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‘Here, without English, you are dead’: ideologies of language and
discourses of neoliberalism in adult English language learning
Doris S. Warriner

Department of English, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ, USA

ABSTRACT
Ideologies of language (and language learning) – in concert with discourses
of individualism and meritocracy that characterize neoliberalism – shape
pedagogical policies and practices in ways that are consequential for
multilingual students all over the developing and developed world. To
investigate how such intersections and influences work in adult language
teaching/learning settings, this paper critically examines written
documents produced by an adult ESL programme, comments made
by some of the teachers, and the everyday talk of advanced students in
the programme. Understanding neoliberalism as ‘a theory of political
economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be
advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills
within an institutional framework characterized by strong private
property rights, free markets, and free trade’ [Harvey, D. 2005. A Brief
History of Neoliberalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 3], I examine ‘the
local political economy of linguistic and cultural resources’ [Heller,
M. 2003. “Globalization, the New Economy, and the Commodification of
Language and Identity.” Journal of Sociolinguistics 7 (4): 473–492, 476] in
an adult ESL programme. Findings show that texts and talk alike limit the
identities (and trajectories) that are imagined for adult refugee learners
of English. In some cases, even well-intended and seemingly ‘neutral’
descriptions of pedagogical goals and priorities might become a subtle
but powerful way to further the neoliberal agenda of preparing workers
for minimum-wage, entry-level employment across sectors of the
economy.
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Introduction

Ideologies of language (and language learning) – influenced by discourses of individualism, meritoc-
racy, and achievement – shape pedagogical policies and practices in ways that are consequential for
multilingual students all over the developing and developed world. It is widely believed and argued
that the user of English can, through effort and hard work, be transformed into a better form of
human capital through increasing his/her formal or measureable competence in English. This
view dominates not only the English language teaching universe, but it also circulates in public por-
trayals of what kinds of skills, competencies, and trajectories immigrants need, want, and should
develop for themselves. To examine and better understand how neoliberal ideologies of language
and language learning function in one local context, I investigate ‘the local political economy of lin-
guistic and cultural resources’ (Heller 2003, 476) in an adult ESL programme where English compe-
tence is quantifiable and measured frequently, where resources are limited, and where personhood is
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imagined in ways that are not helpful to the learner but compatible with the limited resources
available.

A close analysis of the policies and practices of one adult ESL programme in the Western United
States shows that neoliberal regimes of assessment that demand great responsibility from the indi-
vidual language learner may fail to provide the skills those learners actually need. Instead, influenced
by ideologies of language that value individualism and meritocracy, texts and talk alike limit the
identities (and trajectories) that are imagined (and made possible) for adult refugee learners of Eng-
lish. By analysing how talk about English language learning construes it as ‘the key’ to social and
economic success (even when the lived experiences of adult learners of English challenge that rep-
resentation), I reveal how ideologies shape, influence, and constitute the situated social practices of
adult learners of English, their teachers, and an ESL coordinator and perpetuate widely circulating
ideologies of language and language learning that have material (and limiting) consequences for
adult learners of English – and that further the neoliberal agenda of preparing workers for mini-
mum-wage, entry-level employment across sectors of the economy.

To do so, this paper critically examines written documents produced by an adult ESL programme,
comments made by some of the teachers, and the everyday talk of advanced students in the pro-
gramme. With an understanding of neoliberalism as ‘a theory of political economic practices that
proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial free-
doms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights,
free markets, and free trade’ (Harvey 2005, 3), the analysis provided here is guided by the following
three questions: (1) in what ways do programme policies and procedures position adult learners of
English as future participants in a free-market, capitalist economy?; (2) what competencies, skills,
and outcomes do the teachers hope their students will gain as a result of studying English?; and
(3) how do the learners themselves view the role of English language learning in relation to their
personal goals and familial priorities?

The analysis presented here calls into question the equation often-made between English
language learning and improved educational, social, and employment opportunities. By examining
how processes and practices of boundary-making and stratification (Blackledge 2003; Blommaert
2003; Heller 2003) are sustained in and through policy as practice, this paper provides a critical
analysis of neoliberal ideologies and the policies that support those ideologies, the structures of
inequality that are maintained, and the implications for learner’s lived experiences and social iden-
tities. As such, this examination of how ideologically laden policies and practices limit the identities
and trajectories imagined for and ascribed to adult learners of English demonstrates one new direc-
tion for research on multilingualism in the neoliberal market.

Ideologies of language and language learning

Ideology has been defined and used in a number of ways, and the definition(s) used influence dra-
matically the object of analysis as well as how the analysis is done. Following Thompson (1990), I
understand ideology to be ‘meaning in the service of power’ that ‘operates in a variety of contexts
in everyday life, from ordinary conversation between friends to ministerial addresses on prime tele-
vision’ (20). One way to investigate how ideology works in particular contexts and situations is to
examine local interactional practices – specifically ‘how meaning mobilized by mass-mediated sym-
bolic forms is understood and appraised by individuals who, in the course of their everyday routines,
receive media messages and incorporate them into their lives’ (Thompson 1990, 24).

Of particular interest here is the emphasis on practice(s). As Althusser ([1971]/2001) observed
when reflecting on how skills of labour are reproduced in a capitalist regime, ideologies are more
than representations that influence practices; rather, ideologies are practices, practices with material
consequences: ‘an ideology always exists in an apparatus, and its practice, or practices. This existence
is material’ (112). According to this view, practices and ideologies are intertwined (and appear in
behaviour) in ways that make it impossible to distinguish them:
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The individual in question behaves in such and such a way, adopts such and such a practical attitude, and, what
is more, participates in certain regular practices which are those of the ideological apparatus on which ‘depend’
the ideas which he has in all consciousness freely chosen as a subject. (113)

Similarly, Holborow (2012) observes that the term ideology captures ‘the interaction between the
material and the representational… between what happens in society and what appears to be com-
mon sense’ (24). It is precisely this interaction between practices, material relations, and the rep-
resentational which is the focus of my inquiry here.

An analysis of ideologies of language and language learning, manifested in social practice, illumi-
nates what Heller (2008) might call the ‘processes and practices of boundary-making (and the inclu-
sionary and exclusionary processes that result) and stratification (the construction of power relations
through definitions of meaning)’ (512). By identifying and analysing the ‘implicit’ and the ‘unspoken’
nature of certain representations and practices, the analysis shows how certain kinds of talk (and ‘talk
about talk’) become acceptable and commonplace – even the ‘norm’ – in one specific educational
context. Also interested in illuminating the notion of ideology as social practice, Luke has described
the material consequences of literacy (Luke 2004) and analysed ideologies as practices of margina-
lization (Luke 2008), where language ideologies not only influence interactional patterns, expec-
tations, stability, and change, but are those interactional patterns, expectations, and change.
Because ideologies of language are durable and malleable, handed down (or inherited) and co-
constructed, regulating and unpredictable, it is possible to analyse how ideologies work in particular
contexts – or processes of ‘ideologizing’ (Woolard 1998, 18; see also Silverstein 1998).

Examining ideology as a set of practices that influence processes of language learning – and the
ways in which low-skill, low-wage employment options are often imagined/assumed for adult lear-
ners of English in the USA –makes clear that not all pedagogical practices (or imagined trajectories)
promote educational, social, or economic advancement. As recent work in linguistic anthropology
(e.g. Collins 2009, 2012; Park 2010; Park and Abelmann 2004; Rampton 1997, 2006; Rampton
et al. 2008) and applied linguistics (e.g. Block 2012a, 2012b; Block, Gray, and Holborow 2012;
Coupland 2003; Holborow 2007; Park and Lo 2012; Shin 2012; Song 2012) demonstrates, class is
an important but often under-examined analytic variable. After expressing regret over the recent
‘retreat from class in official, popular and academic discourses’ (Rampton et al. 2008, 77; see also
Collins 2009; Rampton 2006, 2010), Rampton et al. (2008) observe that ‘metadiscourses about social
groups and categories form part of the dialectical processes through which specific groups and
categories are constituted, reproduced and/or contested’ (Rampton et al. 2008, 77–78; see also
Silverstein 1998). They urge language and education researchers to pay more attention to class –
defined as ‘patterns of stratification that emerge in social systems in which a range of differences
come to mean inequality within schemes and hierarchies of value linked to the hard economy’
(78) – and argue for a more integrated approach to analysing inequality and lack of access – one
where class is assumed to operate alongside other forms of ‘difference’, including ethnicity, race,
language, or sexuality. As Collins (2009) states, ‘social class matters profoundly but… analysts
struggle to understand its protean nature, including its intricate interplay with other principles of
inequality, such as race and gender’ (35). With a focus on class as a subjectively experienced lived
reality, Rampton (2006) analyses how lived systems of meanings and values are actually enacted,
challenged, transformed, or re-redistributed in everyday life. Building on existing scholarship that
attempts to achieve a more integrated approach to the study of inequality (e.g. Block 2012c; Bourdieu
2005; Collins 2009, 2012; Holland and Lave 2001; Rampton 2006), I view class ‘as a practice’ (rather
than an attribute that one has or does not have) as well as ‘a sensed social difference that people and
groups produce in interactions’ (Rampton 2006, 274). In the case of adult ESL instruction, for
instance, expectations for teaching and learning are often minimal because of the students’
(assumed) class background, their race, their ethnicity, their language, or their gender. All these
‘social factors’ seem to influence what adult ESL programmes and teachers value and prioritize in
theory and in practice; and this low bar set for adult learners of English who are also refugees has

JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUAL AND MULTICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

R
ye

rs
on

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 0

8:
34

 1
6 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

6 



had long-term material and symbolic consequences (Auerbach 1995; Auerbach and Burgess 1985;
McSpadden 1998; Warriner 2003). With a strong emphasis on the self-improvement that is pre-
sumed to accompany basic competencies and skills desired by local economies, adult ESL pro-
grammes have portrayed English language learning in ways that unwittingly contribute to
neoliberal agendas and discourses that privilege and reward ‘individual entrepreneurial freedoms
and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free
markets, and free trade’ (Harvey 2005, 3). This equating of English language learning with self-
improvement and personhood ignores the fact that structural factors shape access to opportunity.

As an example of research that examines how neoliberal discourses might allow the general public
to equate English language learning with individual effort and self-improvement, Park (2010) shows
how such discourses obscure or erase the ways in which existing social or economic privileges make
English language learning opportunities possible in the first place. He observes that ‘engaging in
the project of improving one’s English… is to engage in the maximization of one’s human capital,
to enthusiastically embrace and pursue one’s aspirations of becoming a valued worker in the new
economy’ (26). Although a similar set of assumptions about the value of hard work, individual effort,
and the value of English language learning exist in the US context, the experiences of adult, immi-
grant and refugee language learners who have recently arrived in the USA are markedly different
from those of the Korean students in Park’s study. Rather than ‘add’ English to their existing reper-
toire of skills and improve their marketability, adult learners of English in the USA are routinely
viewed through a deficit lens – as those who lack but need basic (often called ‘survival’) English
language proficiency and communicative competence in order to get a low-wage job and move
towards ‘self-sufficiency’. Studying English is held up as ‘the answer’ to the problems encountered
during immigration or resettlement, even though studying English in itself does not and cannot pro-
vide access to more than minimum-wage, entry-level employment. Disguised as self-improvement
and self-sufficiency, the limited employment opportunities available to adult learners of English
in the USA are aligned with the neoliberal goals of the state, its economy, and its educational
institutions.

Research context

The data for this inquiry come from a two-year ethnographic study that examined ideologies of
language and language learning in relation to the lived experience of seven women refugees from
war-torn contexts (the Sudan, Bosnia, Iran) who were enrolled in an adult ESL programme located
in the Western United States. The adult ESL programme was located within ‘an alternative school’ in
a local school district and was notable for its size (10 levels of instruction and more than 350 students
enrolled at any one time), the frequent turnover of its students, and its diversity.1 Four of the five
teachers interviewed (and featured here) were former immigrants or refugees themselves (from
Mexico, Russia, and Iran).

The excerpts analysed here have been extracted from the programme description for the adult
ESL programme, a grant application written by the programme administrator (which secured fund-
ing for three of the full-time ESL teachers), individual recorded interviews with the programme coor-
dinator, individual recorded interviews with five full-time teachers, and individual recorded
interviews with seven women refugees enrolled in the programme. During semi-structured inter-
views, I asked the teachers and the programme coordinator to describe their goals and expectations,
what skills and knowledge they hoped students would gain, the role of teachers in the programme,
and what they liked about their jobs. During semi-structured interviews with seven students enrolled
in the programme, I asked them why they were enrolled in the programme, what they hoped to gain
out of their time there, what classes they were taking, and what they liked about the programme. The
interviews with the coordinator, the five teachers, and the seven students were all conducted during
the second year of participant observation, which involved 20 hours/week of classroom observations,
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informal conversations with teachers and students outside of the classroom, and regular visits to par-
ticipants’ homes (when invited).

The data demonstrate that ideologies of language and language learning (e.g. those that view
language as a commodified skill and that equate English language learning with getting a good/better
job and moving towards self-sufficiency) permeated and influenced programmatic goals and con-
cerns, the talk and practices of teachers, and the talk and experiences (in and out of school) of
the seven women refugees that I interviewed. Although there were some differences in pedagogical
approaches, I found many similarities in the ways that these five teachers described the purpose of
the programme, their goals, the needs of their students, and the challenges they faced as teachers. I
also found great overlap between teachers’ goals and students’ goals – again, indicating the taken-for-
granted, common-sense, hegemonic nature of discourses around the value of English language learn-
ing and the assumptions made about its role in achieving economic independence. In these ways,
ideologies of language (e.g. English) and language learning (English language learning) that permeate
the stated goals of this and other adult English language programmes align with and support state-
sponsored initiatives that aim to provide minimum-wage workers needed for the economy even
when those who obtain jobs will have very limited opportunities for advancement.

The ESL programme’s stance

According to the programme’s two-page ‘ESL Program Description’ (2000), a primary focus of the
programme is to provide intense survival and pre-employment ESL instruction. Another focus is on
career or job preparation:

We place a very strong emphasis on job and career preparation. An on-site office of the Department of Work-
force Services, Career Fairs, Career Counseling, and other varied services help our students better prepare for
meaningful careers. Each student is assigned an advisory teacher. That teacher has specific responsibility for
those students. Their primary focus is to help those students reach their educational goals. These goals are,
in almost every instance, linked with employment goals. The initial assessment of past educational or work
experiences, identified in the registration/ orientation process, combined with ongoing monitoring of student
goals and progress helps teachers to implement specific learning activities that will lead to both career attain-
ment and career enhancement. (Programme Description, Adult ESL Programme)

This passage indicates the multiple ways that the programme is designed to promote finding a job. It
conflates job readiness with career preparation and highlights a focus on instruction and learning
activities that are assumed to facilitate employment goals.

A grant application written by the ESL coordinator (to request money to cover the salaries of three
full-time teachers) articulated similar goals. According to this document, the primary purpose of the
programme was ‘to move newly arriving and public assistance refugees toward self-sufficiency and
self-reliance, in as short a time as possible’ (3). According to the grant application, many newly
arrived refugees come to the USA with few of the skills needed to obtain employment or become
self-sufficient; and even those refugees that come to the USA with professional and technical skills
must work towards earning credentials that are valued in this new context. As a result, ‘help is
needed in providing real, meaningful, and relevant training and job skills to secure employment
in this highly competitive job market’ (6).

In these documents, we see an emphasis on helping refugees find employment in a short period of
time, obtain their GEDs (the equivalent of a high-school diploma) – a credential that is viewed as
critical to finding employment – and learn ‘survival English’.

This ESL programme has consciously chosen to focus on providing students with the language
skills, cultural knowledge, and credentials that are believed to make the students ‘marketable’ and
help them find jobs quickly. A three-pronged emphasis on job preparation, high-school completion,
and language learning is viewed as the best way to help its ESL students achieve self-sufficiency
within as short a time as possible.
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In informal and recorded conversations, the ESL Programme Coordinator reiterated this focus –
stressing the need for students to be able to write resumes, interview for jobs, and do entry-level-
position work.

What I do see is the goal of being able to access resources within the community, in a general sense… it isn’t so
much grammatical fluency or proficiency as it would be being able to get a job at an entry level perhaps and then
quickly improving that to a higher paying job… a real concrete goal of ours… I know that wouldn’t fulfill
everybody’s needs, but that would fulfill a lot of the vast majority of the students here.

Like the ESL Programme Description and the Grant Application, the Programme Coordinator’s talk
about language and language learning characterizes English in utilitarian and functional ways,
including as a potential tool for accomplishing certain employment-finding tasks.

Emphasizing the most practical and urgent needs of his immigrant/refugee students, the Pro-
gramme Coordinator seemed to believe that communication in the classroom should be more ‘auth-
entic’. On one occasion, he described going to the supermarket or going out to do an actual interview
as ways to practice using language for authentic purposes. He seemed to be aware of the contradic-
tion inherent in the programme’s priorities and emphasis on making oneself marketable through test
scores, completion of credits, and resume preparation (as opposed to helping students acquire
the communicative competence that comes with using the language for meaningful purposes).
The Programme Coordinator suggests that, ideally, students should work for two or four hours
each day and also come to school for a few hours each day in order to work on making more explicit
connections between their experiences in and out of school:

I think there’s something out there that we could still do as far as integrating authentic communication with
what we do here in the classroom. I think we’re arriving at that, but the temptation, the tendency is real strong
to go back into this academic worksheets, book-based program. It’s just the nature of the beast I think. I mean,
bottom line, this is a school, we have classrooms. But it seems like there’s something out there we could do to
integrate that as part of the program.

Although the Programme Coordinator describes a desire to help students make sense of their experi-
ences out of school, and a desire to provide more opportunities for ‘authentic communication’, he
admits that it is very challenging to be innovative within the material constraints of the local situ-
ation and the ideological norms (e.g. about what a classroom should look like and what language
teaching involves) that are in place. While he believes in meeting the practical needs of students
by focusing on the school-to-work transition, he also clearly understands that there are trade-offs
related to this undertaking. He acknowledges that the programme’s focus on test-taking, high-school
completion, and job preparation does not always promote the language learning they need, but he
also recognizes that there are significant challenges to changing this orientation: ‘the tendency is
real strong to go back into this academic worksheets, book-based program’ (Warriner 2007a,
314). Again, by linking quantifiable measures of English language learning to self-improvement,
the programme fetishizes the role of formal competence in English in relation to opportunities
for advancement (economic and social).

‘Here without English you are dead’

The practices and talk of teachers in the classroom also reveal ideologies of language and language
learning that prioritize the short-term goal of helping students learn enough English to become
employed in as short a time as possible (a condition of refugee resettlement and imposed by state
policies and practices). One assumption evident in teachers’ practices is that students must under-
stand the purpose and value of a resume, how to prepare a resume, how to prepare for a job inter-
view, and what credits might be required for a high-school diploma. Similar to the Programme
Description and the Programme Coordinator’s observations, the teachers’ practices and priorities
are aligned with (and perhaps influenced by) beliefs about their students’ abilities to obtain employ-
ment through their own hard work, individual effort, and the fairness of the labour market. If the

6 D. S. WARRINER

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

R
ye

rs
on

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 0

8:
34

 1
6 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

6 



teachers were aware of the challenges that their students would certainly face while pursuing such
goals, their practices did not reflect this awareness.

Through recorded interviews, I discovered that all five teachers shared views regarding the pur-
pose of their job and the goals of the programme. Diana (a teacher from Russia who had lived in the
USA for more than 10 years) voiced some of those views while describing her desire to help students
realize their potential:

Some people do not understand what they are capable of doing, and we have a lot of great materials to under-
stand them, their personalities, their skills… abilities to do things, to be a doctor or to be a lawyer… to use their
language or to use their hands. Some people do not understand, no one taught them, and I know from my
experience, no one taught me about it, and I think those advice or lessons may help them to understand
what they are capable of doing. And this is very important.

Diana’s description of the adult ESL programme as a community or family reveals an assumption/
expectation that students leave the programme able to study on their own, find entry-level employ-
ment, and ‘understand the possibilities of this country’. There are unspoken connections between
the programme’s policies and practices, what kinds of opportunities are made available to students,
and what sorts of future possibilities are imagined for the students. From a critical perspective on
neoliberalism and its influence on the context of refugee resettlement, language policies, and tea-
chers’ beliefs and practices, this excerpt reveals an emphasis on individual agency, development,
and opportunity. The idea seems to be that, if students are just provided an opportunity to study
English in this adult ESL programme, they will not only ‘understand what they are capable of
doing’, they will be able to use their language and credentials to have a career in medicine or
law. The impression one gets is that their future opportunities and potential employment trajec-
tories are limitless, within their grasp, and made possible through hard work and steadfast individ-
ual commitment – key tenets of neoliberalism. Collectively, these excerpts highlight an institutional
ideology that rests on the belief that once that safe space and support are provided, these adult lear-
ners of English will study, learn, achieve, grow, prosper, succeed, and come to understand their lim-
itless possibilities.

Similar to the learners in Park’s (2010) study of English language learning initiatives in South
Korea, the adult learners of English enrolled in this ESL programme (like their teachers and the Pro-
gramme Coordinator) equated English language acquisition with social and economic opportunity
and advancement. In addition, they viewed English language learning as a product of individual
achievement and development, and something with testable/measureable results. Their reasons
for studying English demonstrate a belief in the fairness of the market and the opportunities it pro-
vides. All seven of the women I interviewed said they were studying English in order to find a job (or
‘a better job’ if they were working at the time of the interview). Reflecting and further contributing to
neoliberal discourses of individualism, meritocracy, and entrepreneurial gain, almost all the women
articulated a connection between finding a good job and finishing the credits and tests required for
completion of this programme (which would allow them to obtain a GED, the equivalent of a high-
school diploma). As Mary said:

After credits, I want to take the tests, reading, math, writing. Then they will give me the high school diploma…
So I try to finish here because go to college, and I want to work. Want to work and study as much as possible.

For Mary, the credits and the tests will get her a high-school diploma (or the equivalent) which she
believes will, in turn, allow her to go to college and/or get a job. In response to my question ‘do you
like studying English?’, Mary said:

I want to know English. I want to study English because I want to go to the college. Yeah, to train in accounting,
because I take many years, so I forgot, so I want to go to the college, that maybe help me in the future.

Other women I interviewed also discussed studying English in relation to obtaining the equivalent of
a high-school diploma and pursuing further education or getting a job. Alouette, for example, spent a
few minutes at the beginning of one interview telling me what tests she had passed and which test she
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needed to retake because she had missed the required score by just a few points. During this con-
versation, Alouette discussed her reasons for wanting to pass these tests and the opportunities she
believed the successful completion of such tests would provide for her:

I got 231. Almost, need 236. But I try to take it again on Wednesday. Will be finished and go to workforce
maybe June 15 or June 20 to apply for go to college to take nurse. Need to be a nurse. Yeah, I take class for
CNA, this one…maybe six months…

Alouette also makes clear the connection she sees between English language learning and improved
opportunities for a better salary and for further training

… but now I don’t find a job because when I work, I get five dollar something. I need to learn more, like one
year, one and a half, maybe I know the language…
I go to fill application for childcare. I like childcare… if I found someplace for training, I got there, but I don’t
know where I find this place, training on how to take care of children.

Like Alouette, other women I interviewed discussed the hopes they had of continuing to pursue edu-
cation or training afterwards, through the ‘Skills Training Centre’ of the local community college,
once they found a job to support themselves (and their families). Alma, for example, told me that
she had finished all the required credits for a GED and had scored well on her tests, and she
began describing what she planned to do next: ‘Next I go to some training and find some job
after I finish. Start training in May. Accounting training.’ The focus on individual achievement
and the use of standardized test scores as measures of learning and success permeate the women’s
talk about their desire to learn English and their willingness to work hard for the improved futures
they have been promised.

For Ayak, who was working at the airport in a fast food restaurant at the time but wanted a better
job, studying English was also a key component in the pursuit of her personal and professional goals.
When I asked her why she came to this school, she said, ‘I come, I want to learn English, I get, I
looking for better job… ’. Later, when I asked her about her future, Ayak again stressed the impor-
tance of studying English in pursuit of particular professional goals:

Maybe in the future, when I take the diploma at [this school], I want to go to college…when I finish college,
maybe I can learn more. I looking for the better job. Now the [restaurant] is very far away for me… I like day-
care, the program for daycare…Maybe I finish, I take training for daycare…Maybe when I finish college, I
take training, maybe I open daycare…maybe I open daycare in my own house, cheaper than another daycare.

In this excerpt, there is evidence of a connection in Ayak’s talk between studying English, obtain-
ing a diploma, and finding a better job or getting training in an area that interests her, childcare.
One reason that Ayak is motivated to study English in order to pursue the long-term goal of
opening her own small business to meet the demand for childcare in her community. The
idea that she as an individual should be able to create a future of opportunity through hard
work and determination represents another point of alignment with neoliberalism. Unfortunately,
her entrepreneurial instincts do not take into account the fact that such work is unstable, poorly
paid, and without benefits.

Taken together, the women’s descriptions of why they are studying English show that they value
the test scores and credentials that are prioritized (and required) by the school, and by the Depart-
ment of Workforces Services (DWS), because the school and DWS are both sources of information
and resources to the women. In these ways, the scores themselves are viewed by the women as mar-
kers of success and skill; good scores are earned, well-deserved, individually achieved, and a step
towards greater economic security and a higher social status. The excerpts collectively demonstrate
that, for these women, English language learning is intimately connected to opportunities for poten-
tial employment and personal growth. They hold firmly onto this belief in spite of the fact that – as I
have described elsewhere (Warriner 2007a, 2007b, 2009) – their first-hand experiences challenge any
assumptions that English language learning in and of itself will open doors to social or economic
opportunity.
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‘You study English, maybe you can [be a] doctor’

Ideologies of language and language learning that privilege English over other languages (and over
multilingualism itself), and that assume a direct connection between studying/learning/using English
and success in the realms of education and employment were also evident in the comments the
women made about the need for their children to learn English. English language learning was
viewed by the women as necessary (and sufficient) for their children’s future academic and personal
success. Moría, for example, was very pleased that her 3-year old daughter was learning English while
in day care:

My daughter is good… she knows a, b, c, d. she knows the color and she knows 1, 2, up to 13. She can say
weekday, Monday, Tuesday… It’s good. I like it. She cannot speak our dialect very well but she can speak Eng-
lish very good.

Indeed, Moría values English even more than she values the maintenance of her children’s first
language, Madi, a dialect spoken in Sudan. The fact that it is not considered problematic for English
to replace her daughter’s first language indicates the priority Moría places on the acquisition of
English (and all the opportunities for advancement that are assumed to be associated with this),
even though a critical examination of what English-speaking adult immigrants and refugees experi-
ence contradicts this belief. Ayak also commented on the importance of English language learning
for her children. With respect to her oldest son, she sees a connection between going to school, learn-
ing English, and getting a good job:

When the people they don’t go to school, I don’t like. Yeah. Now, I tell my son, when you have five years, you go
to school, you study English, maybe you can [be a] doctor. Yeah I tell my son like that, you be doctor, I like you
be doctor…He say, yeah, I be doctor.

Ayak’s comments demonstrate an understanding that learning English and going to school are
necessary for her child to become a doctor (and thus for social mobility) here in the USA. At the
same time, her comments reveal a lack of awareness of the structures and barriers that may also
be in place. The possibilities for Ayak’s son to achieve the goal of attending medical school (or
acquiring any kind of advanced degree) are more closely tied to his social class and cultural/social
capital than they are to his ability to work hard or speak English, but knowing how to speak English
well is assumed to be the skill or competency needed. Ayak’s statements raise questions about
whether (and to what extent, and in spite of what obstacles) Ayak will be able to attain the cultural
and material resources that will help her son pursue the goals she has set for him.

Alma also discussed the need for her daughter to learn English. She told me that although her
daughter understands English, Bosnian, and Dutch, Alma was happy with her daughter’s day-care
situation because her daughter is learning English:

One month ago, in [my daughter’s] class, was an American woman…who left… now it’s Bosnian woman…
not good for her, I know… because for [my daughter] it’s better that she has American woman because chil-
dren fast learn English. They must know English… because, here, without English you are dead. I think so. You
can nothing do.

In this excerpt, we see not only that English language learning is equated with surviving and being
able to ‘do’ something but, also, that the maintenance of her children’s Bosnian is less important to
this mother than the fact that her child should learn English. Like Moría, Alma believes that learning
English will benefit her child a lot more than maintaining her first language will. Alma also seems to
believe that there is a limited period of time, a ‘window’, during which her daughter can learn English
easily – when her ‘human capital’ can be cultivated. Unfortunately, although learning English is
important and necessary to establishing oneself in an English-dominant context like the USA
(one of the material realities that results from the widespread uptake of dominant ideologies), Eng-
lish language proficiency in and of itself will not provide access to all the social and material goods
that the myths around English language learning promote.
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Ayak and Alma both believe that it is extremely important that their children learn English in
order to improve their situations, attain a good education, and increase their opportunities for suc-
cess. The women have positioned themselves not only as students who need to learn English to sur-
vive but, also, as mothers of children who see learning English as intimately connected to surviving
and prospering in this context. Their views are influenced by neoliberal ideologies of language and
language learning that equate English language proficiency with improving one’s circumstances,
obtaining a ‘good’ job, pursuing advanced education or training, and achieving success in the future.

Complexities and contradictions

In part because the programme’s official purpose is to help its students manage the resettlement pro-
cess by finding entry-level jobs in as short a time as possible, students are provided with minimal and
basic second language learning opportunities as well as certain types of (low-skill) literacies. The
explicit expectation that students should exit the programme quickly in order to obtain employment
reveals a number of assumptions about their value and ‘place’ in the local political economy –
including that their employment trajectories will be limited. It is not clear that the women in this
study also envisioned limited futures for themselves or their children, but they did seem to value
a bare-bones, ‘survival English’, quick-exit approach to learning. The programme’s emphasis on
job preparation and high-school completion, together with the use of English-Only for instruction
at all levels of language learning, creates a situation in which short-term goals are prioritized at the
expense of helping students achieve authentic language learning, true economic self-sufficiency, and
social mobility. Many of the challenges that the women encounter cannot be overcome by learning
English alone (for a more extensive analysis of this, see Warriner 2007b). It is important that adult
immigrants and refugees also have cultural knowledge and cultural capital (e.g. an understanding of
the way things work in the USA and contacts/networks that help them acquire information to reach
their goals) to deal with the difficulties of their daily lives and to find jobs that will provide long-term
self-sufficiency or social mobility. Put simply, while English is sought after by these women (as it is by
almost all new immigrants) and perceived to be ‘key’ to the process of establishing themselves and
their families here in the USA, learning English by itself is, after all, not ‘key’ (Warriner 2003, 2007b).
This is not a contradiction within an ideology but rather a contradiction between various ideologies
(e.g. of neoliberalism) and the reality of the lived experiences of actual immigrants. Ideologies of
language and language learning that equate the ability to speak English with educational or employ-
ment advancement are not only accepted by the teachers and taken-for-granted by the students, they
are nicely aligned with the neoliberal agenda of preparing future workers for the limited and limiting
opportunities in the marketplace.

All of the women refugee learners in the larger study said they wanted to find work or to pursue
more education or training in order to make themselves more marketable on the job market.
Whether they were married or not, the women said that they should work to improve their own
future prospects as well as the situations of their families. Even the women who had a job talked
about finding a better job – one with better wages or hours. However, as I have demonstrated else-
where (Warriner 2003, 2007a, 2007b), there has often been a disconnect between the official stance
(or stated goals) of the programme and the experiences (in school and out of school) of the women
refugees. In programmes like these, assessments reinforce the belief that English competence is a skill
set to be achieved even though that skill set will not in reality transform the user into better human
capital. In these ways, the policies and practices prevalent in this adult ESL programme seem to be
driven as much by market forces and neoliberal agendas as they are by the goals of the students
themselves. In fact, the students’ priorities are aligned with those of refugee resettlement, the market,
and the state. In such ways, ideologies of language (aligned with neoliberal policies) are bolstered by
practices of exclusion (Warriner 2007a) and continued marginalization (Warriner 2009) with con-
sequences for the social and economic trajectories of individuals in pursuit of the unlimited possi-
bilities promised by the ideology. Contrary to the rhetoric of this and other adult ESL programmes,
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adult refugee learners of English need more than English language proficiency to manage the
demands of the resettlement process, to access symbolic and material resources, and to establish
self-sufficiency in ‘as short a time as possible’. In order to understand what resources and competen-
cies do in fact provide greater access to opportunity, we must examine not only the repertoires, prac-
tices, and improvisations that adult immigrants are using to create opportunity; we have to consider
what kinds of ideological influences value resources other than English.

Language learning, identity, and neoliberalism

According to the refugee women, their teachers and the programme coordinator, it was important to
study and learn English. Echoing priorities of the programme and their teachers, the women’s ratio-
nales for investing in studying English constitute ideologies of English and second language learning
that connect the acquisition of English with getting a job and improving one’s situation. However,
while the women in this study are considered very successful students within the context of this par-
ticular adult ESL programme (completing various levels of English language learning, scoring well on
standardized tests, and fulfilling the requirements for completion of their GEDs), they are limited in
their ability to use their English language learning skills and knowledge to deal with everyday situ-
ations and obstacles, let alone with the occasional major setbacks they encounter. There were many
challenges that could not be addressed by calling on their knowledge of and competency in English.
Even those women who obtained minimum-wage, temporary employment in the service industry
(e.g. at restaurants at the airport, in the hotel industry, working for the Post Office during the holiday
season) struggled to support themselves and their families, to challenge an aggressive landlord, or to
advocate on behalf of their children at school. Yet, even when they were unhappy with or critical of
their circumstances and began to express disappointment with what seemed to be an unfair situation,
they remained committed to societal and institutional ideologies of individualism, meritocracy, and
self-sufficiency in their practices. In these ways, they were interpellated/hailed (Althusser [1971]
2001) by the ideologies of language wrapped up in discourses of neoliberalism that transform indi-
viduals into subjects (118–119). However, in order to achieve true self-sufficiency, the women’s abil-
ity to understand and speak English must be supplemented with the communicative competence and
cultural capital needed to know where to get information, how to ask for it, and what to do with that
information; that is, it must go beyond the quick-fix, band-aid approaches of many adult ESL pro-
grammes where the bare minimum is taught and expected to be learned.

The four teachers I interviewed and the coordinator in this programme also had goals that were
influenced not only by ideologies of language and language learning but also by ideologies of neo-
liberalism that assume English language learning will create all kinds of desirable economic and
social opportunities. In general, the stances of the institution, the teachers, and the students are
based on optimistically held beliefs that newly arrived immigrants will gain access to social and
material resources as a result of English language learning, and such access to resources will enable
them to become involved and socially mobile members of US society. Like good neoliberal subjects
(Park 2010), the women seemed to be hailed by discourses of neoliberalism that assume individual
effort and hard work alone will facilitate access to linguistic capital that will then facilitate access to
symbolic and material resources. However, like many disenfranchised groups in this society, the
women in my study frequently encountered obstacles and barriers in their daily lives that provide
a critique of neoliberal ideologies and contradict dominant discourses about language learning,
immigration, and social mobility. Although the women were sometimes able to find entry-level
jobs with minimum-wage salaries, the hours they are able to work at these jobs are constrained
by factors such as the need for affordable and accessible childcare, the need for reliable transpor-
tation, and their own efforts to continue studying English in order to increase the social and econ-
omic opportunities they might access in the future. The experiences of the women in my study
illustrate the consequences of not being able to access certain types of economic and social capital
necessary for climbing the American ‘ladder of success’.
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With this analysis, I have explored the ways in which learner’s trajectories might be imagined for
them (e.g. by their teachers, the Programme Coordinator, and themselves) and the discourses of neo-
liberalism that operate in and are facilitated by the local historical and institutional context. Many of
the excerpts analysed here highlight an institutional ideology that rests on the belief that new immi-
grants need a safe space, a community, ‘a port of entry’ that will allow them to connect with the
people and organizations that will provide the information and resources that are necessary for effec-
tive resettlement. The problem is that these adult learners of English are expected to leave such ‘safe
spaces’ as soon as possible, and their teachers and the Programme Coordinator need to show that
‘progress’ is being made through test scores and numbers of graduates in order to continue receiving
support from the state (the point of neoliberalism). Assuming that new immigrants and refugees will
find what they need to survive and prosper in this new context when they are provided support
(much like earlier generations arriving at Ellis Island have done), a close examination of teachers’
and students’ talk about their goals and priorities demonstrates how robust and pervasive certain
ideological stances are as well as the ways they might be shared across multiple contexts
(Gal 1998; Philips 1998). While there is some variation across the excerpts, there is also a surprising
sense of cohesiveness and regularity – where the teachers’ and coordinator’s descriptions of the pro-
gramme’s purpose and their roles within the programme echo similar concerns, preoccupations, and
priorities.

Implications

In this paper, I have shown ‘how an ideology makes its appearance in language’ (Holborow 2012, 32)
and in practices by analysing texts and talk that describe the goals and purposes of adult English
language instruction. Because this educational programme aims ‘to decrease dependency upon pub-
lic monies by getting refugees employed as quickly as possible’ (McSpadden 1998, 158), students
make great efforts to study English and to fulfil the requirements of the programme – no matter
how arbitrary they may seem – because they believe that such skills and competences (even when
limited to the basics) will facilitate their access to economic self-sufficiency and social mobility.
The emphasis on getting students entry-level jobs quickly comes at a cost – the students are not pro-
vided access to the competencies, understandings, and skills needed for achieving quality employ-
ment opportunities (e.g. an ability to advocate for oneself, an ability to critically evaluate the goals
of the institution, knowledge of more than ‘basic’ English). The practices and views of teachers,
administrators, and students alike are influenced by ideologies of language and discourses of neoli-
beralism that privilege the acquisition of basic English regardless of the long-term costs associated
with this process.

The disconnect between what the programme promises, what the students believe it will offer, and
their first-hand lived experiences (Warriner 2003, 2007b, 2009) demonstrates that ‘the neoliberal
order does not do what it promises and does not represent the world as it is’ (Holborow 2007,
70). In the case of adult English language learning, although English is viewed as a powerful form
of linguistic capital (by the students, the teacher, the administrator in this programme), an analysis
of what transpires outside of school (Warriner 2007b, 2009) makes clear that English language learn-
ing does not automatically result in the kinds of access and opportunity that are promised by the
ideology. Neoliberal discourses that permeate and sustain ideologies of language that privilege
and value English language learning above all disguise the fact that individual effort and achievement
are important and necessary but not sufficient in the quest for economic security or social mobility.

Blommaert (2010) observes that ‘the world of language is not just one of difference but one of
inequality; that some of that inequality is temporal and contingent on situations while another
part of it is structural and enduring’ (28). In the tradition of Bourdieu, Hymes, and Rampton, I
have examined some of the ways in which neoliberal ideologies and policies might be interpreted,
enacted, and reconstituted in everyday practice. By applying anthropological perspectives and eth-
nographic approaches to the study of how ideologies of language intersect with and support
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neoliberal agendas, the analysis presented here demonstrates how applied linguistics as field might
benefit from foregrounding class in our analysis. The inquiry builds on and complicates the findings
of other work on language and political economy (see e.g. Block, Gray, and Holborow 2012; Collins
2009; Heller 2003; Park 2010; Park and Lo 2012; Rampton 2006), demonstrates one way to move
towards a deeper engagement with political economy and social class, and provides a greater under-
standing of the political economic dimensions of language learning and teaching.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Note

1. At the time of data collection, students came from 69 different countries, including Bosnia, Burma, China, the
Congo, Iran, Mexico, Somalia, the Sudan, Russia, Taiwan, Vietnam, and a number of South and Central American
countries.
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