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Abstract. After China’s entry into the World Trade Organization in 2001, many
Chinese realize that the English language, as a lingua franca, is an easy entrance
to the international commercial world. Soon, the English fever is prevalent across
China and many people invest in the English language, expecting to join the
worldwide capital framework. However, there is a dearth of study on what im-
pact English investment brings to people from different social classes. This arti-
cle proposes to conduct qualitative research with the method of narrative study
on the English investment of two interviewees who belong to different social
classes. With Darvin and Norton’s investment model, the identity, capital and
ideology the interviewees present during the semi-structured interview are eval-
uated through the narrative study. The result shows that the ideology creates var-
ious imagined identities through the capital-centric English language teaching

(ELT) system to control learners’ agency.

Keywords: The investment model; English investment; Capital-centric ELT;

Narrative study

1 Introduction

Under the background of globalization, China’s economic and cultural exchanges
with the world are becoming more frequent, and ELT in China’s educational

institutions is gradually shifting from language learning to intercultural
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communication learning in a worldwide context (Yu, 2019). The rapid changes in the
economic and cultural networks make many scholars explore the power relations
between second language acquisition (SLA) and language learners. Darvin and
Norton (2015) developed their investment model from the theories of motivation in
the field of ELT. The model is inspired by Bourdieu’s theory (1987) and extends the
notion of motivation by regarding identity, capital and ideologies as three important
elements influencing language learners’ English investment. In this article, I will use
Darvin and Norton’s investment model to analyze two Chinese language learners’
SLA processes and demonstrate how the three elements influence the process and
outcome of their English investments.

This article contains four sections: the literature review, methodology, narrative

analysis, and conclusion, as well as a proposal for further research.

2 Theoretical Framework

2.1 Three Elements in the Investment Modal

In 2015, Darvin and Norton proposed the investment modal to demonstrate the
activity of investment among language learners. There are three important elements
included in the modal: ideology, identity, and capital. Through the interplay of these
elements, the investment is carried out. In this part, I will explain each of the three

elements respectively and then discuss the overall investment modal.

Ideology. McGroarty (2008) points out that the nature of language is a social practice
shaped by ideology. The product of languages - communicative events can be viewed
as the interaction between different social communities (Darvin & Norton, 2015).
Through these interactions, the contestation and collusion of different ideologies take
place. Norton and Darvin (2015) consider that the evaluation of language, the
construction of language policies, and the establishment of language identity reflect
these ideological forces. Thus in Darvin and Norton's modal, ideology is viewed as an
essential element to understand the power mechanism in SLA.

According to Bourdieu (1987), the ideologies in language learning derive from
“the power to impose and to inculcate principles of construction of reality” (p. 13).
Darvin and Norton (2015) argue that it is this dictatorial power that allows the

arbitrary hierarchy to be misunderstood as the natural order of the world. The political
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and institutional mechanisms manipulate to transform a certain set of collective or
competing ideas into popular and dominant ways of thinking, which present certain
imagined identities for people. According to Foucault's understanding that viewing
oneself as an investor can draw individuals’ attention to their personal gain while
eliminating the more collective identities manipulated by arbitrary ideologies
(1979/2008).

By overshadowing themselves as common sense, the dominant ideologies conduct
inclusion and exclusion in society through presenting valuable imagined identities
(Darvin and Norton, 2016). As the result, people internalize dominant ideologies and

are positioned by the institutional power before they even make a choice.

Identity. Bourdieu (1990) defines the notion of identity as a set of constant and
permutable characteristics which generate people ' s practices. He considers that
identity is governed by ideology and reproduced by individuals’ practices, forming
people’s value system (2000). Established on Bourdieu's idea, Darvin and Norton
portray identity as the dynamic relationship (which is structured across time and
space) between individuals and the world, and people’s perception of the possibilities
for the future ” (Norton, 2013). Unconsciously governed by imagined identities
provided by invisible ideologies, people start to evaluate what is valued, perceiving
certain positions as reasonable niches in their desirable communities. Thus Darvin
and Norton (2015) consider that the imagined identity of “possibilities for the future”
plays a key role in language learning. The imagined identity is tightly connected to
target languages and is represented by certain linguistic characteristics of them. As
discussed before, language learners regard themselves as investors - they invest
because they want to bring their imagined identity to reality. Once learners
successfully align with the imagined identities, the social mechanism under the
control of ideologies would provide them with perceived material benefits (Darvin &
Norton, 2016). To fulfill this achievement of imagined identity, they need the support

of another important element-capital.

capital. Bourdieu (1986) has generally defined three genres of capital in society: The
first one is economic capital, which is people’s income, property and material wealth;
the second one is cultural capital, which means knowledge, educational diploma, and

dominant cultures from certain cultural groups; the third one is social capital, which
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indicates one's relationship to the social power network. When these kinds of capital
are recognized by authoritative ideologies as legitimate, they are converted into
symbolic capital, which is valued by society (Bourdieu, 1987). Through this inclusion
and legalization of symbolic capital, we can see the dominant ideologies exert
systemic patterns of control on capital (Darvin & Norton, 2015). Symbolic capital
exerts great effects on language learners’ English investment process. In the previous
section, I mentioned that English language learning (ELL) can be converted into
symbolic capital under the ideologies of globalization. Darvin and Norton (2016)
argue that people invest in ELL because they want to join their imagined community
under the globalization context. Nevertheless, in reality, students have already been
equipped with different capital once they begin to invest in the language classroom.
This difference in affordances of learning would deeply affect the process and
outcome of the English investment, which is exactly the problem to be studied by
Darvin and Norton's investment modal.

2.2 Darvin and Norton’s Investment Modal

affordandes / \‘\
pergeived'penefits \
IDENTITY )
F'/l
pattemns

IDEOLOGY

Fig. 1. Darvin and Norton’s 2015 Model of Investment. (p.42)

As I explained ideology, identity, capital and the interrelationships among them, we
can call out Darvin and Norton ' s full investment modal. The modal tries to
demonstrate how ideology, identity and capital interweave to influence learners '’
English investment across different learning contexts. Darvin and Norton (2015) point
out that when language learners are informed by ideologies that they have the agency

to achieve their imagined identity, they take advantage of the affordances they
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possess, convert them into symbolic capital through language investment and then
reframe social power relationship and challenge dominant ideologies to announce
personal right to speak. In the methodology section, I would use the modal as a

prototype to expand several detailed questions to conduct the narrative study for this

paper.

2.3  Empirical Study

Many research has adopted Darvin and Norton's investment modal to analyze SLA in
the world context. The overseas research puts focus on learners’ learning contexts.
Arkoudis and Davison (2008) discuss the investment modal with the case of Chinese
college students’ psychological, social and linguistic language investment in English
classes. They have found that English language is a tool for students to join in the
elite group in China society. In more recent research, Norton and her colleagues
(2011) have conducted research for decades in the African context to understand the
influence exerted by the investment in digital literacy on English language learning.
Norton and her colleagues have found that both the teachers and students there are
highly invested in digital resources since they extend the range of imagined identities
for them.

While the research related to language investment in China context frequently
emphasizes the challenge students enter in SLA and the influence students’ imagined
identity exert on the English investment. John Trent (2012) studies the oral
participation ~ of  Chinese students who speaks Cantonese in
English-for-academic-purpose classrooms. Through the multidimensional investment
framework, he finds that the institutional forces should be highlighted during the
procedure of enabling and restricting students’ oral investment. Norton and Gao
(2008) conduct research with the participants of college students in Hong Kong
university. After the interviews, they find that English is beyond a simple target
language for them, but a characteristic possessed only by elites belonging to a higher
social class in China society. However, the current research mainly concentrates on
the English investment of undergraduate students in college. Therefore my research
question is whether there are differences between two Chinese University graduates,
and what influences their investment in English language learning. In this paper,

drawing on Darvin and Norton's investment modal, I will conduct the narrative study
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of English investments of two participants who have already graduated from college

through their perceptions of ideology, identity and capital.

3 Methodology

This paper is qualitative research, which focuses on gathering and analyzing
participants ' experiences, behaviors and perceptions. I will conduct two
semi-structured interviews of 45 minutes respectively, in which two participants from
different geographical locations and economic situations are interviewed. Both of the
participants are my schoolmates and agree to accept my video-recording interview
through WeChat. One of my participants, Sherry, is a 23-year-old Chinese female
from a city in Sichuan province. Her parents are both migrant workers, engaged in
manual labor on the construction site, and have no stable jobs. Sherry majored in
English in her undergraduate career and became an English langauge teacher in a
private middle school after graduation. Another participant, Josephine, is also a
Chinese female aged 23. She comes from a city in Anhui province. Her parents are
both undergraduates and work in the financial business. Josephine finished her
undergraduate study in English major and went abroad for a master’'s degree in
TESOL at a university in New York. I will use the elements of identity, capital and
ideology in Darvin and Norton’s modal to structure my interview questions about their
ELL experience, imagined jobs in the future, and the attitude they hold towards
English investment.

The interviews with the two participants were conducted on a completely
voluntary basis. The videos of the interview, names and pronouns also respect the two
participants’ wishes. During the interview, the conversation is carried out in Chinese
(the two participants’ first language) in order to let participants convey their ideas
more authentically (Kapborg et al, 2002) and both of the participants have the right to
stop the conversation at any time. After the interview, I translated the Chinese
transcript into English and conduct the semantic analysis. Based on the interview
content, I will present how the three elements - capital, identity, and ideology
influence the English investment of diverse learners.

Although acting as a researcher and an interviewer is a common research strategy,
based on the situation of participating in unpredictable discourse flows, it is difficult
for me to maintain a completely objective point of view and write down every opinion

of the interviewee without omission. During the whole research process, I would
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demonstrate more original content extracts from the interview to ensure the

objectivity of my research.

4 Data Analysis

In this section is the analysis and discussion of three elements: identity, capital and
ideology of two participants’ English investments respectively from narrative data of

two participants.

4.1 Identity

During the interview, Sherry said she is an introverted girl with a self-effacing
tendency. However, when she began her middle school study, she found her
confidence in the English classroom. As the following extract shows:

I began my systemic study of English in junior high school. Soon, I found I was
talented in learning it-~My English score always ranked first in the grade. My English
teacher admired me as a model student. I have never been valued like this outside the
English classroom- I was respected by my classmates - I'm a good student in English
class I try so hard to be what they (the society) expected me to be, then they give
me some reward in return.

Sherry considers herself a good language learner based on her excellent score
from examinations. In Sherry’s view, her ability to acquire the English language is
completely defined and evaluated by the examination system. The pursuit for higher
scores makes Sherry controlled by the examination evaluation system (Pan & Block,
2011): the higher score she gets in English, the more recognition she can gain from
others. On the one hand, as Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) defined that the
institutionalized relationships of common acquaintance and perception between the
membership of a network can be viewed as social capital, the recognition of teachers
and classmates for Sherry is a kind of social capital, on the other hand, Sherry
acquires comprehensive English skills related to the exam, which is seemly to be
viewed as a knowledge capital. By internalizing the evaluation criteria of the school
system, she tried to be a “good student” by getting good grades in English exams.
However, Sherry’s identity as a “good student in English class” is completely
positioned by the external environment. Depending on the value of the school system,

Sherry regards learning the English language as part of the examination process
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instead of the development of language ability. Sherry shows no self-evaluation of her
English language since she is positioned herself as a “good student who is part of the
evaluation system ”. Her reliance on the external evaluation system shows more
apparently when she selects the job:

I'm happy with this job (English language teaching in the city) because I can have
a stable income. I want to pass the national exam and become a public-school teacher.

Due to the pursuit of a stable income, the English investment for her, instead of a
process of learning a language, is part of the language-capital conversion process
(Medvetz & Sallaz, 2018). Sherry wants to exchange her English language knowledge
for money. In such a conversion chain of studying English - evaluating English -
exchanging English for symbolic capital, the English language is capitalized into an
object to exchange for more economic capital. She views the identities of “ good
student” and “public-school English teacher” as qualifications for her stable income.
To maintain these identities, Sherry takes the examination unremittingly either in the
school system or the national examination system.

The situation is quite different for Josephine. From the interview, it is reasonable
to say that Josephine is an outstanding and talkative student during her middle school
period:

When I was in primary school, I realized I'm a member of the global village. 1
want to meet others--Being a top student for me means being a knowledgeable person
who possesses an abundance of knowledge of the world. I need to keep learning and
exploring to be one of ‘the knowledgeable’ in the future.

Because of the economic situation of her family, Josephine has the chance to
establish tight connectivity with the world through digital devices. The scope of
society for Josephine is not confined to her school system. She regards herself as a
member of the global village and considers her identity in the global context. Unlike
Sherry's surrender to the examination system, less influenced by the higher-score
pursuit, Josephine wants to be one of the knowledgeable who possesses a world of
knowledge and participates actively in the global village. She structures the *“top
student” as one step of her imagined identity - “the knowledgeable” and presents her

active social mobility in selecting identities she wants to be.
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4.2  Capital.

As mentioned in the former section, Sherry's lack of economic resources directly
influences her English investment. The economic situation is the main reason for her
giving up graduate study and going to work:

I cannot estimate how much money I would cost if I further invest in graduate
courses - Now in the job market, the diploma of master’s degree cannot make huge
differences from the one of bachelor's degree.

Sherry is pinned down onto the path of being an English language teacher because
her other possibilities is constrained by the limited capital . Sherry shows no tendency
as an “investor” to gain personal achievement but only the attempt to transfer her
English knowledge to the identity as a “good student” in school and an “English
teacher” in society by passing the examination. For Sherry, the identities she pursued,
as a sort of social capital, are recognized by the dominant social ideologies and can
bring stable economic income to her. The deficiency in the original economic
situation determines Sherry's one-way path to only pursue what is validated by the
dominant ideologies in the society.

In contrast, Josephine’s family equips her with more economic, social and cultural
capital:

I have taken English tutoring class outside school since fifth grade---And in school
we had weekly, monthly, mid-term and final exams each semester. I feel a lot of
pressure because I don’t want to lag behind.

The extract shows Josephine can access more resources outside the school system.
In the face of the score-based evaluation, Josephine has economic and social
resources to take extra-curricular classes, which enable the improvement of her test
skills. With the equipment of social and cultural capital, Josephine is less controlled
by the examination system and has the chance to progress further in the English
investment:

I learn this world from the Internet--the Internet is a bridge. It connects me with
the world -1 was addicted to English because I find the cultures of western countries
amazing - I chose English as my major in university and joined in Tesol program
because I want to learn more about English culture.

Josephine seems to be an active investor in English language learning. Unlike
Sherry’s obedience to knowledge-economic conversion, Josephine regards herself as

an individual “investor” and draws the aim of English investment to her personal
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achievements. With the support of capital, the symbolic capital she converted from
English learning is also far more comprehensive than the one of Sherry.

Comparing Josephine's capital situation with Sherry’s, I argue that the examination
evaluation system may reproduce the economic advantage and strengthens the
inequality caused by the unbalanced capital distribution. This pursuit of capital
indicates a capital-centric ideology behind the examination evaluation system. For
example, in the examination system, people with different amounts of capital are
ushered into different trajectories to reach the identities controlled by the dominant
ideologies. For Josephine, the examination evaluation system enhances her capital
privilege by providing the taken-for-granted elite knowledge (Thomson, 2014) and
assigning several profitable trajectories for her at the expense of social inequality.
However, although Josephine seems to maintain her autonomy in the examination
evaluation system, her agency (Bourdieu, 1987/1994) is inevitably structured by a
dominant ideology situated in the worldwide ELT system.

4.3 Ideology

In the interview, I find both of my participants’ English investments are influenced by
the institutional power of examination evaluation system and the ideologies of
globalism. When talking about oversea language study, Sherry presents a strong
tendency to participate in the native English language environment.

I really want to access more natural forms of English on the Internet when I was in
middle school. I think this will help me speak English more naturally and fluently.

Sherry’s preference for the native-speaker forms of English reveals the ideology of
the western-centric linguistic network developed from the globalization process. Due
to the international policy and finance situation after World War II, the written and
spoken normative standard American English takes the determinant linguistic role in
the world system (O’Reagan, 2021). Under the US-dominated globalization process,
the English-speaking countries from the inner circle (Braj Kachru, 1985) take
advantage of the western-centric capital network, establishing their native-speaker
forms as the linguistic model to the world. This hooked-up of western-centered capital
and linguistic networks makes English a method to propagate western cultural
hegemony to the rest of the world. This US-dominated linguistic structural power has
influenced China’s ELT system since the late 1980s when the conduction of the “open

door” policy makes the People’s Republic of China begin to step onto the world arena.
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The inner-circle English modal makes China’s ELT system become an institution that
westernizes domestic language learners. Like Sherry, her admiration toward the
native speakers does not only demonstrate her linguistic preference, but rather the
western-centric perception influenced by globalism - the English language forms
derived from the inner circle, as the cultural capital valued by the western-dominated
ideologies, can bring her more social and economic capital in China’s society.

However, Sherry's agency to connect with the inner circle is restricted by her
limited capital. Under the control of the capital-differentiation mechanism run by
evaluation examination system, Sherry has no chance to access enough social
resources which could support her to get an admission ticket into the ELT system
directly controlled by the inner circle. Without symbolic capital recognized by the
western-centric ideologies, sherry has no chance to maintain her agency in the face of
the score-based evaluation mechanism but is always positioned by the institutional
power of China’s examination system.

Unlike Sherry, Josephine 's capital advantage maintains her active agency to
negotiate with score-based ideologies in the examination evaluation system and
protects her right to be what she wants to be. Less influenced by the institutional
power of the examination evaluation system, Josephine regards herself as an investor
and emphasizes her personal gain from English investment. However, during the
interview, what She highly appreciated is her graduate study abroad:

My overseas graduate program is one of the most valuable investments of life:+ I
love the pedagogical ideology here (New York) I want to learn more about English
cultures through this critical thinking pattern. To be an English teacher in the future, 1
need to explore more.

In Josephine's discourse, the emphasis of “I want to learn more” reveals her
unconscious inertia to place herself in the identity of “a learner outside the inner
circle” - a vessel only accepting others’ knowledge through the investment process,
but not a human being who stands in a subjective position and produces the
innovation and contention for the English language. Compared to Sherry, Josephine’s
capital advantage makes her less affected by the institutional power of China's
examination evaluation system and provides her with an entrance into the
western-dominated ELT system. While during the direct engagement with the
inner-circle cultures, Josephine still considers the English language as a finished

product that she herself, as a non-native learner, has no right to change anything of it.
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Josephine's self-exile from the native speakers’ inner circle reflects the control of the
western-centric cultural hegemony catalyzed by globalization.

Like Josephine's statement “I love the pedagogical ideology here-'I want to learn
more about English cultures through this critical thinking pattern--”, when entering
into the US-centered ELT system, the learners are guided to imitate the native
speakers’ English forms until they finally accept their cultural ways of thinking. Far
beyond teaching the English language, the western-dominated ELT system
intertwines the capital, linguistic and cultural networks together, intentionally enticing
learners across the world to admire the inner circle to enhance their hegemony via the
globalization process.

Viewing from this perspective, the current worldwide ELT system rising in the
context of globalization can be regarded as an institution which takes responsibility to
westernize students outside the inner circle. Josephine invests the capital she
accumulated in China's ELT system to get a ticket into the one dominated by America
(one of the inner-circle nations), while it turns out that in which all the dominant
positions where people can influence the English language and culture are shut down
to her. As a Chinese student, she is invisibly structured by the Western-centered
cultural supremacy while having no right to influence the English language

ideologies.

5 Conclusions

By using Darvin and Norton's investment modal, the analysis of two interviews
demonstrates how ideology, capital and ideology influence participants’ English
investment jointly: (1) The institutional power of the examination evaluation system
and the western-dominated ideologies of globalism create a set of identities (“good
student "/ “ English teacher "/ *“the knowledgeable ") jointly and assign them to
individuals via the capital-differentiation mechanism run by the examination system.
(2) The amount of capital influenced the two participants’ English investment. For
Sherry, the capital she possesses is not recognized by the ideologies of globalism,
which blocks her direct engagement with the inner-circle countries. Her agency of
English investment is limited by the institutional power of the examination evaluation
system; For Josephine, with the support of her capital advantage, although she is less

influenced by the capital-centric examination system, her agency is still manipulated
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by the western-centric globalism that she is eventually converted into a chess piece

propagating the western-dominated cultural supremacy.

However, this paper is solely supported by my narrative study of the interview

without any further data from participants’ actual work and daily life. Further

research can focus on the theories and methods to cultivate students’ agency to

influence the dominant ideologies regardless of their varying capital levels.
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