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The Construction of Native Speaker and Non-Native Speaker Identities

in English Conversation
Nimabuchi

Abstract

This paper uses conversation analysis (CA) as the analytical approach to analyze a videotaped conversation among one
NS and five NNSs to illustrate how the participants constructed or co-constructed their identities as a NS or a NNS
through different role-construction (questioner versus questionee and tester versus testee). The analysis also focuses
on laughter in talking about the linguistic knowledge of the language of the conversation. As an implication for lan-
guage teaching and learning, this paper suggests that teachers implement the analysis of real conversations based on
CA principles in their teaching so that their students can learn how language is used in authentic conversations for

communication and identity construction.

Introduction

Each of us has identity. As Wardhaugh
states, our identities are constructed “from
interaction with others and it is the sense of
self each of us has achieved, the result of
our socialization” (2006, p. 6). This means
that a person’s identity can become distinc-
tive in relation to another person with
whom he or she has differences in terms of
“ethnicity, gender, religion, occupation,
physical location, social class, kinship, and
leisure activities” (p. 6). Thus, ways of
dressing, language, accent, behavior, and
ways of idea expression become the indica-
tors of identities in cross-cultural communi-
cation. People consciously or unconsciously
construct their identities by using these
means. For example, participants in an in-
ternational conference wear different na-
tional dress in order to show their national
identities and differences from the others.
However, in cross-cultural communication
people may use some other ways to con-
struct their identity, not necessarily cultural,
ethnic, or national identity. These identity
indicators may not be as apparent as those 1
mentioned above, but they can be equally
significant. In applied linguistics, we often
refer to identities such as “native speaker”
and “non-native speaker,” especially when it

comes to judgment of language competence.

In this paper, I intend to illuminate
how being a NS or a NNS is constructed in
cross-culture talk. As a theoretical frame-
work, I will employ conversational analysis

(CA) to demonstrate how participants cate-
gorize themselves or their peers as NS or
NNS so as to understand how NS/NNS
identities are co-constructed in the “midst
of unfolding social interaction” (Park, 2007,
p. 354).

Native Speaker and Non-native
Speaker Identities

In a cross-cultural conversation, participants
do not have equal access to the language of
the exchange and the culture of each other.
Thus, there is a kind of unequal relation be-
tween NS and NNS in conversations which
affects how the participants come to perce-
ive themselves and each other. This creates
an “asymmetry.” An asymmetric relation
exists in many conversational situations. For
example, in doctor - patient encounters, we
may find that the doctor asks the patient the
symptom of illness and gives the patient ad-
vice on how to take medicine; while the pa-
tient answers the doctor’s questions and ac-
knowledges the advice. Thus, the doctor
dominates the conversation and displays his
expertise through questioning and giving
advice; this status of the doctor is further
clevated by the patient’s “compliance” to
the doctor’s role. Thus, an asymmetric rela-
tion is established by both the participants
in the interaction.

The asymmetric relation in NS/NNS
conversations is realized when the partici-
pants deal with linguistic and cultural know-
ledge. Kurhila mentioned that “the asym-
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metry of knowledge is omnipresent in the
conversation between NSs and NNSs”
(2000, p. 1107). Usually, the participants will
otient to theit NS/NNS categories and
“align themselves asymmetrically in relation
to each other” (Ikeda, 2005, p. 60). The
NNS will naturally regard the NS as the ex-
pert on linguistic knowledge of the language
in the conversations, and the NS will take it
for granted that he or she is the owner of
the language and therefore has the power to
point out or correct any inappropriate use
of the language by the NNS. This is in line
with the research by Kurhila (2000), in
which she investigated how a NS demon-
strates his or her identity through the activi-
ty of error correction in a NS/NNS convet-
sation.

In the error correction activity, Kurhila
describes sequences of turn-taking which
involve “repairable” and “repair” turns. In
CA, “repairable” is the linguistic unit which
contains the trouble source and “repair” is
the turn or a part of the turn where the
problematic element is replaced with the
correct or standard linguistic unit (p. 1086).
In most cases in Kurhila’s investigation,
when a NNS produces a repairable turn, he
or she will show hesitance or uncertainty
through repetition of the repairable turn or
through gaze shift. Then the NS will give
direct correction to repair the repairable lin-
guistic unit. However, there are also some
examples in which the NS will initiate repair
to the NNS and encourage the NNS to self
repair. Thus, whether a repairable linguistic
unit is corrected directly or indirectly, the
point is clear that correction is a conversa-
tional activity through which the asymme-
tric positions of the participants can be-
come interactionally salient. That is, the
asymmetric relation in NS/NNS conversa-
tions is sustained when the NNS remains
modest in the linguistic knowledge of the
language of the conversation and the NS
maintains the responsibility for improving
the linguistic knowledge of the NNS.

However, Park states (2007), “the con-
stitution of NS/NNS identities engenders a
momentarily asymmetrical alignment” (p.
354). This means that an asymmetry may
not be inherent in an interaction that in-
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volves NS and NNS, but rather it can be an
occasional phenomenon and prone to nego-
tiation. According to Park’s investigation of
a conversation between a NS and a NNS,
the NS’s attempts to correct linguistic defi-
ciencies of the NNS are sometimes rejected
by the NNS by saying “yes, I know” (p.
352). In another conversation investigated
by Park involving two NNSs and one NS,
one of the NNSs always side with the NS to
correct the English pronunciation of the
other NNS. On the basis of the evidence
from the two conversations observed by
Park, the asymmetric relation in a conversa-
tion of NS/NNS is subject to negotiation
and renegotiation, especially when the NNS
displays resistance to the action taken by the
NS to construct the contrast between NS
and NNS identities or when a NNS actively
aligns himself/herself symmetrically with a
NS to avoid being categorized as a NNS.

To summatize, the NS/NNS asymme-
tric relation might be stable or changeable,
but it always exists in NS/NNS conversa-
tions due to the imbalance of the target lin-
guist knowledge between a NS and a NNS.
What is more, it seems that asymmetry may
be necessary for the smooth progress of a
conversation. Crawford noted that “asym-
metry is not merely an external constraint
on participants’ actions, but it also provides
resources for them to use in order to move
the interaction ahead” (1995, p. 103).

Research Questions

I was motivated to collect data of NS/NNS
talk and investigate how the participants
constructed the identity of themselves and
others as a NS or a NNS in the conversa-
tion. Specifically, through analysis of the da-
ta I have collected, I wanted to be able to
answer the following questions:

1. What roles do the NS and NNS play
to construct their identity and other
participants’ identity as a NS or a
NNS?

2. Do the participants use other means,
either verbal or nonverbal, to establish
their identity as a NS or a NNS?



Methodology

The data analyzed in this paper were drawn
from a videotaped English conversation
which lasted about two hours. The conver-
sation took place on October 14, 2007
when seven friends from four different
countries had lunch together at the 6t floor
Diamond Head kitchen in Hale Manoa, the
student dormitory of the Hast West Center
located on the campus of the University of
Hawaii. Among the participants, Hellen
(female) is a native speaker of English from
Seattle. Lhamo (female), Nodren (female),
and Miwang (male) are from Tibet; their
first language is Tibetan. Steve (male) is
from Thailand, his first language is Thai.
Dieu (female) and Tuan (male) are from
Vietnam; their first language is Vietnamese.
All the participants except Miwang are
graduate students either at University of
Hawaii or Hawaii Pacific University. Since
Miwang does not speak English, it can be
observed from the video that participants
sometimes spoke in Tibetan or Mandarin so
that Miwang could understand.

The conversation was authentic and
naturally occurring! and there were no pre-
assigned topics given to the patticipants.
Even though the data are from only one
conversional situation, different topics are
involved in the conversation. For example,
they talked about how to make and eat pas-
ta, how tips are calculated in America, why
people from some countties or regions look
older than those from other countties, and
what some English words mean or how to
differentiate English words with similar
meanings. The data of two-hour length with
various topics provided an adequate amount
of information that is relevant and useful
for analyzing how NS/NNS construct their
identity and, therefore, helps answer the re-
search questions for this paper.

The analytical approach used in this
paper is conversation analysis (CA) which is
an approach to the study of natural conver-
sation (Nevile, 2006, p. 12). Unlike other
forms of discourse analysis, “CA is a mar-
kedly data-centered form of discourse anal-
ysis” (Cameron, 2006, p. 87) because it fo-
cuses on sequential development of
interaction to see how precisely talk devel-

ops in context in real time and how the par-
ticipants themselves create, interpret and
understand what is going on (Nevile, 2000,
p- 14). Since the CA data include much
more than the actual spoken words alone, 1
transcribed them very carefully based on the
Gail Jefferson system which is regarded as
“the internationally recognized gold stan-
dard” (Lerner, 2004, p. 3). I tried to note
down as much detail as possible in the se-
quences of turn-taking in the conversation
such as speech rate, volume, cut-off, leng-
thening, overlapped talk, laughter, non-
verbal actions, and other prosodic features
including variations in pitch.

On the basis of these details, the inter-
pretation of turns in the conversation can
become easier because these features can be
treated as evidence in the explanation of
how participants construct their NS or
NNS identity in the interaction. Further
more, these features present how partici-
pants take turns at talk and how the inter-
pretation of a previous turn is supported by
the following turn, which is central to the
CA approach (Cameron, 2000, p. 88).

Analysis

Identity construction through different roles:
Questioner and questionee

In many NS/NNS conversations, the
NS/NNS  identities can be displayed
through the asymmetrical use of linguistic
knowledge. According to the research by
Park (2007), in a NS/NNS conversation,
the participants undertake their discoutse
identities in a “word search” activity in
which the NNS and the NS play the role of
requestor and requestee respectively.

In my data, I have found similar in-
stances of “word search” activities in which
NNS asked the NS many questions such as
what something was called in English, what
an English word meant, and how English
words with a similar meaning were differen-
tiated in usage. Thus, the NNS and NS
played the role of questioner and questionee
respectively to construct their identity and
the others’ identity. Excerpts 1 through 2
illustrate the phenomenon of questioner
and questionee identities. In Excerpt 1,
Tuan, a NNS is asking Hellen, a NS the dif-
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ference in meaning between avenne and
boulevard.

In this part of the conversation (see
Excerpt 1 below), Tuan asks a direct ques-
tion about the difference between avenue
and boulevard to Hellen, the NS, rather than
to the other NNS (linel), which can be seen
in Tuan’s eye gaze toward Hellen (line 2)
and Hellen’s answer in the following turn
(line 3). This indicates that Tuan treats Hel-
len as the only one person at the lunch table
who can answer the linguistic question of
the language of the conversation. Thus,
Tuan not only constructs the identity of
Hellen as a NS but also constructs the iden-

tity of himself and the other participants as
NNS. Tuan’s construction of NS/NNS
identities is supported by the other NNS.
As it is shown in the conversation, Hellen’s
answer to Tuan’s question is immediately
followed by responses from Steve, Lhamo,
Dieu, and Nodren (line 4-7). They produce
the same response “ah::” at the same time
by lengthening their voices. According to
Heritage (1984), this is a change-of-state to-
ken, indicating the speaker’s change of un-
derstanding (in this case, from not knowing
to knowing). Thus, Steve, Lhamo, Dieu, and
Nodren are acknowledging a linguistic gap,
thus aligning themselves as NNS.

Excerpt 1

1 Tuan:  what is the difference between avenue and boulevard?
2 T looks at H

3 Hellen: oh. Boulevard is bigger streets=

4 Steve:  =[ah::

5 Lhamo:  [ah::

6 Dieu: [ah:::

7 Nodren:  [ah::

8 Tuan:  bigger street, and avenue,

9 Steve:  and sometimes, there is the-

10 Tuan: how about trees, how about_trees,
11 T gazes at H

12 Hellen: Ehem:: I mean: I mean it-it doesn’t really affect it,

13 Tuan:  Ah:: bigger bigger

The asymmetric relation between NS
and NNS can be further maintained when a
NNS ignores another NNS’s offer for ex-
plaining linguistic knowledge of the lan-
guage of the conversation. In line 8 and 9,
when Tuan launches a question for further
information about the avenue and boulevard,
Steve tries to say something about these two
words (line 9). However, Tuan does not
orient to him and even enters into Steve’s
turn space before Steve’s turn-construction
unit is complete and explicitly throws the
question to Hellen (line 10 and 11). By re-
fusing Steve’s linguistic help and directing
the question to Hellen, Tuan once gain em-
phases the asymmetric relation between NS
and NNS and publicly ratifies the NS’s
“knowing recipient status” (Park, 2007, p.
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345). Therefore, as it is shown in this part
of the conversation, Tuan, as a NNS takes it
for granted that the linguistic question of
the language of the conversation can only
be asked to the NS and can only be ans-
wered by the NS.

Thus, as Excerpt 1 shows, the roles of
questioner and questionee are not only
played between Tuan and Hellen, the other
NNS also construct their identity and at the
same time the other participants’ identities
by playing the role of questioner and ask
Hellen questions about linguistic knowledge
of English. In Except 2, Hellen is talking
about the meaning and the usage of a
phrase “I committed a blunder” to the oth-
er participants.



Excerpt 2

1 Hellen: there is a Chinese guy I met, I will never forget it. This is my TMavorite example. He
2 would say-whenever he made a T mistake he would say l COMMITTED A

3 M BLUNDER. You know people don’t say it any more that (...) maybe:: during
4 Shakespeare’s time people would say I COMMITTED A ™ BLUNDER.

5 Steve: so what doe it mean?=

6 Nodren: =yeah. what doe it mean?

7 Hellen: > 1 made a mistake.< I make a mistake. he said like I committed a blu:nder.

8 Tuan: I commit a blunder.=

9 Nordren: = Mhm=

10 Tuan:  =yeah. right.

11 Steve:  if you say commit I would say-|
12 Tuan:
13 Hellen:  No no. it’s like an o::1d [English=
14 Lhamo: [ha ha ha
15 Dieu: [ha ha ha
16 Nodren: =it’s-it’s Shakespeare English.
17 Hellen: ~ Shakespeare English.

18 Nodren: Tha ha ha ha

[it’s a slang: or ::::

19 0.2)

20 Steve:  to commit-commit a crime is Vok?

21 with a puzzling gaze at H.

22 Hellen: yeah. you can say commit a crime but commit a blunder:
23 makes a face and moves her eye balls up and down

24 (0.2) nobody says that.

25 N, L, D, T, and S nods heads and continues eating

At the beginning of this part of the
conversation, Hellen tells the others how a
Chinese man she met would misuse the
English phrase “I committed a blunder”
(line 1-4). Some details in her speech vividly
shows how she constructs her identity as a
NS such as putting stress on “Chinese” to
emphasize that the man who made the
“mistake” is a NNS, using high pitch before
“favorite example” to imply that she has
many more examples of inappropriate use
of English by NNSs, and using higher vo-
lume on the phrase “I committed a blund-
er” to show how funny the “mistake” is.
Hellen continues to construct her NS iden-
tity by explaining why NSs do not use the
phrase now. Thus, Hellen places herself in
an expert position where she can evaluate a
NNS’s use of English. The establishment of
the expert position is actively supported by
Steve and Nodren when they play the role
of questioners and ask Hellen the meaning
of the phrase (line 5 and 6).

Naturally, as an expert or a NS, Hellen
not only gives the answer but also repeats
the answer (line 7), perhaps for fear that the
NNS will not understand the answer after
saying it only one time. The repetition of
the answer reveals the NS’s attitude toward
linguistic knowledge of the NNS. As NNS,
the other participants orient to the con-
struction of NS/NNS identities by the NS
by showing their acknowledgement or con-
tinuing to ask questions. For example, in
line 20-21, Steve asks Hellen if it is correct
to say “to commit a crime”. The word “ok”
he used and his puzzling gaze at Hellen
seem to indicate that he is not confident in
his knowledge and wants the NS to assess
his knowledge. Thus, Steve displays his sen-
sitivity to the uneven linguistic knowledge
between him and Hellen, which emphasizes
the asymmetric alignment in the NS/NNS
interaction.

The data also showed instances in
which a NNS acted as an expert in the dis-
cussion of English linguistic knowledge. In
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line 12, Tuan asks Hellen if the phrase “I
committed blunder” is slang. Right after
Hellen’s answer to Tuan’s question (linel3),
Nodren gives Tuan further information
about the phrase by saying “it’s-it’s Shakes-
peare English” (line 16). From this, we can
see that Nodren tries to position herself as
someone who has the equal expertise as
Hellen to explain the English phrase to
Tuan. Furthermore, Hellen accepts and
supports Nodren’s new status, which is evi-
denced by Hellen’s repetition of Nodren’s
answer (linel7). Thus, instead of remaining
passive to be categorized as a NNS with the
other participants, Nodren actively partici-
pates in Hellen’s construction of Tuan as a

NNS. Accordingly, this example conforms
to what Park (2007) reported that some-
times the symmetric relation between NS
and NNS in interactions can be negotiated

(p. 351).

Identity construction  through different roles:
Tester and testee

In addition to playing the roles of question-
er and questionee as shown in the previous
paragraphs, the participants also play the
roles of tester and testee in identity con-
struction. This is demonstrated in Except 3,
in which Hellen engages in a test-like activi-
ty with Miwang on an English word, »zg.

Except 3

1 Tuan: Tdid you buy it Champagnez?

2 T looks at N

3 Nodren: which one?

4 Tuan:  Champagnez?

5 Nodren: CHAMPAGNE. my husband got the Champagne from his friends.
6 Tuan:  borrowed word. right? from French. from French.

7 Hellen: whatis it called?

8 H looks at M and points to M’s mng

9 Miwang: © glass o.=

10 Lhamo: TCUP

11 Hellen: bu:t this is not cup. MUG.=
12 Lhamo: = TOH. ha ha ha

13 Miwang: [mug.

14 Steve: |[mug

15 Hellen: Mug has two meanings. Mug means takes somebody’s money=

In the middle of this part of conversa-
tion, Hellen asks Miwang a direct question
(line 7). Unlike the NNSs’ role as questioner
in the previous paragraphs, Hellen asks the
question here to act as a tester to test if Mi-
wang (the NNS who does not speak Eng-
lish) knows the English vocabulary for the
mug he is holding in his hand so that she
can teach Miwang the word if he doesn’t
know it in English. This is verified by Mi-
wang’s response in line 9, in which Miwang
produces the answer in a very low and soft
voice, which displays his uncertainty and
lack of confidence in his answer. This ac-
tivity of tester and testee between Hellen
and Miwang resembles a common teacher-
student interaction, where Hellen tests Mi-
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wang’s knowledge of English vocabulary,
Miwang gives a wrong answer, Hellen de-
monstrates the correct word (linell), and
Miwang repeats after her (linel3). In this
series of actions, Hellen and Miwang estab-
lish the NS or NNS identity of themselves
and each other.

In this part of the conversation, there
is another interesting finding. When Mi-
wang produces the wrong word “glass” for
mug, Lhamo tries to replace Miwang’s
wrong word with “cup” (line 10). It seems
that Lhamo is very confident in her role as
an expert in front of Miwang as she utters
the word in a loud voice and a rising pitch.
However, Lhamo is not able to continue the
role of an expert because of Hellen’s inter-



ruption. As it is shown in line 11, after

Lhamo utters the word “TCUP”, Hellen di-
rectly denies Lhamo’s answer by saying “but
this is not cup” and then corrects the an-
swer with “mug”. The NS does this kind of
direct correction from the position of a
knowledgeable participant. Thus, this ex-
ample once again shows how the partici-
pants orient to their category as NS or NNS.
This interpretation has support because the
strategy of error-correction in talk among
native speakers might be different as it is
observed by Schegloff (cited in Kurhila,
2000) that “the correction between native
speakers is often mitigated with expressions

Excerpt 4

1 Hellen: whatis it called?

2 H looks at M and points to M’s mng
3 Miwang: ° glassc.=

4 Lhamo: TCUP

5 Hellen: bu:t this is not cup. MUG.=

6 Lhamo: =TOH. haha ha

7 Miwang: [mug.

8 Steve: [mug

=)

such as I #hink, partly because the correction
is, potentially, to be interpreted as a disa-
greement” (p. 1104).

Identity construction through laughter

The construction of NS and NNS identities
is not only reflected in the different roles
played by the participants. Laughter is also a
common phenomenon in the conversation
through which the participants, especially
the NNS display their identity. Excerpts (4)
through (6) illustrate how the participants
construct identity through laughter Excerpt
4 is a reproduction of Excerpt 3 followed
by more turns in the talk.

Hellen: Mug has two meanings. Mug means takes somebody’s money=

10 Lhamo: TV OH:: mug money means steal money.=

11 L gazges at H with a surprising emotion

12 Hellen:  yeah. we don’t say mug money. > we usually say < get mugged. that means

13 somebody stole your money.=
14 Lhamo: =Oh ha ha. Get mugged.

In line 4 Lhamo produces the word
“cup” which turns out to be a trouble turn,
namely the “repairable turn” (Kurhila, 2000,
p. 1086). Hellen denies Lhamo’s answer and
then replaces the wrong answer with the
correct word “mug” (line 5), which is im-
mediately followed by Lhamo’s laughter in
line 6. This laughter seems to reveal Lha-
mo’s embarrassment about providing a
wrong word to Miwang and an attempt to
make an excuse for her mistake. This inter-
pretation of the function of the laughter can
be supported by some details in the talk.
For example, before laughing, Lhamo pro-
duces the word “oh” with a high volume
and a rising pitch to show her change-of-
state (line 6) (Heritage, 1984), which seems
to indicate that it is her first time to know
that the kind of things she calls “cup” is ac-

tually called “mug”. What is more, as it is
shown in subsequent turns, Lhamo be-
comes the most active listener and suppor-
ter of Hellen who “teaches” the word
“mug” to the NNS.

During Hellen’s teaching of the word
“mug” (line 9), Lhamo once again produces
a repairable turn in line 10 when she says
“NOH:: mug money means steal money”.
For the problematic phrase “mug money”
produced by Lhamo, Hellen first gives
Lhamo credit for her understanding of the
other meaning of the word mug by saying
“yeah” and then Hellen corrects the inap-
propriate use of the language with some
further explanation (line 12-13). By actively
participating in the talk as a linguistic au-
thority, Hellen constructs her identity as a
NS. Lhamo naturally orients to the authori-
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tative status of Hellen by laughing and re-
peating the correct phrase offered by Hellen
(line 14).In this part of the conversation,
Lhamo laughs two times to either make an
excuse for her linguistic deficiency or show
her orientation to the NS’s error- correction
and “teaching”. Hellen, on the other hand,
does not laugh at all in this segment of the
talk. Thus, I submit that the NS/NNS iden-

tity contrast becomes highlighted through
Lhamo’s laughter.

To further understand how laughter
functions in the identity construction of NS
and NNS, let us look at Excerpt 5, in which
the participants continue the topic of mug
and talk about the difference between mug
and steal.

Excerpt 5

1 Nodren: when I hear “mug” I will think like:::take something from somebody suddenly but
2 “steal” is silently. Ha Tha ha ha.

3 Hellen: the difference between mu:g and stea:I? You get T»Lmu:gged, that happened like
4 (0.2) in a bright day on a street? Tsomebody steals something from you? I mean
5 you could-could:-.

6 Steve: see

7 Hellen:  yeah. you might not see it. but when you get mugged? you know somebody is

8 taking your stuff. Like: they come up you, they have gun and they say give me

9 your bag. |...

10 H performs the action of holding a gun and asking for bag to N.

11 Nodren: [ah::

12 Lhamo: [ah::

13 Steve: [ah:::

At the beginning of this part of the
conversation, Nodren tries to explain what
she understands about the difference be-
tween zug and steal. Unlike a NS who might
explain linguistic knowledge in an authorita-
tive voice or tone, Nodren displays uncer-
tainty for her explanation through her
laughter (line 1 and 2) which seems to indi-
cate that she is not confident about her ex-
planation and to signal a need for assistance
or confirmation from Hellen.2 Hellen seems
to understand Nodren’s intention conveyed
from the laughter because Hellen explains
the difference between mug and stea/ in detail
in the following turns (line 3 through 10).
Thus, the cooperation between Nodren and
Hellen in this activity is a successful con-
struction of NS and NNS identities of each
other.

Finally, in this part of the conversation,
there is an interesting finding that shows
how identity can be changed sometimes in
discourse. In line 4-5, Hellen, the native
speaker seems to be in trouble trying to
come up with a word after she says

“Tsomebody steals something from your I
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mean you could-could:- ” while she is ex-
plaining the word szea/. Her trouble in word
search can be identified through her hesita-
tion revealed by her repetition and leng-
thening of the word “could.” In this situa-
tion, Steve provides the word “see” (line 6)
and Hellen immediately accepts the word
and uses it to continue her explanation (line
7). Therefore, this part of interaction be-
tween Steve and Hellen shows that the role
of NS and NNS can sometimes be changed
in discourse in which the NNS offers lin-
guistic assistance to the NS.

Discussion and Conclusion

In summary, in this paper I have presented
instances of how NS and NNS construct
their identities and other participants’ iden-
tities when they are talking about knowledge
of the language being used in the conversa-
tion. From the data I collected, the partici-
pants oriented to the identity construction
through playing different roles of questioner
versus questionee and tester versus testee in
the discussions of linguistic knowledge. Fur-
thermore, laughter was a means of con-



structing NNS identities by the NNS as
they laughed to make excuses for their lin-
guistic deficiency, to show their orientation
to the NS, and to display uncertainty about
their knowledge of English. Through their
role-construction and laughter, the NS and
the NNS mostly jointly maintained an
asymmetric relation in which the NS was
the linguistic expert and the NNS were
those whose linguistic knowledge of the
language of the conversation was inferior to
the NS. However, it is also possible that
sometimes the NNS was superior to the NS
in some linguistic aspects.

Admittedly, there are some limitations
in my study. First, my analysis focuses on
the linguistic discussions of the language
used in the talk, so the participants would
always construct each other’s identity on the
basis of the assumption that the NS should
be the authority of linguistic knowledge be-
cause of the fact that the NS uses the lan-
guage of the conversation as the first lan-
guage. Second, my data is from only one
conversational situation and there is only
one NS in the conversation, so the findings
in my data may not reflect how other NS
and NNS construct their identities in other
conversations. Therefore, if I have a chance
to do further research, I would like to col-
lect more data of conversations between NS
and NNS. In my future study, 1 hope to be
able find more evidence to answer the ques-
tion “Is the NS always regarded as the au-
thority in NS/NNS conversations?” Could
the status of authority change, for example,
if participants talk about the culture of the
NNS or about other topics that belong to
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Appendix

Transcript Conventions
(based on Gail Jefferson’s [2004] system)

: falling intonation.

: rising intonation.

: slightly rising intonation.

: latching speech

: slightly falling-rising intonation.
: raised pitch in the next phrase

: falling pitch in the next phrase

: pitch rises and falls within the next word
: cut off word

: stressed syllable (louder, higher pitch, longer)
: higher volume

: lengthened speech

: vocal effect accompanying speech

: beginning of ovetlap of speech

: faster speech

: slower speech

: duration of silence in tenths of seconds
‘beginning and end of quieter speech

: nonverbal actions accompanying speech

: unclear talk
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