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Lajlim Yang 

Abstract 
This study seeks to understand how queer language learners negotiate their sexual identities in the second language as they 
enter a target community with NSs. I examine the identity construction in talk by two gay Thai English language learners 
and two native English-speaking gay Asian Americans. Informed by Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of community of 
practice, I explore how each participant created, displayed, and negotiated their identity in this community. Informed by 
membership category analysis (MCA) in conjunction with conversational analysis (CA), I show that the participants’ 
individual identities play a central role in the type of language that they use and acquire within the context of a broader 
social identity.    

Identity And Cultural Capital 
Studies in second language acquisition have 
shown that identity is an important aspect in 
language learning, yet researchers have not yet 
been able to conceptualize comprehensively 
the relationship between the language learner 
and their social world (Norton, 1995, 2010). 
The investigation of the relations between 
race, gender, and sexual orientation and their 
impact on language learning has gained more 
attention in recent years (Norton & Toohey, 
2011, p. 414).  Theorists such as Norton 
(1995) gave rise to a reformed concept of 
social identity, namely, the idea that speakers 
and their social relationships are inseparable 
(p. 11). Further, an individual’s identity is 
mediated by the reactions of others to that 
individual’s social and cultural position, which, 
in turn, can influence that individual’s 
motivation to learn in ways that are not 
predictable (Ricento, 2005, p. 899).  

Norton (2000) stated that if learners 
invest in a second language, they do so with 
the understanding that they will acquire a 
wider range of symbolic and material 
resources, which will in turn increase the value 
of their “cultural capital” (p.10).  Cultural 
capital has been described as “the knowledge 
and modes of thought that characterize 
different classes and groups in relation to 
specific sets of social forms” (Norton, 2000, p. 
10). For example, for a gay Thai male staying 
in the US with the goal of seeking employ-

ment and residency, the cultural capital that he 
needs is the knowledge, skills, and language 
necessary to function as a competent member 
of certain professional and social groups in 
this country. Investment is thus a key process 
for language learning. Through the concept of 
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management. The next section will review 
these practices. 

Identity Construction in Topic 
Management  
Topics are brought up in discourse through 
topic proffers.  Schegloff (2007) described a 
topic proffer as follows: 

With a topic proffer a speaker proposes 
a particular topic (as compared to a 
solicitation, in which the speaker 
invites the recipient to propose a topic), 
but does not actively launch or fur-
ther develop the proposed topic (as 
in a unilateral topic initiation). By 
“proffering” the topic, the speaker 
makes it available to recipient(s) to 
embrace or reject, to “buy into” or 
decline. (p. 180-181) 

According to Schegloff, “topic proffers 
may concern something which is specifically, 
differentially, or even exclusively within the 
recipient’s experience or on which their view 
has special weight or authority” (p. 173). The 
recipient of the proffer then carries the 
burden of talking in the projected topic-
talking sequence (Scheglofff, 1995, p. 173). 
This in turn, constructs the identities of both 
the speaker and recipient, depending on what 
occurs after proffers are made in discourse. 
Schegloff (1996) described a topic proffer 
sequence as when two tries or proffers are put 
forward.  Each proffer can then be “taken up 
and embraced or declined by its recipient” (p. 
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currency in the gay community, and 
sometimes they were able to join in as active 
members. In the analysis below, I will first 
examine their participation and positioning 
when the participants were looking for topics 
with currency in the gay community, then I 
will examine how the NNSs failed to uptake 
topics with currency that were introduced in 
the conversation, and finally I describe how 
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aligning with the notion that dieting is a gay 
topic. Interestingly, when Chad asks Larry to 
further explain why he does not want to eat 
carbs in line 140, Larry replies in line 141 with 
“it’s all carbs,” which evades the question and 
does not add any further information. Larry 
could have explicitly said because it would 
make him fat.  However, he chooses to avoid 
the word “fat.”  This may reveal Larry’s own 
beliefs about what his sexual identity entails: a 
choice to avoid being fat.  Thus, Larry and 
Chad both construct a community in which to 
be gay means to care about your image and 
physical appearance through dieting.  

While Larry’s sensitivi
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370. In this statement, he is cluing in the rest 
of the group of his type of men by using 
larger categories, such as ethnicity, to describe 
his preferences, confirming his gay identity 
and further expanding on what kind of gay 
man he is.  Stating, “Chinese is not cute” can 
be interpreted as, he is not interested in 
having romantic relationships with Chinese 
men.  He is narrowing the scope of his type 
and simultaneously letting the others know of 
his sexual preferences specifying a GLBT 
identity.  As the other participants at this 
point add to the conversation, they are 
constructing their own sexual preferences of 
what is and is not attractive. This construction 
of sexual preference seems to be a hot topic, 
evident by the number of participants 
overlapping each other (371, 372, 373, 383, 
386).  

As Chad and Larry are disagreeing about 
their preferences, Zack interjects with his own 
preference (line 373), which is in disagreement 
with Chad’s. He takes a long turn to tell a 
story (lines 373, 377-378) to reveal his 
preference for light-skinned Asian men. The 
fact that Zack takes a long turn and makes a 
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Appendix A  

 
(Adapted from Wong and Waring (2010), along with Richards and Seedhouse (2005)) 
 

Transcription Conventions  
Symbol Meaning 

 
(.) Short untimed pause in speech 
Word::: Lengthening of proceeding sound 
Word Emphasis on word 
WORD Capitals especially loud sound 
word Italicized words are translations into English 
( ) Stretch on unclear or unintelligible speech  
, Comma indicates low rising intonation suggesting continuation 
. Period indicates full stop/falling intonation 
-  Dash indicates abrupt cut off 
? Question mark indicates a rising intonation not necessarily a 

question 
°word° (Degree symbols) quiet speech 
hh Aspiration or laughter 
.hh inhalation 
(hh) Aspirations or laughter inside word boundaries 
(word) Transcriptions doubt 
(( eating)) Non-speech activity or transcriptionist comment 
$word$ Smiley voice 
 word Raised pitch 
 word Lowered pitch 
> word< Quicker speech 
< word> Slowed speech 
[word] 
[word] 

Beginning and ending of simultaneous or overlapping speech 

 


