
that. (Almira, 1st interview)
Extract 2:
I expected most my classmates would be local because my goal was to communicate with local people, to have
a British accent. In the real situation my expectations were not met. I found that only one student was British
… In Kazakhstan I didn’t prepare myself at all for the experience of studying abroad. (Almaz, 1st interview)

The picture that emerged from the extracts above shows that many participants’ goals and expectations in the ﬁrst period of their stay in the UK constituted what Benson et al. (2013, 140) called
‘imagined second language identities’, which represent ‘the selves that students hope to project, the
relationships they envisage and the changes they hope to undergo’. That is, Almira and Almaz
tended to elevate the role of learning environment over strategic language learning eﬀorts; they
believed that merely being in the country where the target language is spoken would eﬀortlessly
enable them to form meaningful friendships with locals and develop their sociopragmatic competencies (Ryan and Mercer 2011). Their inﬂated expectations in the ﬁrst period of their stay in the
UK seemed to be the result of the absence of any pre-departure orientation in their home institutions in Kazakhstan, especially this was their ﬁrst experience of studying abroad. In this regard,
Benson et al. (2013, 22) point out that ‘imagined identity’ represents the ‘inner’ aspect of identity
that is inﬂuenced by an individual’s previous experiences. Like most participants, Aigul indicated
that she was sent abroad without any intercultural guidance or preparation for the use of the
host language in diverse social situations. However, her short-term work as a secretary in one of
the international organisations responsible for issuing the International Student Identity Card
(ISIC) allowed her to meet returning students who had studied in Britain and discuss with them
diﬀerent issues about life abroad. Therefore, she was more realistic. Aigul said:
Extract 3:
My home institution didn’t provide me with any preparation or support before going to the UK except the two
reference letters written by my professors … In Kazakhstan, I worked for three months in an international
organisation that provided diﬀerent facilities to international students. I met there Kazakhstani students
who completed their studies in UK. They shared with me useful information. So, I expected to see many
Asians on campus and in my programme. (Aigul, 1st interview)

Many participants also reported that they gradually became aware that full immersion in the host
country could take a long time, and accordingly, they started to set concrete goals, including their
personal growth, increasing their knowledge of their major ﬁelds of study for their future careers
after returning home and strengthening their ties with individuals from diﬀerent countries. The
participants made the following comments:
Extract 4:
My peers were international students. At the beginning, I was disappointed because this would not help me
acquire British pronunciation, but later it was ﬁne … My classmates and I used to meet in one café every weekend. We talked about our cultures, our food and customs … they started to know more about Kazakhstan.
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After a few meetings, I noticed some peers started to ask me speciﬁc questions about Almaty, my hometown.
This made me excited. (Saule, 2nd interview)
Extract 5:
In the UK, I wanted to be more independent and gain real knowledge. As an engineer, I needed to master
some programming languages like Matlab and Python. This knowledge could help me secure a respectable
job position … one professor in the UK was working for an international company which has a branch in
Kazakhstan. He gave me useful advice about how I can apply for one. (Gulﬁya, 2nd interview)

The above extracts accord with the main principal of poststructuralism that ‘depicts the individual
(i.e. the subject) as diverse, contradictory, dynamic, and changing over historical time and social
space.’ (Norton and McKinney 2011, 79). That is, two participants (Saule and Gulﬁya) exhibited
their changing learning goals by articulating some long-term, dominant goals related to widening
the breadth of their knowledge in their academic specialisation and strengthening their ‘international posture’ (Yashima 2009), which includes an openness to other cultures along with greater
links with multinational social networks than British nationals. Yashima (2009) points out that displaying a higher level of ‘international posture’ can help individuals create their new self-images and
achieve their ideal end state and desired identity.
Sociopragmatic challenges and successes
Holmes and Riddiford (2011, 377) deﬁne sociopragmatic competence as ‘the ability to accurately
interpret and appropriately express social meaning in interaction’. The data analysis revealed
that the participants developed their sociopragmatic competence in the UK and this had an impact
on their second language identity when, in interactive encounters with English-speaking locals, they
were able to display their sense of who they were and how they wanted to be perceived. All the participants indicated that they found themselves involved in several incidents which tested their sociopragmatic skills. They coped with most of these challenges after reﬂecting on them, as shown in the
following extracts:
Extract 6:
In the ﬁrst few months of my stay in the UK when I walked alone, I sometimes saw locals smiling at me. I asked
myself ‘why they were smiling and asking me how I am’. I thought some men wanted to ﬂirt. This was not
comfortable to me. After observing the behaviour of local people in the street, I realised that it was just a
way of being polite. (Almira, 2nd interview)
Extract 7:
Once, I was in a hurry and took an Uber. I told the driver ‘can you drive faster; I am really in a hurry’. At the
beginning, he said he did not understand me probably because of my accent. After, I repeat this utterance, He
stared at me and said, ‘in this country, you have to be more polite’. This incident was embarrassing to me. It
aﬀected my desire to talk with locals for a few weeks. I never heard that I am impolite in Kazakhstan. He also
made me feel my accent was not good … I gradually became more indirect in my speech, especially my dissertation was about politeness strategies. (Almaz, 2nd interview)

The above extracts depict how Almira and Almaz dealt with embarrassing incidents where crosscultural variation in the perception of politeness occurred with British citizens. In addition to the
emotional cost, they initially became less willing to initiate or engage in conversation with Englishspeaking locals for a short time. Nevertheless, they later overcame their communicative failures and
turned them into successes by critically reﬂecting on the cultural comparisons between Kazakhstan
and other countries, the English they used, its form and appropriateness, which indicate their
renewed agency. Almaz, for instance, decided to choose a research topic of her master’s dissertation
on politeness strategies after evaluating the incident of miscommunication she had with the taxi
driver and similar ones. In Extract 8, Nurlan also practised his agentive power by shifting his reaction to being more positive towards others who did not notice the diﬀerences in the appearance of
various Asian groups.
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Extract 8:
Most people in UK thought that I am Chinese. It is the problem of most Kazakh international students. Some
used Chinese words with me and poked fun at my accent. One man told me that I even spoke English with a
Chinese accent. I used to feel angry with that. But by the end of my stay in UK, I got used to it and started
thinking more positively about such kind of instances. I said to myself ‘my accent is ﬁne as far as I am intelligible’. (Nurlan, 2nd interview)

Extracts 7 and 8 suggest that Almaz and Nurlan exercised their agency in displaying some progress
in their sociopragmatic development and reﬂecting on the important incidents while studying
abroad. As Gao (2013, 228) suggests, human agency can be perceived from ‘reﬂexive/reﬂective
thinking or thinking during action and post event in the learning process’. Nevertheless, the two
participants experienced racism and misidentiﬁcation based on their usage of English and their presumed ethnicity. The concept of linguistic racism refers to ‘the violation of one’ s fundamental
human rights based on how one speaks certain languages and how one’s entitlements are denied
and discriminated against in both institutional and non-institutional settings due to how one speaks
English and other additional languages’ (Dovchin 2020a, 2). Chik and Benson (2008), for instance,
described how a young Hong Kong student, who travelled to the UK to study for an undergraduate
degree with the intention of immersing herself in English, was dismayed by the ways in which she
was constantly positioned as a ‘Chinese’, ‘Asian’, and ‘ESL’ student. Similarly, Dovchin (2019) in her
qualitative data with seven immigrant women from Mongolia living in Australia found that many
participants faced linguistic racism from the locals in Australia because of how they spoke, wrote
and communicated in English. As a result, some participants in her study tended to strengthen
their relationship with fellow Mongolians as a kind of resistance strategy to control their emotions
and reactions. One of Dovchin’s (2019, 344) participants - a Kazakh-Mongolian immigrant in Australia - put it like this: ‘Since I speak Kazakh, I started hanging out with a lot of Kazakhs from
Kazakhstan and also Mongolian-Kazakhs. It was really comforting to hang out with them and
speak Kazakh in Australia’.
Linguistic self-concept
Two main themes related to the dimension of ‘linguistic self-concept’ were identiﬁed from the data
analysis: participants’ perceptions of themselves as language learners and/or users and aﬃliations to
the languages participants speak.
Participants’ perceptions of themselves as language learners and/or users
The data analysis revealed a surprising ﬁnding that all the participants indicated that although their
study abroad experiences helped bolster their English academic writing skills and intercultural
engagement, they still conceived of themselves as predominately learners of English. As shown
in Extracts 9 and 10, they ascribed this ﬁnding principally to the superﬁciality of their interactions
with British people, which made it diﬃcult for them to improve their British accents or their ability
to communicate ﬂuently. The participants in this study attributed the diﬃculty of establishing interpersonal bonds with the British to two main factors: (1) not using eﬀective strategies to be
befriended by British nationals; and (2) the paucity of British students living on campus and studying in the same academic programmes (especially those related to English language teaching and
Linguistics). In this sense, the participants believed that the barriers to meeting British people
and having meaningful interactions with them stemmed from both institutional and personal
shortcomings.
Extract 9:
In the UK, my academic writing improved because I wrote many assignments. However, I do not see myself as
a proﬁcient user of English, maybe because I did not mingle with local people in UK. I am not sure now if my
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English, especially pronunciation, is good or not … I studied in London. Life is hectic there and people do not
have time to chat with you … Neither my classmates nor my ﬂatmates were British. (Almira, 2nd interview)
Extract 10:
I still see myself as a learner in English. It was my own fault because I didn’t make use of the opportunity of
living in England. Mastering English could not be achieved without building constructive relationships with
English-speaking people. I used to hang out with fellow Kazakhstani friends, and we were speaking Russian or
Kazakh languages. I also had friends from China and Indonesia. (Nurlan, 3rd interview)

Aﬃliations to the languages participants speak
As previously mentioned, all the participants came from Kazakhstan, a former Soviet republic in
Central Asia where ‘Kazakh is the state language, Russian is the language of wide interethnic communication, and English is emerging in policy and practice as the language of instruction at all
levels of education’ (Goodman and Tastanbek 2020, 12). According to Benson et al. (2013, 81),
language aﬃliation pertains to ‘language loyalty; how attached people feel to the languages they
know and how strongly they identify with them’. The data analysis shows that all the participants,
to varying degrees, indicated that they had developed a stronger aﬃliation with English after their
immediate return to Kazakhstan. As shown in Extracts 12 and 13, the participants felt that English
had become closer to their lives, partly because their belief that their English proﬁciency had
improved during their stay abroad, even though almost of them still considered themselves to be
language learners. Aﬃliation is thus a matter of self-concept and second language identity.
Extract 12:
During my stay in the UK, I often used English in WhatsApp, Facebook and telegram communication … I
currently prefer to use either Kazakh or English, not Russian … when I search for speciﬁc information
from Google, for example, coronavirus, I type it in English because it is more reliable and convenient to
me. (Yeldos, 2nd interview)
Extract 13:
In daily life with my husband I often use both Kazakh and Russian, but recently I sometimes add some English
words unconsciously. It is like a mixed, complicated language … In Kazakhstan, if I have the chance to work in
either a Russian or English speaking company, I would deﬁnitely go for the English company, even if the salary
is lower. (Almira, 3rd interview)

The above extracts showed that immediately after their sojourn, Yeldos and Almira began to put
English and Kazakh higher up in their daily lives than the Russian language. This ﬁnding may
also reveal how some participants became more nationalistic, with a heightened awareness of
their attachment to Kazakhstan and desire to reduce their dependency on Russian. Nevertheless,
Laruelle, Royce, and Beyssembayev (2019) point out that Russian is still expanding or enduring
at the expense of Kazakh in Kazakhstan. The authors (2019, 224) further argue that ‘the Russian
language can be categorised as an endogenous vector that passively or naturally originates within
Kazakhstan, that is either accepted or at least not actively suppressed by the Kazakhstani government, and that is rising or at least maintaining a high degree of strength’.
L2-Mediated personal development
The participants reported that their international education experiences had contributed strongly to
their sense of personal independence, self-conﬁdence, and openness to other cultures, as already
described in Extracts 4 and 5. The experiential accounts of many participants displayed that they
actually developed a global citizenship identity as a result of studying abroad. According to
Baker and Fang (2021, 3), global citizenship is viewed as ‘the extension of citizenship beyond
national borders, through recognition of the global scale of social relations, the need to respect
and value diversity, and participation in and responsibility to communities at multiple levels
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from the local to the global’. Some participants displayed in some instances their development their
global citizenship. That is, their time away from Kazakhstan, combined with the experience of contact with other nationalities and other cultures, gave them the distance necessary to look at Kazakhstan and its culture more objectively. Extract 14 exempliﬁes how Dinara developed her tolerance of
cultural diﬀerences, respect diﬀerent opinions (e.g. attitudes toward LGBT individuals) and learning to be comfortable in multicultural environments.
Extract 14:
Before studying abroad, I was quite a conservative person with stereotypes. I didn’t use to accept LGBT community. After living and studying in UK, I realised that I was wrong to judge people according to their sexual
orientation. My university, for instance, put the rainbow ﬂag atop the Senate House, celebrating the LGBT
community across the university. I started to think outside the box. I now think of myself, not as a citizen
of one country, but a citizen of the world … One of my goals is to serve the whole world, not only Kazakhstan.
(Dinara, 3rd interview)

Two participants (Gulﬁya and Yeldos) also displayed their willingness to be more open-minded and
interested in engaging with students from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds as well as
being more tolerant of diﬀerences in other cultures — diﬀerences in body language, greetings,
values, attitudes and preferences. This ﬂexibility and tolerance made them more comfortable
about speaking English in both social and academic contexts, accept diﬀerent accents, and make
cultural comparisons. In this sense, study abroad enabled the participants to step out of their comfort zone, both personally and linguistically. The following interview extract elicited this point:
Extract 15:
Before going to Britain, I knew only about Kazakh and Russian cultures. I was also bad at geography; I knew
only Kazakhstan. After my study abroad, I broadened my knowledge about diﬀerent cultures. If now I meet
people from Zambia, for example, I can easily talk to them. I know what they like, the location of their country
and how they dress for their weddings. So, I can easily talk to them. If I meet someone from Thailand, I can
also talk about their country and their foods. I feel myself a bit more like a global citizen. (Gulﬁya, 3rd
interview)
Extract 16:
I discovered that culture could aﬀect the use of language even in greetings. It’s quite interesting to observe how
people from diﬀerent cultures start a conversation. For example, when Kazakh people greet each other they
say ‘how are you and your whole family’ … .my Chinese groupmates used to ask me if I’d had lunch after
‘hello, how are you’ … the British people say ‘hi! how are you?’ and they go quickly without listening to
your answer. (Yeldos, 3rd interview)

Nevertheless, this ﬁnding was not universal; some students reported little opportunity to develop.
This uneven development is not surprising because the participants’ host institutions oﬀered little
or no intercultural interventions during the sojourn and participants, like other international students, were expected to quickly adjust and ﬁt in to the new environment without any support.

Discussion and conclusion
The framework of Benson et al. (2013) has proved useful in organising and interpreting our data
and enabled us to sketch the diﬀerent dimensions of participants’ language identities developed
during their study abroad journey. Concerning identity-related L2 proﬁciency, almost all participants held what Pizzolato (2006, 59) terms ‘aschematic’ or unfeasible goals in the ﬁrst period of
their stay in the UK; they anticipated that they would instigate meaningful contact with host
nationals and speak English like ‘native speakers’ after spending a limited time period in the UK
without undertaking any strategic behaviour, similar to a child’s attempt to acquire their mother
tongue. These idealistic notions, as Gao and Lamb (2011, 6) suggest, can curtail the sojourners’
agentive power, necessary for accomplishing their desired vision and validating their new identity
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as language users. In this regard, the notion of relying on exposure to the study abroad context alone
to accomplish the desired outcomes should be regarded with caution. This ﬁnding supports the
argument put forward by Jackson (2020), that students who plan to venture abroad should be provided with a variety of pre-sojourn preparations (e.g. a series of workshops) to enable them to set
realistic sojourn goals, clarify myths and misconceptions about study abroad (e.g. automatic personal transformation). In workshops like these, facilitators from home institutions or some representatives of host institutions may divide future sojourners into groups and encourage them to
gather information about speciﬁc aspects of the host environment (e.g. review the website of the
host institution, interview international exchange students from the host country, visit trade
oﬃces and do library research), and report back to the large group (see Jackson and Oguro 2018).
Sociopragmatic development was an eye-opening experience that participants needed to endure.
While most participants in the present study indicated how they exercised their agency, giving several instances of how and when they overcame their communicative failures, two participants
(Almaz and Nurlan) explicitly described their experience of racism based on their usage of English
and even their ethnicity, and this in turn- especially in the ﬁrst period of their study abroad – caused
them to keep their interactions with both host and multinational social networks to a minimum.
The bullying they experienced because of their ethnic accent or ethnicity seemed to lead them to
develop an inferiority complex regarding what they perceived to be their inadequate British
accented English. Piller (2016, 197) suggests that speakers with a perceived ‘ethnic accent’, especially
an Asian accent, are sometimes subjected to linguistic shaming due to being viewed as ‘incomprehensible or as ridiculous impostors’. In her qualitative study with 9 international students from
China, Hong Kong, Mongolia, Singapore, Somalia, Ukraine, and Vietnam in Australia, Dovchin
(2020a, 3–4) found that almost all the participants had experienced two main types of linguistic
racism: ‘ethnic accent bullying’ (i.e. bullying of speakers from ethnically and linguistically diﬀerent
backgrounds due to their biographical English accent) and ‘linguistic stereotyping’ (i.e. predeﬁned
negative assumptions imposed on English speakers based on their race and ethnicity). The combination of these two practices caused many participants to experience psychological inferiority complexes leading to depression, social withdrawal, low self-esteem, fear, anxiety and apprehension
when speaking English (Dovchin 2020a). This ﬁnding is illuminating, reminding us of the importance of investigating how linguistic racism – the practices that aim to conﬁrm, normalise and
reformulate the uneven linguistic power between language users – can impact on international students, and the role that educators in the host countries should play to minimise this because constant encounters with racism, injustice and discrimination in both institutional and noninstitutional settings may lead some students to become ‘an easy target for radicalisation, ghettoisation and other criminal activities’ (Dovchin 2019, 337; see also Tankosić and Dovchin 2021). This
issue particularly relevant to international students with Asian backgrounds during the COVID-19
pandemic, since it is claimed the virus spread from there to other parts of the world. Former US
president, Donald Trump, referred to COVID-19 as the ‘Chinese virus’ on March 16, 2020, and
this has increasingly been used across social media platforms (Lyu et al. 2020). As Dovchin
(2020b, 1) aptly remarks, as the COVID-19 pandemic extends, ‘explicit forms of verbal abuse are
illustrative of the linguistic racism that people of Asian background are forced to encounter’.
Concerning participants’ linguistic self-concept, all of them regarded themselves as predominately learners of English, mainly due to the superﬁciality of their interactions with the British
beyond the classroom. As they described, these interactions were restricted to brief service encounters. The ﬁndings of this present study mirror those from Hajar’ (2020) and Schartner’s (2015)
studies in the UK that international students’ opportunities to instigate and maintain meaningful
contact with their host nationals relate not only to the former’s motivation, but also the willingness
of the receiving community to facilitate integration. In their longitudinal qualitative studies with
Arab and Asian international students, Hajar (2020) and Schartner (2015) respectively found
that their participants’ interactions with British nationals remained at a low level throughout the
sojourn, largely conﬁned to university staﬀ, and habitual and formulaic conversations with service
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personnel. One question raised by these ﬁndings is whether host institutions can, and should,
encourage the integration of international students with local nationals. According to Jackson
(2018, 149), educators in the host institutions can help international students build closer ties
with local nationals and practise the host language in informal settings through asking them to conducting small projects of their choice. In these projects, as Jackson (2018, 149) points out, international students may explore ‘cultural scenes (e.g. nursing homes for the elderly, charity shops),
practices in the host environment (e.g. pet-keeping, hobbies) … or authentic communication styles
and speech genres (e.g. humour)’ in the host country. Jackson (2018) further points out that intercultural educators and student unions can arrange regular debrieﬁngs and ask international students to write diaries and reﬂect on their successful intercultural interactions as well as any
communication breakdowns. The process of writing about their sojourn experiences can be cathartic. Instructors in the host country may take measures to strengthen relationships between international students and host nationals by creating a close link between theory and practice when
choosing the assessment methods. For instance, students in the medical school can be assessed
based on writing assignments related to the ailments that they were asked to diagnose and those
in Business and management in relation to their part-time job experiences in one of the companies
in the host country.
Concerning L2-Mediated personal development, some participants felt that they developed
greater tolerance of cultural diﬀerences, respecting diﬀerent opinions (e.g. attitudes toward
LGBT individuals) and learning to be comfortable in multicultural environments. Similar to the
ﬁndings of Baker and Fang’s (2021) qualitative study on the experiences of Chinese international
students towards global citizenship in the UK, the participants’ development of a global citizenship
identity was uneven, in face of the participants’ limited, if not absence, of any formal education in
global citizenship in all phases of their study abroad experience. Based on her empirical study of
three Chinese university students immediately after their semester-long exchange programme in
the UK, Du (2019) suggested that home country institutions should encourage study abroad returnees to sustain their global citizenship identity by organising a series of guided reﬂection sessions to
critically share their experiences with future sojourners to help them set realistic goals for further
language and intercultural enhancement, and for personal growth. Nevertheless, Baker and Fang
(2021) point out that research into global citizenship is still at an early stage and little evidence exists
concerning the development of international students’ global citizenship identity as a result of their
study abroad experience. Baker and Fang (2021, 15) further argue that as the development of global
citizenship in study abroad contexts is not guaranteed, international universities should fulﬁl their
promises of developing international students’ global-mindedness by focusing on global citizenship
in language education ‘combined with greater integration of intercultural education throughout the
university curriculum’.
While introspective data can oﬀer valuable insights into international students’ personal, sociocultural, linguistic, and academic development in a study abroad context, care must be taken in
interpreting these students’ experiential accounts because ‘ﬁrst-person accounts may not be complete or fully accurate due to the limitations of memory and other factors (e.g. desire to please the
researcher)’ (Schwieter, Jackson, and Ferreira 2021, 135). Therefore, the researchers in this study
used member checks, that is, they gave the participants transcripts of their interviews to review
and asked them if they accurately represented their perceptions and experiences. This qualitative
study also relied on a small number of Kazakhstani sojourners as research participants. Further,
the practicality of the conceptual model developed by Benson et al. (2013) for understanding international students’ L2 identity development in terms of their language competence, self-perception
and personal development needs to be tested by other study abroad researchers’ empirical studies.
Benson et al. (2013, 167–168) themselves assert ‘we do not intend to claim that we have developed a
comprehensive model of second language identity development … we look forward to more studies
in a wide variety of settings and contexts’.
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Appendices
Appendix A. Prompts for initial essay
Write an essay that covers the following points:
1. Could you please write general information about your background (e.g. your parents’ job, the number of your
brothers and sisters, your city/village, etc.)
2. When did you start learning English?
3. Why did you decide to complete your study in the UK?
4. How did you come to the UK (i.e. at your own expense or were you granted a scholarship)?
5. What do you think about the diﬀerences in studying in your country and the UK?
6. What goals did you set for your stay abroad (e.g. linguistic, academic, professional)? Did you meet them? What
ones did you not achieve? Why?
7. What strategies did you use to accomplish these goals?
8. What expectations of the host culture did you have before you went to the UK?
9. How did you prepare yourself for a studying abroad?
10. What do you plan to do after you graduate? (e.g. postgraduate studies at home or abroad? Work abroad? Travel abroad? Work for an international company?)

Appendix B. Indicative interview protocol
1. How do you deﬁne your language identity now? Do you think you are more of a proﬁcient English user than learner? Has this changed because you spent time abroad?
2. What language do you now use most of the time (academic/social/Internet entertainment)? Is your language use
diﬀerent from what it was before your study abroad experience?
3. Have elements of the host country become part of your identity? Do you feel more like a global citizen after living
abroad? How?
3- While abroad did you see yourself as an ambassador of Kazakhstan? If yes, how did you feel in that role?
4- Compared with your ﬁrst week abroad, how did you feel at the end of your stay? Did you ﬁt in? How did you feel
about leaving?
5- Did your intercultural communication skills improve after studying and living abroad? Why or why not? What
areas improved? What areas do you wish to improve further?
6- How important are English skills to intercultural communication?
7.- What is most interesting or intriguing for you in interacting with people from other cultures?
8- How much do you think you know about your host country, culture and people?
9- Do you want to study or work in your host country or another English-speaking country for a longer period of
time? If yes, why?
10- Do you now watch TV programs/ﬁlms, listen to music, or read news/magazines/books
that are about your host country? If yes, why do you do that?

