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Introduction

The study of narrative has fascinated scholars in many different areas of the 
social sciences, including linguistics, psychology, social work, history, and 
sociology, as it provides one of the most powerful tools to convey and shape 
human experience. Indeed, for researchers interested in understanding the 
intersections between language and social phenomena, narrative opens a 
window into identities, ways of life, moral systems, learning practices, ide-
ologies, and all kinds of cultural constructs. Narrators build story-worlds 
in which they or others act as protagonists and/or antagonists. By doing 
so, they also present specific causalities and temporal connections between 
events, which project certain interpretations of those events. By placing 
themselves and others within story-worlds, they also choose categories 
related to agency (such as victims, perpetrators, and more generally, agen-
tive or not agentive roles) (Bamberg 1997) and belonging (such as ethnicity, 
age, race, or origins), which afford a glimpse into ways in which narrators 
perceive social roles, social groupings, and their relation to social actions 
and the emotions evoked (Relaño Pastor 2014; Van de Mieroop and Clifton 
2012). Often constructions of identity in narratives are shaped by – and in 
turn help shape and reshape – common understandings about typified social 
personas and situations. These links between narratives and identities have 
been recognized and investigated by many scholars in sociolinguistics and 
discourse studies (for a detailed discussion see De Fina 2015). Such investi-
gations have greatly contributed to knowledge about migration as a process 
and immigrants as individuals and groups, which often undergo emotion-
ally charged experiences.

In this chapter, we focus on the ways in which narrative as a tool for 
research and analysis has contributed in our own work to illuminating 
issues related to identities constructed and deployed by migrants and related 
to their multilingual practices. We embrace a context-sensitive and prac-
tice-based orientation to the study of narratives, and we show how this 
approach can shed light on new and interesting aspects of migrant identities 
by studying two different groups in two specific contexts: undocumented 
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Migrants, Narratives, and Experi-
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youth in the United States and adult language learners in Norway. In the 
study of adult language learners in Norway, we illustrate how a practice-
oriented analysis can be used in research on second-language trajectories of 
learning through narratives elicited in a focus group, a context in which par-
ticipants and researchers develop an open and intimate dialogue. We discuss 
how the migrants’ different learning contexts and negotiations of identities 
are expressed in dialogue with the researcher. In the study of undocumented 
youth in the United States, we highlight how a practice-oriented approach to 
narratives allows researchers to put forth highly nuanced views of migrant 
identities. In particular, we show that through the investigation of narra-
tives as embedded within communicative practices, researchers are able to 
point to the inventories of identities that are deployed by migrants in specific 
communities, thereby illustrating the ways in which such identities emerge, 
are embedded, and are negotiated in context as well as escaping essentialist 
views of who migrants are. We start with narratives from a group of young, 
undocumented immigrants in the United States.

Narratives and migration: A practice-based approach

In the study presented in this section, we highlight the importance of advanc-
ing investigations of storytelling practices among migrants in everyday, non-
conversational contexts, therefore identities as emerging in action. Before 
presenting the study, we will briefly review research on migrants and iden-
tity within discourse studies and sociolinguistics as well as revisit the main 
tenets of narrative as a practice approach to stories.

Past research on identities has focused mostly on self-representation and 
other depictions in discourse produced by mainstream media, by repre-
sentatives of dominant political ideologies and majority groups, or by the 
migrants themselves in interviews and focus groups (for a review, see De 
Fina and Tseng 2017). In the case of public discourse on migrants, inves-
tigations of news stories have illuminated the ways in which tropes and 
stereotypes about migrants are circulated in political discourses and in the 
media (see, for example, Busch and Krzyanowski 2012; Charteris-Black 
2006; Gabrielatos and Baker 2008; Zhu 2014; Simmons and LeCouteur 
2008), where they are portrayed through negative metaphors and tropes, 
related to criminality and ignorance, and compared to animals and floods. 
Other work investigating everyday narratives and accounts (Perrino 2019; 
Gotsbachner 2001) has revealed that people who belong to dominant and 
majority groups in different parts of the world often depict the same nega-
tive positioning about migrants found in the press, portraying them as crim-
inals or unwilling to work, while at the same time ideologies diffused in 
public discourses, such as those that place on migrants the responsibility for 
integrating, are often taken up by migrants themselves (Cederberg 2014).

The literature on self-representations is very vast, including work on rep-
resentations in interviews, focus groups, and written texts. Scholars have 
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investigated how much and to what extent different groups of migrants 
present themselves as agentive protagonists of their lives or as victims of 
circumstances (De Fina 2003; Baynham 2006; Golden and Lanza 2013a; 
Miller 2014; Relaño Pastor 2014); how they perceive their own social inclu-
sion or exclusion in relation to language experience (Barkhuizen 2013) and 
racial prejudice more generally (De Fina and King 2011; van de Mieroop 
2012; Hatoss 2012); as well as the many ways they define their national, 
ethnic, and territorial belonging (Clary-Lemon 2010; Liebscher and Dailey 
O’Cain 2006; Archakis 2016). Studies often take an interactionist approach 
to narratives, looking at positioning processes rather than merely at the dis-
course of migrants and, in some cases, reflecting on the co-construction of 
experience that takes place through the contributions of all participants to 
storytelling. Regarding narratives as discursive and interactional practices is 
particularly important for the development of the field of migration studies. 
Therefore, it should be extended to other contexts beyond the interview and 
other kinds of interactions, such as the investigation of semiotic processes 
and practices that take place in domains and situations that include both 
migrants and members of local communities.

Before we present the first study, let us briefly summarize what we see as 
some fundamental ideas behind a narrative-as-practice approach. Alexandra 
Georgakopoulou and Anna De Fina sketch the main principles behind this 
orientation, called “social interactional” (see De Fina and Georgakopoulou 
2008; De Fina 2021). The denomination reflects the combination of a close 
attention to the details of local communication with an awareness of the 
social, historical, and cultural connections that link storytelling practices 
to other semiotic practices and a variety of contexts at different scales. The 
concept of practice captures the habituality and recognizability of meaning 
making within communities – including the use of genres and the recourse to 
chronotopes (Bakhtin 1981, 84), that is, well-established and socially recog-
nized frames involving specific time-space-identity connections (Blommaert 
and De Fina 2017) – while also pointing to emergence and transforma-
tion as inherent to social action. Thus, from this perspective, identities are 
built and negotiated within plural and often conflicting contexts as people 
simultaneously participate in different communities. Fragmentation, plu-
rality, and emergence are central notions here, as opposed to homogene-
ity and continuity, especially as sociolinguistics starts to incorporate the 
notion of transient (Mortensen and Hazel 2017), virtual, and light commu-
nities (Blommaert and Varis 2015) together with the traditional construct 
of speech communities and communities of practice. Indeed, sociolinguists 
recognize that being rooted in the same geographic place or social category 
does not necessarily define a linguistic community, and communities sharing 
linguistic and semiotic resources may be formed around emergent practices 
and then disappear. A practice-oriented approach also involves proceeding 
from the bottom up through an ethnographic methodology. Hypotheses are 
formed from close observation of how different communities organize their 
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storytelling activities, who produces the stories, who receives them, and 
how they are circulated. In the case of interviews or other interactionally 
based research, as we will see in the second study, a practice-based approach 
also implies a heightened attention to researcher reflexivity on the research 
process itself and the situation of communication with informants (see De 
Fina and Perrino 2011).

This kind of practice orientation can open up a new understanding of 
transnational and migrant individuals and groups, both as they communi-
cate with each other and as they establish links with others. In the last dec-
ade work focused on new contexts for storytelling practices among migrants 
has already started to emerge. For example, a study on how space and spa-
tial movement is incorporated into talk about self by migrants during “walk 
alongs” (see Sabaté i Dalmau 2015) reveals ways in which these mobile 
individuals define themselves and create boundaries around specific safe 
spaces. Research on online practices of migrants, ex-refugees, or generation 
1.5 youth, including digital stories (Alexandra 2008), instant messaging (Yi 
2009), and social media engagements (Baran 2018; Evers 2018), has also 
opened a path to nuanced understandings of the ways in which different 
groups express and negotiate belonging with their peers within close-knit 
groups.

Here we will draw some reflections from a project involving a study of 
online storytelling practices by members of the Dreamers movement in the 
United States within a context of political activism (for details, see De Fina 
2020) in order to show how research on narrative that is practice-oriented 
and pays close attention to contexts and participants can deepen our under-
standing about identity processes and reveal their complexity. Dreamers are 
young migrants who came to the country with their undocumented parents 
and stayed over a period of years as undocumented individuals.

The Dreamers movement was born in 2008 when young migrants sought 
to convince Congress to enact legislation to protect migrants. Since then, it 
has become a significant grassroots movement involving almost half a mil-
lion registered participants in 25 states (Nicholls 2013). It is interesting to 
see the kinds of images of themselves the Dreamers presented through social 
media, as well as the tools they used to build images, the different forms of 
story production on media, and how stories were shaped by the audiences 
to which they were directed. Two studies were conducted – one in 2015 
and one in 2017 – in order to assess whether changes in the political land-
scape, specifically the advent of the Trump government, affected the way 
Dreamers presented themselves. The two studies compared identity presen-
tation in autobiographical stories. In the first case, the narratives were video 
biographies from the Obama era posted on the movement’s website. In the 
second case, they were autobiographical stories posted on Medium, a digital 
magazine and online blogging platform accessible through both free and 
paid subscriptions that publishes posts from a variety of organizations. The 
narratives were analyzed in terms of segments defined by topic (for example, 
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the presence of demographic information or a “crucial moment” when 
undocumented status was exposed), in terms of moral stances expressed by 
the narrators through linguistic indexes, and in terms of the kinds of visuals 
presented in both the videos and the photographs accompanying stories. 
In the stories on Medium, hashtags and repetitions across stories were also 
taken into account.

For the Dreamers, storytelling is embedded and imbricated within a vari-
ety of other practices, and it is a centerpiece of their activism. By paying 
attention to the varied semiotic activities that are linked through activism, 
it is possible to see the interplay between “conditions of production” (who 
creates the stories, in what medium, with what affordances, and for what 
kinds of audiences), conditions of circulation (where are the stories told or 
posted), and conditions of reception (who has access to the stories). This 
kind of analysis has important implications for the way we understand iden-
tities. Thus, the personal video narratives that constituted the first corpus 
from 2015 were told by different individuals (2015 corpus). They were also 
highly curated since they were solicited and edited by members of the United 
We Dream (UWD) organization with the objective of convincing President 
Obama to enact new legislation in favor of undocumented migrants and get-
ting people to take action. This made the personal video narratives relatively 
homogeneous in terms of the themes and strategies used to argue in favor 
of migrants, although the fact that the narratives were embedded into argu-
ments also made them hybrid in terms of genre. In the narratives Dreamers 
shared details about their families and about how they arrived to the United 
States. Some narratives emphasized the narrators’ lives and trajectories, 
some focused more on the parents’ histories or how parents’ dreams were 
crushed, and yet others devoted space to the reasons for individuals’ activ-
ism. Because they were grouped together in a specific space on the website, 
these narratives had another layer of unity that helped form a collective mes-
sage. What was found to be prevalent in those stories was the construction 
of a non-threatening persona, a kind of “good immigrant” image, which 
was fostered through the themes touched upon by the narrators when tell-
ing of their lives; visual elements, such as photographs or the environments 
in which narrators were filmed; and other semiotic components, such as 
musical accompaniment. This persona was highly functional to the aim of 
showing the President and the general public that young immigrants were 
“deserving” and assets to society because they possessed desirable qualities. 
At the same time, the narratives sought to stir the interest of possible future 
members of the movement by highlighting how activism changed the lives of 
many of the featured narrators, giving them a reason to live and be hopeful.

The second group of stories were all autobiographical narratives posted 
on the Medium platform under the UWD logo between 2016 and 2017 
(2017 corpus). Some of these biographies were also reposted on Facebook. 
Compared to the stories published on the UWD website, this group of 
narratives present a clear picture in terms of production, reception, and 
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circulation. Medium is a relatively closed platform, but it still has millions 
of readers and a potentially wider, more varied audience than the UWD 
website. In terms of production, the narratives published on Medium were 
clearly curated, meaning they were reviewed or even rewritten by UWD 
activists. Indeed, even though they are written in first person, often the 
photos accompanying narratives are labeled using third-person references 
(e.g., “X with her parents”). Because the narratives on Medium were not 
directly elicited in relation to a campaign, they do not feature the homoge-
neity found in the 2015 corpus of video narratives. Not only are the formats 
and contents of the Medium narratives more varied than in the 2015 corpus, 
they also make more room for the expression of negative and conflicting 
personal feelings like anger and frustration. In some narratives students 
talked about how they had achieved their educational aims. Others focused 
on the present moment and the impact of Trump’s presidency on their lives. 
Finally, some featured more traditional life stories. This second group of 
narratives is constituted of hybrid stories combining narrative sections and 
arguments. Thus, possibilities for building a collective positioning in these 
texts are related to the incorporation of slogans, such as “Not this time,” 
and hashtags, such as #HereToStay or #nobannowallaids, across narratives, 
which create intertextual links with other actions and stances expressed by 
the movement.

The collective identity that emerges in the narratives from the second 
period (2017) incorporates many of the elements of the “good immigrant” 
image discussed in relation to the video narratives. However, it also includes 
a stronger “activist” self-construction, with shades of being combative and 
uncompromising. Space constraints prevent us from presenting examples 
of full narratives, but differences beween the narratives on the UWD site 
(2015 corpus) and on Medium (2017 corpus) can be seen. For example, the 
conclusions have a different tone even where the theme is similar (e.g., par-
ents’ situation). While the narrators in the following examples both discuss 
family, note that the UWD website (2015) narrative includes an appeal to 
President Obama.1

2015 Corpus

I think I will tell him [President Obama] that my mom
just like all all mums deserves deferred action
she deserves the same chance that I
have been able to get in life
so she deserves to be able to live without fear
she deserves to be able to fulfill her dreams
and for my mum America is her home
she really has no plans to go back or living though
this is where she wants to stay and this is where she should be allowed 
to stay
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2017 Corpus

I continued to fight for our communities. I fight for the vision and hope 
of liberation for the undocumented community. My mother and my 
loved ones deserve a life without fear and with dignity, and I will not 
stop fighting until all of the undocumented community are liberated.

#HereToStay

Both similarities and differences in identity construction and presentation  
remit us to contexts at different scales (see Blommaert 2015), ranging from 
more general to more local/particular. One scale is bounded by present time: 
it is the scale of general, repeated, and widely shared ideas and prejudices 
about who migrants are, what their role in society is, and more generally 
the qualities and predispositions that are desirable for those who belong to 
the community of United States citizens. A second scale refers to the politi-
cal moment: the political climate at the national level, present battles being 
fought among social groups, and the kinds of organizations that movements 
put in place. The 2015 political environment was such that reform and the 
advancement of migrant rights appeared possible; in 2016–2017, however, 
the climate had changed with the advent of Trump, and high anti-immigrant 
tensions were in the air. A third scale involves the conditions of local pro-
duction, including authorial roles; the format and kind of narratives that 
make it onto platforms, such as the one curated by UWD; the extent to 
which different individual voices penetrate various media; the affordances 
media have for conveying voices; and the audiences expected to access 
media. Finally, a fourth scale involves individual choice, whether it be the 
register, images, or story organization. No matter how curated a narrative 
is, there is also always a person talking in these stories.

When we look at all of these different factors and scales, a very complex 
picture emerges. We can clearly see that the identities constructed through 
narratives are embedded within many different contexts, which interplay 
with them. The level of granularity employed in making sense of narratives 
also determines the kind of picture that is produced. If we look at collec-
tive identities, then there are clear trends in the inventories of identities that 
were deemed relevant by the UWD movement. However, if we focus on the 
stories of specific migrants, then we see a much wider spectrum of identities 
in terms of degrees of agency, responsibility taken for one’s life, degrees of 
optimism or pessimism regarding the future, degrees of identification with a 
combative or activist stance, emphasis on specific ethnic or religious affilia-
tions, and so forth. The narratives reveal how different factors can impinge 
on the construction and negotiation of identities through narratives, while 
at the same time they can give access to a wide inventory of identities and of 
narrative strategies to present them.

In the next case study discussed in this chapter, the focus is on the co-
construction of narratives by a different group of migrants in a different 
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context: namely second language learners in focus groups. Conversation 
is seen as a meaning-making practice that illuminates individuals’ learning 
processes, showing how they build and negotiate their identities alongside 
other participants in a context of migration, including inviting the other 
participants into emotionally loaded events in the learning process.

Elucidating emotions and language-learning 
experiences through narratives

Since the turn of the century, language-learning memoirs and autobiograph-
ical interviews have been used by researchers to understand how L2 learners 
experience and make sense of language learning and educational matters in 
a new country. The stress on collecting personal experiences may be seen as 
a response to several researchers’ underscoring of the powerful relationship 
between identity and language learning (Norton and Toohey 2011) as well 
as Norton Peirce’s early call for a “comprehensive theory of social iden-
tity that integrates the language learner and the language learning context” 
(Norton Peirce 1995, 12). The study of language learners’ narratives has 
contributed to new images of learners, who are presented not as “unidimen-
sional abstractions” (Pavlenko 2007, 164) but as human beings with feel-
ings and the ability to exercise agency in the learning process (Kanno 2003; 
Pavlenko and Lantolf 2000). Pavlenko (2001, 167) made a strong claim for 
integrating narratives in second language acquisition (SLA) research:

L2 learning stories … are unique and rich sources of information about 
the relationship between language and identity in second language 
learning and socialization. It is possible that only personal narratives 
provide a glimpse into areas so private, personal and, intimate that they 
are rarely – if ever – breached in the study of SLA, and at the same time 
are at the heart and soul of the second language socialization process.

The aims of narrative studies in SLA research vary. Some examine differ-
ences in learner beliefs and learning strategies (e.g., Kalaja and Barcelos 
2003), some study affective factors (e.g., Pavlenko 2006; Pavlenko 2013; 
Kramsch 2009; Prior 2011; Relaño Pastor 2014), and others analyze 
agency and identity constructions (e.g., Kanno 2003; Norton and Early 
2011; Miller 2014). In several studies, language learners reveal through 
their narratives that they possess an arsenal of multilingual practices, 
thereby providing insight into their learning experience. Data can be col-
lected through literary autobiographies, diaries, classroom assignments, 
and audio-recordings. Pavlenko (2007, 165), inspired by Denzin (1989) 
and Nekvapil (2003), classifies narrative studies within applied linguistics 
into three categories based on the type of information that researchers col-
lect from the narratives: (1) subject reality, where researchers are interested 
in the narrators’ experiences and familiarity with certain phenomena or 
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events; (2) life reality, where researchers are interested in what has actually 
happened in the narrators’ lives; and (3) text reality, where researchers are 
interested in how events are told, i.e., how the narrator positions herself or 
constructs different identities through the narrative. Pavlenko points out 
that the three approaches partially overlap. She situates herself in favor of 
the latter approach by pointing out that narratives are primarily discursive 
constructions (Pavlenko 2007, 181). In our narrative-as-practice approach 
(De Fina and Georgakopoulou 2008; De Fina 2021), we see these three 
aspects as intertwined. Indeed, in the analysis of the second case, we are 
concerned with text reality. We are interested in how the narrators position 
themselves or construct different identities through their narratives, as well 
as how they are constructed by (signifying) others in the language-learning 
process. However, we also focus on subject reality (i.e., the circumstances 
of the narrators’ lives) and life reality (i.e., the types of actual events expe-
rienced by narrators and what they highlight as being decisive for their 
emotions).

In language-learning research it is not common to gather data about learn-
ers’ experiences in focus groups, where the co-construction of narratives is 
evident (although some of the studies in the SKI project, e.g., Golden and 
Lanza’s work, are exceptions).2 The advantages of encouraging narratives in 
such studies is clear. As the stories emerge, both the learners and the research-
ers reflect on different parts of their stories and make meaning about a com-
plex learning process, where identity, agency, and belonging are central.

In the second case study, two migrant doctors, Nadia and Milena, 
together with a researcher, “A,” participated in a focus group in A’s apart-
ment. Nadia was originally from a former Soviet Republic, and Milena was 
from an Eastern-European country. They both came to Norway in the mid-
1990s to get married, although Milena had visited Norway prior to that 
time.3 Both learned Norwegian as adults in Norway. In the focus group con-
versation, the two compared their life trajectories and discussed the expec-
tations, frustrations, and joys they experienced during the time their home 
countries and attaining their present positions as well-settled medical doc-
tors in Norway. Their language learning – in and out of the classroom – was 
a recurrent topic. We show how their narratives provide insights into how 
learning is experienced by learners of Norwegian. Such experiences are 
emotionally charged, even for very successful learners.

The elucidation of emotionally charged data, which is interesting for 
illuminating the language-learning process, is made possible here through 
a focus on the co-construction of narratives in the interaction involved in 
the focus-group context. The interactional perspective is important. Such 
accounts are recipient designed. Recapitulations of past events are con-
structed in response to explicit or implied why or how questions asked by 
an interlocutor (De Fina 2009, 240). In this way they are dialogic – they 
“shape and are shaped by the different contexts in which they are embed-
ded“ (De Fina 2009, 233).



﻿Migrants, Narratives, and Experiences  81

In the storytelling context of the second case study, researcher A starts 
out by telling the participants about the SKI project, which was the reason 
why the two learners were invited. She then positions the participants as 
resourceful by saying, “It’s very interesting to talk to someone like you, 
who is highly educated and very reflective.”4 Subsequently, A invites them 
to freely share their views of and experiences with migration, learning a 
new language, and encountering a new culture. At the same time, by indi-
cating that participants’ experiences and reflections are valuable, A posi-
tions herself as somebody with power, for example the power to influence 
school authorities. The importance of the context where the narratives play 
a central part becomes evident at the very end of the conversation. Nadia 
exclaims, “Wow, today was very exciting!” Then Milena suggests that the 
title of the study should be “Scheherazade,” which highlights the signifi-
cance of both their stories and storytelling.

Both Nadia and Milena came to Norway to meet and live with their 
husbands. However, as seen in each participant’s opening remarks, their 
realities and experiences were complex and contrasting. In response to 
the invitation to share her views of and experiences with a new language 
and culture, Nadia starts out in a somewhat unexpectedly open way, 
which explicitly shows a high level of confidence in the (Norwegian) 
researcher:

Excerpt 1
Nadia:	 I don’t know if I can be completely honest […] I was a postal 

bride […] a bride, yes? I met my spouse via correspondence.
A:	 Yes.
Nadia:	 Yes. This I usually do not say to Norwegians.
A:	 No, no @@@. That’s fine. […]
Nadia:	 But the fact is that I am one of those who come, yes.
A:	 But did you meet him (..) he announced?
Nadia:	 Yes, I didn’t really advertise here, but in Sweden. It’s actually 

very ‘dirty business’ (said in English). […] It is very embarrass-
ing to say this @@@. Therefore, it is nice that it is anonymized.

A:	 Yes.

Nadia refers to herself as a postbrud (postal bride) when explaining how 
she came to Norway. In Norway in the 1990s, postal brides were seen as a 
low-status category of women viewed negatively for being willing to “sell” 
themselves to a husband. By revealing and sharing her personal history 
in the focus group, Nadia constructs herself as vulnerable, yet brave and 
confident. She discloses something that she usually hides. By laughing and 
admitting that it is embarrassing, she disowns her action and constructs 
herself as somebody with values other than those put forth in stereotypical 
Norwegian discourse of the time: “foreign” girls advertising for husbands 
were dishonorable. She negotiates a strong degree of agency by admitting 
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that this action was central to her migration. In a subsequent narrative part 
she further explains her rationale for relocating: in her home country medi-
cal doctors are paid very low salaries. By pointing to her professional his-
tory, she constructs herself both as a hardworking person and an idealist. 
In her country of origin, she says, the medical profession “is the profession 
for idealists.”

Milena, in contrast, starts by telling the story of her first trip to Norway 
to see her brother, who was a political refugee. She explains that her visit 
was instigated by her mother’s sudden death. Her brother had not been 
allowed to enter his home country for the funeral. In telling about her trav-
els, Milena constructs herself as full of emotions. She remembers the grief 
and pain as well as the happiness of being outside of her country for the first 
time. Then she focuses on her next positive experience in Norway – how she 
met her husband, which is told with a lot of passion:

Excerpt 2
Milena:	 […] But then I met […] then I met my husband.
A:	 He sat on the same table as (…)
Milena:	 Same table, yes.
A:	 as her.
Milena:	 And then, right. It was just eye contact. And it was like you 

say, love at first sight.
Everyone:	 @@.
A:	 How exciting! This is fun!
Milena:	 I fell. But, you know, it was very (..) of course tall, blond, 

with green eyes @@@. Who wouldn’t have fallen.

Milena’s voice is almost ecstatic as she evaluates this first encounter with her 
future husband as something almost unreal. The audience’s joy, expressed in 
laughter and co-construction of the story through questions and comments 
on details, shows that her stance in presenting the situation as romantic 
encountered appreciation. In contrast, Nadia’s evaluation of her husband – 
at least in retrospect – is different:

Excerpt 3
Nadia:	 I was a bit unlucky with [my] man, who was kind of (…) 

Looking at it now (..) a bit depressed and anti-social. […] A 
guy who sits in front of the PC all the time. Yes, so everything 
that I achieved, it’s like, it’s just mine.

A:	 But did you get to know any Norwegians or others, then, in 
the beginning?

Nadia	 Those that I know, is through work.

In revealing this depressing situation, and her way out of it, Nadia con-
structs herself as independent, strong, and self-sufficient.
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Both Nadia and Milena went through difficulties and successes of dif-
ferent kinds while learning Norwegian. Their reactions also vary. Nadia 
describes how she experienced differences between her mother tongue 
and Norwegian, her knowledge of these languages, and the feedback she 
received from her husband:

Excerpt 4
Nadia:	 I don’t know how it is in x-language (Milena’s first language), 

but x-language has [a lot of] grammar, like y-language. In that 
way, Norwegian is much easier. And this was also difficult for 
me because I knew many, many words in my language. And 
it’s very, very nuanced. X-language is very nuanced. […] No 
fixed rule, it just has to adapt to time and gender.

A:	 Grammatical marking, yes.
	 […]
Milena:	 Oh dear.
A:	 And you miss that in Norwegian? You prefer.. @@@
Nadia:	 No, but I missed flexibility also when we started writing […] 

essays in the Norwegian course […] so I give it to my husband 
to correct it, [he] says like: “There are so many words here 
somehow, you can say just ‘ninini’” (making a sound). (…) 
And for me: “No, but it will not be that nice.” [He said:] “But 
this is sort of over-decorated,” and I learned […]

	 Although I tried to say, “Can you speak Norwegian to me?” 
[I] also try to speak in Norwegian. Then he says, “You are so 
very broken,” so he thought he understood better if …

When Nadia reports on how her husband evaluates her writing in 
Norwegian, she constructs him as someone who devalued her attempts to 
express herself in Norwegian in a way that she considers nuanced and nice. 
Both the researcher and Milena comment, question, tease, and laugh, which 
spurs Nadia to continue elaborating on how she had to unlearn the style 
of x-language to sound Norwegian, and how her husband was unwilling 
to speak Norwegian to her. In her story Nadia uses direct speech, and thus 
allows the focus group participants into her story-world. For example, she 
narrates her husband’s comment that she is “so very broken” (“så veldig 
gebrokken”), which means he will have difficulty understanding her when 
she talks Norwegian. The Norwegian adjective “gebrokken” has a nega-
tive connotation (as opposed to having an accent). Her husband’s utterance 
might be interpreted as an instance of “iconization” (Irvine and Gal 2000, 
37), which links linguistic forms to a social phenomenon: he does not want 
to listen to her “conspicuous foreignness” (40). Nadia constructs him as 
unaffected by or unaware of her feelings and her struggle. She reveals how 
all of these obstacles led her to not speak Norwegian for a long period:
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Excerpt 5
Nadia:	 But I could not speak the first three years.
A:	 You found speaking the most difficult?
Nadia:	 Actually, yes, I had a blocking here. I was so unsure how I 

(…) It was like, I started to understand dialects. I understood 
everything, in a way. I watched TV, understand everything; 
listen to radio, understand everything. But I was not able to 
perform, to get it out.

By calling it a “blocking,” she points to a serious psychological diagno-
sis. Second language anxiety has been vividly discussed in the literature 
(Macintyre 2017). In particular, classroom speaking is reported to be the 
most affected by anxiety. Lately, researchers have pointed to the need for 
“[a]dding a narrative component to our understanding of language anxiety” 
as “[l]earner stories can be re-narrated, which in turn can affect the whole 
tenor of the anxious self” (Şimşek and Dörnyei 2017, 66). Furthermore, 
Nadia tells that she worked with a voice recorder in class, listening to herself 
and then re-recording her voice, which helped her through the “blocking.” 
She eventually gained more confidence in her competence. In this way, she 
constructs herself as both vulnerable to her husband’s criticism and her own 
perception of otherness, but also agentive and empowered in her ways of 
overcoming these obstacles.

Milena tells about her experience in a very different way. She claims 
that, for her, the most difficult period in learning Norwegian was when 
she did not understand people. But her husband provided feedback and 
support. Milena constructs him as very caring. However, she declares that 
the “best compliment” she ever received was when a patient evaluated her 
Norwegian, saying: “I thought you came from Northern Norway. You 
speak dialect, see.” To sound like a “Norwegian” seems to be the target of 
many learners. Research indicates that there exists a stereotypical notion 
of ‘Norwegianness’ that is connected to language practice, such as the use 
of a local dialect (Mesthrie, Opsahl and Røyneland, Chapter 3 in this vol-
ume; Røyneland and Jensen 2020).

When the researcher asks Nadia if she has had a similar experience, she 
claims that her psychological boost happened when she was (re-)constructed 
as a doctor by her teacher:

Excerpt 6
Nadia:	 We started talking just a bit and asking “What are you 

doing?” or “Who are you?” Like that. Then I said, “I was a 
doctor.” She then corrects me, the teacher: “You are a doc-
tor.” “Yes, I was a doctor.” “But you’re still a doctor.” And 
it was like that (...) It was real, [I] remember it was such a 
psychological boost. I’m actually that – once a doctor, always 
a doctor.
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Receiving the correction that she still is a doctor helps her to construct her-
self, not just as a pitiful person unable to speak the language, but rather as 
someone with resources and with all of the knowledge a doctor possesses. 
Later she constructs herself as somebody who has developed over time in 
Norway, moving from struggling emotionally when asked for clarifications 
to accepting her way of speaking. “[O]k, I’m a foreign doctor, I can make 
small mistakes like that communicatively.” Norwegians’ once upsetting 
requests for repetition or their questions about her origins and how she likes 
it in Norway are no longer felt as threatening. Rather, she considers them 
as a type of Norwegian small talk, not primarily meant to position her as a 
foreigner or as somebody who does not belong.

Various aspects of the narratives of Milena and Nadia trigger under-
standing and reveal different representations of the self that would not have 
been apparent through statistics, questionnaires, or sample interviews. As 
immigration is a process that critically involves a continuous definition and 
redefinition of one’s identity, we see how the two doctors construct different 
identities in the story-world. As they position themselves as both vulnerable 
and agentive, included and excluded, clever and not so clever, they are some-
times almost contradictory. The analysis of learners’ narratives uncovers the 
centrality of emotions in language learning. The participants use feelings to 
represent their life experiences, and the two narrators point to emotions and 
support as being fundamental elements in successful learning experiences. 
Their openness is likely due to the context. A small, informal focus group 
allows for and encourages comments and reactions, which provides rich 
opportunities for support and reassurance from the other participants. The 
participants’ engagement in telling their stories is evident. Storytelling gives 
them a means to reflect on the process of immigration as well as on language 
learning, as highlighted by Milena’s suggestion to name the narrative study 
Scheherazade.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have presented different ways in which narrative as 
a research tool and as an instrument for analyzing talk can be used to 
illuminate aspects of migrant identities. We have exemplified our views 
through two different projects: one focused on narratives posted online by 
Dreamers, a movement of young, undocumented migrants in the United 
States; and a second centered on learners of Norwegian interviewed in a 
focus group. We have argued that both types of studies, which have in 
common a storytelling-as-practice orientation, show how narrative analy-
sis allows for a deeper understanding of phenomena related to migration, 
particularly in the study of identity. Indeed, the picture that emerged from 
the analysis of the identities constructed by narrators pointed to complex 
and contradictory constructions, always highly contextualized within spe-
cific practices and interactions. In the first case, Dreamers were shown to 
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have developed strategic collective self-presentations that were in line with 
the need to respond to political circumstances and attuned to the imagined 
audiences addressed through their stories. We also saw that identities and 
their interpretations are shaped by a variety of factors at different scales. 
As the analyst goes from a level of generality that involves collective self-
representations to greater specificity, many new facets of identity start to 
become visible, thus offering a nuanced understanding of the experience of 
being an undocumented youth in the United States. In the second case, we 
discussed how identities are co-constructed and negotiated in focus groups 
and how the analysis of talk provides insights at different levels. From the 
perspective of the interactional level, we showed how the learners nego-
tiated different degrees of agency and different inventories of identities 
with the researcher, and the researcher contributed to that construction 
by aligning with them and showing understanding. From the point of view 
of the construction of knowledge about the learning process, the narra-
tive analysis demonstrated the emotionally charged nature of the migrants’ 
experiences, how people close to migrants may have a pivotal role in their 
development as learners, and the kinds of experiences that appear to define 
different learners’ trajectories. Migration is one of the landmark events 
in the lives of individuals and groups. Without input from immigrants 
regarding their realities, it is hardly possible to understand this process. 
Narratives about the learners’ trajectories divulge information about 
migrants’ experiences in a way that resonates with researchers’ meaning-
making capacity as well as displaying the power that voicing experiences 
has to shape and transform individual and collective realities.

In brief, the study of stories, and particularly the focus on storytelling 
as practice, leads to reflections on how identities are constructed and per-
formed by migrants in relation to specific contexts of communication. It 
fosters a heightened awareness of the need to attend to different storytelling 
arenas in order to capture the complexity of migrants’ experiences. Indeed, 
in the face of discourses – mainstream and academic – that reduce migrants 
and transnational individuals to an amorphous and homogenous mass, nar-
ratives reveal the variety of inventories of identities that may be relevant to 
these individuals and groups in different circumstances. What they say and 
show about themselves as well as how they say it is tightly imbricated with 
interlocutors, listeners, personal histories, and public moments. Summing 
up, we have shown that narrative analysis provides a point of entry into 
nuanced and context-sensitive understandings of migrants identities viewed 
as complex, individualized, and emergent.

Transcription conventions

(.) (..) (…)	 Pause
?	 Question intonation
[…]	 Deleted single word when marked in a turn or deleted utter-

ances when marked between turns
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[word]	 Text added by transcriber for the ease of understanding
@	 Laughter
Bold	 Emphasis
“ ”	 Reported speech
(( ))	 Transcriber’s comment

Acknowledgments

We wish to express our gratitude to the editors of the volume, Robert 
Blackwood and Unn Røyneland, and to Alexandra Georgakopoulou for 
their insightful comments on an early draft of this article. This work was 
partly supported by the Research Council of Norway through its Centers of 
Excellence funding scheme, project number 223265.

Notes
1	 The transcription of the story from the 2015 Corpus is based on intonation units, 

while stories from the 2017 Corpus are presented in their original arrangement.
2	 Elizabeth Lanza at the University of Oslo led the SKI project, and Anne Golden 

participated and collected data in several focus groups with adult migrants, 
mainly doctors. Golden had previously met the doctors at a venue for interna-
tional doctors, where she had lectured on the Norwegian language. Data from 
two of the focus groups have been analyzed in several studies (Golden and Lanza 
2013a, 2013b, 2019). Data for the present study was also collected within the 
SKI project but in another focus group with participants other than those from 
the mentioned studies by Golden and Lanza.

3	 Securing the doctors’ anonymity in a Norwegian context restricts us from giving 
further background information.

4	 All of the citations as well as the excerpts were translated from Norwegian by 
the authors.
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