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Ninguém nasce feito: ¢ experimentando-nos
no mundo que nés nos fazemos.

Nobody is born made: it is by experiencing
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Introduction

The research project behind this book

Around the world, people face situations of mar-
ginalization, in which they lack recognition, have
access to fewer opportunities, or are limited in
their participation because of the languages and/or
varieties they speak or do not speak. EquiLing, a
participatory action research project launched to
analyze the role of language in social inequality,
brought together sociolinguistic researchers from
officially monolingual, bilingual and trilingual
regions of the Spanish state. In addition to delving
into how language issues create and reinforce
social inequality, EquiLing researchers set out to
intervene to try to reverse processes of linguistic
surveillance and discrimination.

In participatory action research, researchers
accompany participants as they build a critical
stance (in this case, by detecting and analyzing
cases of language-related inequality) and co-
construct knowledge that facilitates social change.
To support this process, EquiLing developed meth-
odological tools, such as this guide, which are
designed to help speakers explore their linguistic
biographies and repertoires, understand their lin-
guistic history and recognize themselves in lan-
guage. The aim is not to ‘celebrate’ linguistic
diversity, but to use it as a lever to build fairer soci-
eties. To make this possible, we believe it is
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important to create safe spaces where participants
can speak freely about their language-related expe-
riences throughout their lives. When participants
share such experiences with others, it facilitates
understanding of the impact that languages have
on themselves and others. Hence, this guide.

For more information about EquiLing, see the
multilingual website with audiovisual reference
materials, at: https://www.equiling.eu/en/.

Why this guide and who is it for?

Of all the injustices in the world, why pay attention
to those that relate to language? Are they really
that significant? With this guide, we intend to show
that they are, and that linguistic injustices affect
everyone. If our society sustains only one speaker
model — the standard monolingual native model —
we all live in an unjust environment and continue
to feed a spiral of symbolic violence. If we do not
give importance to the inequality that we create
with language, we risk reproducing it, and the gap
gets bigger and bigger.

Linguists know that all languages are equally
good because each one fully meets the communica-
tive needs of its speakers (and, if that is not the
case, speakers readily adapt them so that they do).
In all languages, speakers come to understand both
themselves and others. Yet in everyday life, lan-
guage ideologies and hierarchies place more value
on certain ways of speaking, thereby giving greater
prestige to some speakers over others. Thus, many
end up thinking that there are languages (and lan-
guage varieties) that are worth learning, while
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others are better left at home because they close
rather than open doors.

Inspired by Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy,
EquiLing has joined this debate and taken it to
classrooms and citizen groups, to try and make
people realize that language encapsulates much
more than communication, and engage them in
the development of more innovative, inclusive
and responsible societies. Over recent decades,
interest in language and power relations, and the
ensuing legitimization of some speakers while
others are misrecognized, has gradually given
rise to a wave of intersectional interest in social
justice. In such explorations, language is but one
piece in a complex puzzle that also includes social
class, age, gender, cultural and ethnic back-
ground, and more. In this enterprise, EquiLing
has consistently claimed that linguists need to
engage in sociolinguistic action, rather than in
academic work alone. Part and parcel of this
forerunner stance is the decision to create open-
access resources such as this theoretical guide,
aimed not only at the academic community but
at anyone who wants to understand the role that
language plays in our everyday lives and life
experiences.

With a focus on speakers rather than on lan-
guages, this guide offers a proposal to explore the
many paths that our sociolinguistic trajectories
and repertoires allow. It can be used in formal and
informal education, language classes, grassroots
associations, and all sorts of socialization activi-
ties. We believe that the social construction of the
notion of speakerhood is largely in our hands, if
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we learn how to investigate the languages within
us. Therefore, we invite you to explore your own
and others’ linguistic biographies and repertoires,
so that the analysis of language-related critical
incidents can serve as leverage for growth.

What does the guide contain?

This guide stems from research but is not intended
to provide academic results. Rather, it aims to pro-
pose strategies and tools that anyone can use to
reflect on the impact of languages on our lives.

Chapter 1: Sociolinguistic trajectories

The guide starts with a reflection on how we relate
to languages and the impact they have on people
throughout their lifetime. To reach a wide audi-
ence, explanations of key critical sociolinguistic
concepts have been included in plain language. In
this first chapter, the focus is on two main con-
cepts: linguistic biographies and linguistic reper-
toires. The purpose is that everyone can understand
how sociolinguistic concepts help to inspect the
power relations ingrained in language use and how
they impact societies and individuals.

Chapter 2: Narrating life, self and language

This chapter contains brief explanations of how
we can understand ourselves through storytelling,
addressing communication strategies and linguis-
tic creativity in relation to multilingualism, emo-
tion and identity. Here it is argued that sharing
real-life experiences and critical incidents through
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narration can help people to better appreciate
themselves and others. With this knowledge, it is
possible to co-create alternative stories that chal-
lenge hegemonic speaker models and foster oppor-
tunities for change.

Chapter 3: Tools for exploring linguistic
biographies and repertoires

This chapter provides practical guidelines for
approaching our linguistic biographies and reper-
toires through (i) personal language family trees,
(i1) language self-portraits, and (iii) autobiographi-
cal language narratives. These tools are not new;
similar approaches have been used before in differ-
ent educational contexts around the world.
However, we present examples of how EquiLing
researchers have used them in hands-on seminars,
sometimes in one language, often in several. By
sharing these examples, we want to help people
realize that all their languages are valuable
resources and to initiate critical reflections.

Chapter 4: Workshop proposal

The guide includes a proposal on how to use the
tools described in Chapter 3. It is offered as an indi-
cation only, since we encourage users to adapt the
tools to their purposes, and the contexts and the
people who will use them. We believe, in any case,
that the best way to work with the tools is collab-
oratively, as the very act of sharing language-related
experiences in small group constellations is
eye-opening.
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Chapter 5: To learn more

At the end, this guide includes a glossary with brief
explanations of some of the theoretical concepts
addressed throughout the text. This chapter also
includes references to relevant publications by the
EquiLing team and to other scholars who have
explored similar topics and tools.



1 Sociolinguistic
trajectories

Languages We Live By

Languages shape our lives from the moment we are
born until our final days. They are not just means
of expression and interaction but also gateways to
different viewpoints and beliefs. The languages we
acquire, use and evolve with throughout our lives
deeply influence the way we think and relate to
ourselves, others, and the world around us. Some
of us grow up with a single language, but most do
with several languages or linguistic varieties.
Although this may seem surprising, the truth is
that monolingualism is an exception, whereas
multilingualism is and has always been the norm
throughout the world. This is even more true today
because, with increasing global mobility, many
people live with multiple languages at home, at
work and in everyday life.

* Canyou think of a family scenario where
one parent speaks to their children in one
language, the other parent uses a differ-

‘? ent one, and all of them also speak a
third language?

® . po you know someone who speaks one
language at home and another one at
work or school?
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* Have you heard people using one lan-
guage variety in the place where they live
and a different one when they visit rela-
tives in the hometown where they are
originally from?

In multilingual families, as well as in other mul-
tilingual settings, translanguaging (that is, using
all the languages and varieties in one’s repertoire)
is very common. From the outside, this switching
and mixing of linguistic resources may seem con-
fusing, but it comes naturally to bilingual and multi-
lingual people. It is a creative use of language that
reflects the rich hybridity of identities, creates
bonds and helps overcome communicative
barriers.

While learning a new language can be a con-
scious choice and a pleasure for some, it can also
be an obligatory duty for others, often related to
the national education system or labor market
requirements. For people who experience displace-
ment — voluntarily or not — learning a new lan-
guage is often mandatory. Many Western countries
have enforced language requirements for citizen-
ship, and competence in a national language has
often been pointed out in the political debate as
key for ‘integration’ as well as for establishing and
maintaining social networks and participating in
community life. However, since people who learn
a language in adulthood may not be able to achieve
‘full proficiency’ in the dominant language of the
host society, they run the risk of never being con-
sidered legitimate speakers or even full members of
society. This may also be the case for people
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belonging to disadvantaged communities, who for
various reasons do not manage to keep up with
standard varieties.

Speaker legitimacy is also at play when different
languages come in contact with each other, as
some tend to enjoy a higher status than others.
This is something that happens all the time. One
tangible example is the case of English, considered
a lingua franca in large parts of the world, a
common language for people who share no other
means of communication. Speaking English
enables many communicative exchanges that
would not otherwise be possible and facilitates
international travel, economic transactions, scien-
tific collaboration, and cultural exchange. For this
reason, it has often been ideologically linked to
success in society, and learning English is often
considered an investment expected to pay off in
social and economic capital. Still, its hegemonic
dominance raises concerns about linguistic homog-
enization and the marginalization of local lan-
guages and cultures — leading to critical debates
about linguistic diversity and cultural preserva-
tion. For millions of speakers around the world
English is an opportunity, because it allows access
to huge amounts of content. But, at the same time,
it is also a disadvantage for those whose first lan-
guage is not English, as many resources that might
have been accessible to them in their own language
are no longer so.

Moreover, when we think of English, we tend
to think of one, two, or three varieties at most,
usually tied to a national standard (American,
British, Canadian, etc.). However, there are many
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situations in which people use forms of English
that do not conform to any of those norms and do
not have much to do with standardized language
tests. In all these cases, a conflict arises between
the supposed neutrality of English (since it belongs
to no one, it belongs to everyone) and the bench-
marks used to categorize speakers as legitimate or
not. These and other situations in which language
functions as a gatekeeper, aggravating inequalities
and helplessness among speakers, have been an
object of inquiry in critical sociolinguistics.
Adopting a critical stance involves examining how
language use changes in different social contexts
and how it reflects cultural norms, power dynam-
ics and the construction of our identities. A critical
perspective also entails reflecting on language poli-
cies, minority language education and
multilingualism.

The benefits of multilingualism have often been
highlighted. Researchers have shown that speaking
several languages not only enhances cognitive flex-
ibility but also broadens cultural perspectives and
improves social skills. Moreover, it has been argued
that people who are proficient in multiple lan-
guages often exhibit greater problem-solving abili-
ties and creativity and are even better equipped to
maintain their memory as they age. However, multi-
lingualism is not always socially welcome. One
need only recall the biblical story of Babel, in
which human beings were punished by having each
one speaking a different language and thus con-
demned to not understand each other. Today,
many beliefs that reject multilingual and non-stan-
dard language practices persist. For instance, in
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Speak properly
or Il wash your
mouth out with
soap

Language and surveillance often come together

many schools, mixing languages is not permitted,
and languages must be kept separate even though,
within each of us, all our resources for languaging
(that is, using verbal and non-verbal communica-
tion to create meaning) form a single, integrated
repertoire.

¢ What would it take to reverse negative
conceptions of linguistic diversity?
*  Would a ‘happy Babel’ be possible where
‘? all human languages coexisted side by
side and were used without conflict or
® hierarchical boundaries?
*  What could be the consequences of such
an ideological change?

Linguistic intolerance is also the reason why
some languages are regarded as valuable and there-
fore worth learning, investing time and money in,
while others are relegated to the domestic sphere,
rather than used in public or official domains.
The main problem is that, when we categorize lan-
guages hierarchically, we are not only ranking
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languages but also speakers. It does not make
much sense to think people are better or worse
because of how they speak, but it happens. On
those occasions, languages become tools of repres-
sion and symbolic violence, and this has serious
consequences for those who are despised for not
speaking ‘properly’. Those who are stigmatized
because of how they sound can be denied the
opportunity to rent an apartment, for example,
while someone else with a more ‘neutral’ accent
may be prioritized. Or they can be refused access
to a job for which they are qualified because their
accent is perceived as ‘small town’ or ‘chav’. Or
they can be harassed or rejected for sounding
‘queer’. In a globalized world where borders are
more and more liquid, countless testimonies of
people with experience of migration (even second-
or third-generation migrants) report feeling
watched at every interaction and being asked
repeatedly where they are from. Because, as lan-
guage is embodied — not an isolated mental pro-
cess, but intertwined with our physical body, our
movements and our sensory experiences — belong-
ing (that is, being and feeling ‘one of us’) is not
within everyone’s reach.

This is why, in critical sociolinguistic research
with a social justice perspective, there is a great
interest in how individuals relate to their language
learning and language use over a life span. Two
concepts frequently used to explore people’s life
stories with a focus on language are linguistic
biographies and linguistic repertoires — both imply
taking the individual speaker as a point of depar-
ture to gain a better understanding of the
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existential and embodied dimensions of language
use and how it varies and changes over time.

Linguistic biographies

In sociolinguistic research, narrative accounts that
focus on how language(s) shapes our life trajecto-
ries are called linguistic biographies. These narra-
tives can be told or written, individually or
collectively, in formal or informal language.
Sometimes they can take the form of collages or
multimodal fanzines with images, sounds and
short texts. The only limit to their format is our
imagination, and the only requirement is to think
about how, as we navigate through life, our lin-
guistic biographies evolve alongside our life trajec-
tories. This can be done by tracing our language
choices (whether intended or unintended), describ-
ing how we learn and use languages over time, as
well as taking note of our emotions, strategies and
coping mechanisms. When we analyze what our
language choices reveal about our sense of self and
belonging, we can delve deeper into our self-
perceptions and identities.

The relationship between linguistic biographies
and life trajectories, however, is intricate and some-
times hard to track, as languages do not only reflect
our personal experiences but also our cultural envi-
ronment. Language is always situated in a social
context, which is why language-related anecdotes
can provide a wealth of information about the sur-
rounding society, language ideologies, people’s atti-
tudes toward different varieties and languages, as
well as educational and institutional regulations.
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Therefore, when analyzing sociolinguistic trajecto-
ries, we should always question the reasons for the
patterns of language variation that we observe, that
is, how language differs depending on the context
in which it is used. This variability gives rise to dif-
ferent registers, dialects and sociolects (and, of
course, to many hybridization practices). We should
also track patterns of language change in our rep-
ertoire, that is, how our language use and compe-
tencies differ over time and to what extent such
changes are influenced by education, career,
friends, family constellations, travel, migration, or
exposure to new environments. Examining lan-
guage use (how we speak, write, or sign in different
circumstances, such as at home, in school, with
friends, at work, and within social networks) with
all its nuances and contradictions also allows us to
examine significant aspects of language acquisition
and socialization (how, where, with whom, and for
what purposes we as individuals learn, and acquire,
languages, whether it is our first language(s) or
additional ones acquired later in life).

Exploring sociolinguistic trajectories can some-
times seem like entering a labyrinth, as they encom-
pass movements across time and space that involve
both formal and informal learning and use, includ-
ing online and offline experiences, as well as lan-
guage practices that are sometimes real and
sometimes imagined. However, the maze is worth
the struggle, because reconstructing linguistic
biographies helps us gain insight into the complex
interplay between language and individual devel-
opment across our lifespan, shedding light on how
language shapes and is shaped by our vital
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trajectories. Narrative accounts with a focus on
language also provide insights into asymmetrical
power relations in society and linguistic discrim-
ination, both overt and hidden. Conclusively, lin-
guistic biographies can include some or all the
languages we have in our linguistic repertoires,
languages we speak freely or only understand a
little of, as well as languages we have repressed,
forgotten, or want to learn in the future.

Linguistic repertoires

Within a speech community, the notion of linguis-
tic repertoire refers to all the languages, varieties
and registers used by the members of the collective —
as well as how they are distributed (almost always

Mind the gap
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The linguistic repertoire of multilinguals, an integrated whole of
resources
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hierarchically) in a given sociolinguistic space. The
notion is also used to refer to the whole set of lin-
guistic skills and resources that a person possesses,
with either active or passive competence. Some
people, for instance, may be able to speak a lan-
guage, but not write it. Or they can understand
while they listen to someone else, but not speak in
that language, or not fluently. In this guide, it is
such personal linguistic repertories that are in
focus.

Everyone has an individual repertoire of lan-
guage resources that they use for different pur-
poses, and that changes throughout their lives:

* Think of the languages you have learned
or forgotten ever since you were born.

* Reflect on the languages you can rec-
ognize and those you would like to
speak in the future.

' * Think about the languages you wish
you had learned as a child, or that

® you abandoned and now wish you
had not.

* Consider the languages and varieties
you are proud or ashamed of, and
when, where, or who you use(d) them
with.

That is the impact of your linguistic
repertoire on your life!

The notion of linguistic repertoire has been
explored in depth in sociolinguistic research and has
somewhat undermined more traditional views of
language competence. Thus, some researchers argue
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that, rather than thinking of languages as distinct
entities and focusing on the level of proficiency
achieved in standardized tests in each of them, we
should rather pay attention to the conglomerate of
communicative resources and strategies available to
a person, which includes linguistic, extra-linguistic,
social and cultural knowledge and skills that com-
plement each other in various ways. All those
resources are part of a single, indivisible whole in
the same way that tributary streams joining a river
flow into a single unified current. Therefore, many
argue that language mixing should not be penal-
ized, but rather speakers should be encouraged to
express themselves using all the resources at their
disposal (not only those linked to a specific language
or variety, often the hegemonic one, to which not
everyone has access). However, other researchers
question the benefits of translanguaging (while valu-
ing linguistic repertoires as tools that facilitate lan-
guage learning, communication and social
belonging) and believe that the boundaries between
languages and varieties should be preserved.

In any case, when examining our linguistic rep-
ertoires, we must keep in mind that our skills are
never the same in all the languages we speak. And
in any given context we will feel more or less com-
fortable in one language than in others. This is
perfectly fine because we never use all languages in
all contexts: in some, for example, we will only
talk about intimate stuff, while in others we will
only write about formal matters. Therefore, as lan-
guage skills are always in transition and we are all
learners to some extent, it does not make sense to
draw a rigid boundary between native and
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non-native speakers, or between born and emer-
gent bilinguals. It makes more sense to become
aware of the fluency, accuracy, persuasiveness and
rapport with which we can communicate in differ-
ent languages or contexts. And, if possible, to try
and expand our linguistic repertoire, and improve
our awareness of it.

We must also remember that not only languages
but also varieties and accents are part of our reper-
toire. The registers with which we address others
often depend on whether we are speaking in public,
chatting with friends, writing academic papers, or
posting messages on social media, whether we are
addressing someone in our family, a stranger, one
of our colleagues or our boss, someone young or
an older person. The broader our linguistic reper-
toire, the better we will be able to adapt to com-
municative situations with interlocutors from
different social classes, educational levels, age
ranges and geographical backgrounds. The better
we understand and recognize the advantages of
our linguistic repertoire, the better we will be able
to use it in everyday life.



2 Narrating life, self
and language

Autobiographical narration and
critical incidents

In telling our life story, we more or less consciously
choose to highlight different aspects, and we
remember and interpret things differently through-
out our lives. Time is always an important factor
in story-telling. While giving an account of the tra-
jectory of our life we are in the present, but we may
be referring simultaneously to the past and the
future, sometimes even to an imagined past or
future, and most often we do not account for
things in chronological order. Despite these leaps
in time, many narratives are composed in a similar
way: an introduction (who, when, what, where?),
one or several high moments (what happened
then?), a turning point (so what?), and finally, a
resolution (what happened in the end?) with a coda
signaling the conclusion of the story.

Narrations shape events and anecdotes into
meaningful experiences. When we narrate our
lives, we navigate and negotiate our biographical
choices, challenges and opportunities about what
has happened to us. We sometimes present our-
selves as people with agency who take actions and
steer our lives in distinctive directions, sometimes
as people to whom things happen. Therefore, nar-
ratives should always be seen as constructions,
especially since they can sometimes spring from
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rather vague memories and can always be con-
structed differently. Besides, situational and rela-
tional factors always interfere when we tell stories.
Philosophers have argued that narration is a way
for us to create ourselves, meaning that we create
our identity in the act of narrating our lives.

In our research, we observed that when people
are asked to discuss their life paths in relation to
their linguistic repertoires, it becomes clear that
language is an important part of everything we do.
However, most people are unaware of how they
speak, why they adapt their language to others, or
how they shift from one register to another.
Therefore, narrating our lives in relation to lan-
guage can help us understand ourselves better.
Sometimes, such narratives even have a therapeu-
tic, healing function, because they help us under-
stand critical linguistic incidents in our lives,
situations in which our way of speaking had an
impact on us, and that remain etched in our minds
because of the strong emotions they mobilized.
Verbalizing such critical incidents can not only
trigger self-understanding, but also empathy from
others, and sometimes even a collective desire for
change. When several people critically examine
language-related incidents and realize that a lan-
guage-mediated situation is unfair, they can create
counter-narratives to resist linguistic discrimina-
tion and foster a more inclusive sociolinguistic
order that challenges existing social hierarchies
and speaker models (that is, all those idealizations
that are reinforced in the collective imagination —
such as the ‘standard’ speaker, the ‘native’ speaker,
the ‘neutral’ speaker — to which we often aspire,
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but which very rarely happen in real life). The
notion of speakerhood (the social construction of
what it means to be a ‘good’ speaker of a language)
and its various ramifications (new speakers who
learn a language later in life, emerging bilinguals
with hybrid linguistic practices, multilingual learn-
ers, etc.) is becoming increasingly relevant in socio-
linguistics, due to the multiple crossovers of
language ideologies and social processes.

Communication strategies and
multilingual creativity

In this theoretical guide, participants are invited to
use different communication styles — spoken, writ-
ten and visual elements such as drawings and pic-
tures. Since the guide can be used in different
contexts, with speakers of different backgrounds
and linguistic competencies, the outcomes will
differ from case to case. Some participants may
have the habit of reasoning in abstract terms or
may be familiar with the field of (socio)linguistics.
For others, this may be the first time they have
encountered critical theoretical concepts. Or
maybe the difference comes from their age and life
experiences: think of a teenager in a city versus a
mother in the countryside or an elderly man in a
continent far away from the place he was born.
However, we believe that a critical stance fosters
creativity, and that everyone can benefit from
reflection on life and language.

A useful strategy for speakers who find it diffi-
cult to talk about abstract notions is to ‘talk in
images’. It can thus be beneficial for the
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participants in a sociolinguistic trajectories activity
to be reminded about the possibility of using imag-
inative language. When we cannot find a particu-
lar word to express an abstract concept, it is always
possible to describe it metaphorically. Far from
being a rhetorical device used only by poets, meta-
phors are powerful ways of conceptualizing reality
that are used by everyone, not least by people who
are learning to speak a new language. In fact, we
are often unaware that we conceptualize in meta-
phorical ways all the time, such as, for instance,
when we say ‘life is a journey’ or ‘learning a lan-
guage is hard work’ without noticing the underly-
ing images. Some researchers in cognitive
linguistics even argue that our whole conception of
the word is metaphorically constructed, so concep-
tual metaphors not only shape speech, but also the
way we think and act.

In the mediatic discourse on language, espe-
cially from a migration perspective, there is an oft-
quoted metaphor: ‘language is the key to society’.
Another ubiquitous metaphor explains why dis-
eases are often conceived of in terms of war: ‘We
were fighting COVID’. Such images, which speak
volumes about the way our society thinks, are
often presented as unquestioned truth, but we can
consciously try to detect them, then critically dis-
cuss them, or even avoid them altogether if they
turn out to be harmful conceptualizations. At
other times, metaphors can express humor (for
example, if we talk about language use as ‘a soccer
game, in which every word is a pass, and together
they create an exciting game of communication’)
or they can be poetic (such as when we talk about
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using a new language ‘fluently’ and the feeling of
‘flying like a bird, high in the sky’). The images
used by speakers in their autobiographical lan-
guage narratives — whether they are day-to-day
and well-known or inventive and creative — can tell
us a lot about their values and beliefs, and how
they feel about themselves and their languages.

The notion of linguistic creativity in relation to
second language and multilingual speakers is com-
plex since it is related to linguistic conventions, and
whether deviation from standardized norms is
considered as an ‘error’ or as resourcefulness.
Linguistic creativity is thus interrelated to who is
deemed a legitimate ‘owner’ of the language, a
valid interlocutor who can introduce innovations.
Moreover, the creativity that defies linguistic
norms is particularly intriguing in the case of
translanguaging, when speakers fluently mix all
the languages in their repertoire and play with
words, sounds, grammar and even metaphors.
Such multilingual creativity contributes to the cre-
ation of self and identity.

Language, emotion and identity

Intuitively, everyone agrees there is a link between
language and identity. However, identity is a very
complex, intersectional notion that relates to many
categories, some intertwined and some not, such as
nationality, ethnicity, gender and class. Even our
age, our occupation, and our likes and dislikes
have to do with our identity. The crossovers are so
numerous that it is hard to explain what the con-
nection is between our language and who we are.
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Those who have studied linguistics know that we
do not speak a language (because no one speaks
the whole of a language), but an idiolect. That is,
the very particular way each of us has of express-
ing ourselves, our very personal communicative
style: the words that we use, our grammar choices,
how we pronounce words, the accent we have, and
so on. Idiolects are always an amalgam that never
coincides 100% with any of the ‘named languages’
of the world.

True, when asked, we say we speak English,
Spanish, Swedish, or any of the more than 6,000
languages spoken around the world. We tend to
feel attached to that language and, sometimes, we
even recognize ‘our language’ when we see a flag.
But if you think about it, this univocal relationship
between a language and a nation does not make
sense, even if we are used to it. Why not? Because
with less than 200 countries in the world, more
than 6,000 languages, and over 8 million people,
the math does not add up. Unlike states, which are
often monolingual and even have an official lan-
guage, almost everyone in the world is multilin-
gual. And of course, no one person has an official
language. What we do have is one or several lan-
guages, varieties and registers that, together, make
up our linguistic repertoire.

Our linguistic repertoire is linked to our identi-
ties, as it reflects the places we have lived in, the
people we have interacted with, the things that
interest us, the networks in which we socialize, and
so on. Our personal experiences shape our linguis-
tic repertoires and these, in turn, influence how
others perceive us, and also how we perceive
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ourselves. This leads to the question: How do our
linguistic repertoires influence our self-
perception?

* Think of how some people react physi-
cally to foreign-sounding speakers, for
instance, on public transport.

* Think of decisions made based on how
others speak or write, for instance,
when responding to a post in a dating
app or a job application.

* Think of feelings, such as shame, fear,
or frustration, that have often been
linked to language use, or excitement,
joy and pride too.

o =

By paying attention to embodied dimensions of
language use, it is possible to better understand
how language, emotion and identity are related. It
can also help us observe turning points related to
critical life junctures — whether by choice or not
(such as a new school, a new job opportunity, a
new partner, or a move to a new country) that
could lead to significant shifts in language use or
attitude toward language. Let us now explore how
to do this.



3 Tools for exploring
linguistic biographies
and repertoires

To investigate the ‘languages we live by’, this guide
proposes three tools with which to explore our lin-
guistic biographies and repertoires:

(i) Personal language family trees
(if) Language self-portraits
(iii) Autobiographical language narratives

For each tool, an explanation of what it consists of
is followed by a discussion of why it is relevant,
along with a description of how it has been used by
EquiLing members and how it can be explored
together with other people.

(i) Personal language family trees

Language family trees have a long tradition in lin-
guistics. Since the 19th century, trees have been used
to display the origins and relationships between
genetically related languages (such as those compris-
ing the Indo-European family, which includes over
400 languages spoken by 3 billion people throughout
Europe and the northern Indian subcontinent, as
well as many former colonies across the globe; or the
Niger-Congo family, which includes almost 1400
languages spoken by more than 600 million people
in Africa). However, when speakers trace their per-
sonal language family tree, they are not seeking to
trace language families. Instead, they are mapping

26
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the languages spoken by themselves, their parents,
grandparents and other relatives. Such diachronic
language mapping is significant because it allows
learning about what has happened to somebody’s
kin by means of tracing the languages spoken in
their family throughout the generations.

To display how this tool has and can be
explored, several examples will be presented. The
first one comes from Flor, a graduate student from
Peru. At the time she drew this personal language
family tree, she was in Madrid taking a course in
sociolinguistics as part of a master’s degree in
applied linguistics. English was the language of
instruction for the degree, which hosted students
from around the world who had majored in
language studies and were interested in global
communication.

\ | A

GOy Unay
Quechua
Spanish

Spanish,
English, Italian,
and Quechua

Spanish
Quechua

* Carmen
0O Quechua
W Spanish
M Miguel G
A Spanish Sy Spanish
28 Quechua S Quechua Diana

Spanish
Quechua

Flor's personal language family tree
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As you can see, Flor’s grandparents on her
mother’s side spoke Spanish as their first language
and also Quechua. On her father’s side, the lan-
guages were the same, but in a different order:
Quechua was their first language and Spanish
came second. That is probably why Flor’s dad
speaks Quechua (and has passed it on to his daugh-
ters, Flor and her sister) but her mum does not. So,
the only family language they all share is Spanish.
The tree reflects the colonial history of the Latin
American continent, and how it has affected lan-
guages (many of which are now minoritized,
gravely endangered, or extinct) and language
transmission over generations. Notice as well how
personal choices are also important: Flor learned
two other languages, English and Italian, whereas
her sister did not. If you were to guess:

* Why do you think she chose those two

languages?
? * What does the order in which she lists
her languages mean?
® . Whatroledo you think Quechua plays in
the sisters’ relation to their dad?

The example that follows was created by Beiye,
a young woman from China. By looking at Beiye’s
personal language family tree we get to know that
her grandparents not only spoke Mandarin
Chinese, but also Russian. We can also see that
her parents did not learn Russian, but English.
And Beiye, in addition to English, also learned
Spanish. This tells us about geopolitical relations
and about which languages are hegemonic at a
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Beiye's personal language family tree

given place and time. If we look closely at the dia-
lects spoken by the members of this family, we
realize that, besides Mandarin Chinese, some
speak the northeastern dialect, others the
Shandong dialect (on the east coast of China, but
further south), and some both. This tells us about
internal migrations and about language policies.
Still, many questions arise when looking at this
drawing, some of which could be explored by
interviewing family members. Their answers
would allow us to know:

— Why doesn’t her grandfather speak any other
dialects? Has he always lived in the place where
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he was born? How long did he attend school
and what was the language of instruction at
that time?

— Why did her grandmother learn Russian? Did
she travel abroad or was it common to learn this
language when she was young? What was the
reason for this?

— Why did her mum learn English instead of
Russian? Where and how did she learn it?

Below you will find more questions you can ask
yourself before you sketch your own tree to record
all the languages, dialects and/or varieties spoken
in your family (perhaps your parents and grand-
parents will be enough):

* What languages do you speak? What
varieties and dialects?

* How many languages can you recognize
even if you do not know them?

» Is there any language you can read but
not speak? Or the other way round?

‘) * Is there any language that you used to

speak but have forgotten? How did that
happen? Do you regret it, or do you really
not care?

 Is there any language you wish your par-
ents had taught you? Why didn’t they?

* At school, why did you learn English (or
whatever language you learned) instead
of another language? Did you choose for
yourself or did your family or school
decide for you? Are you happy with this
choice? Why? Why not?
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Once you have traced your own language family
tree, interviews with relatives can help understand
some of the whys and wherefores:

* Why do your relatives speak (whatever
language/variety) at home instead of any
other?

* Are there any languages they were forced
to learn, or forbidden to speak, at some

® point?

* How do they feel about the different lan-
guages in their repertoires? How do these
repertoires reflect their life choices?

There are so many questions you can ask
yourself and others about languages in the family.
Feel free to expand the list with additional
questions!

(ii) Language self-portraits

Language self-portraits are visual representations
that illustrate the embodied linguistic resources of
speakers. Often, they can help to visualize the
symbolic meaning of languages and linguistic
varieties. This is why they have been used in socio-
linguistic research as a methodological tool to
promote language awareness and to illustrate lin-
guistic resources among multilingual speakers
(particularly among children at school) or to gen-
erate conversations that reveal power relations
and language ideologies (mainly with interna-
tional students and/or adults with migration
backgrounds).
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The starting point for a linguistic self-portrait
can be a prefabricated, empty body silhouette in
which speakers are invited to draw their languages
in different colors. Or it can be a blank white paper
(or computer file) for participants to start from
scratch, draw a full body portrait of themselves,
and fill it with colors that represent their different
linguistic resources. Keep in mind that colors are
often related to emotions; think, for example, of
how advertising takes advantage of these associa-
tions, which, let’s not forget, are culturally condi-
tioned. Consequently, the same color can have very
different meanings in different parts of the world.

While language portraits often speak for them-
selves, inviting the observer to interpret and make
sense of the drawings, they can also be used as
prompts that trigger narrative explanations (orally
or in writing) of what each element and color in the
portrait means. These visual representations can
also be used for group discussions about language
norms and ideologies, as well as how the different
languages shape speakers’ self-images. Occasionally,
the portraits can depict the context in which some-
one uses the languages and/or varieties they know,
with whom, and what each of those language forms
means to the speaker.

In the participatory action research carried out
by EquiLing members, linguistic self-portrayal has
resulted in colorful and imaginative visual repre-
sentations of speakers’ linguistic repertoires,
drawn by hand or digitally. This first portrait
comes from Bo (a classmate of the students whose
family language tree we saw in the personal family
tree section).
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Bo’s language portrait

In her portrait, Bo has drawn a simple body sil-
houette and filled it in with different colors, one for
each of the languages she speaks. We can see that
she is a multilingual person, and that she marks
two of these languages as her ‘mother tongues’
(Dongyang dialect and Mandarin).

When Bo explains her language portrait, she
says that she speaks the Dongyang dialect (a city in
the Yangtze River Delta in northeastern China)
with her grandparents, since it is the only language
they all have in common. She also uses it with
friends in her hometown and with her parents,
although all of them speak Mandarin as well as
‘dialect’. She clarifies that Mandarin Chinese is
‘the language that comes from inside even some-
times without thinking’, probably because it is the
one used in schools and in which people all over
the country communicate. That explains why she
has put it (in yellow) in a large part of her body
silhouette.
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Note that one of Bo’s ‘mother tongues’ is a
dialect. This is not a mistake. It is rather a
realistic way of depicting language use.
Because, not only in China but everywhere,
there is no infallible way to distinguish a lan-
guage from a dialect. Many people believe
that the difference between a language and a
dialect is that people who speak different lan-
guages cannot understand each other, but
people who speak different dialects can. This
is not true: in China, it often happens that
speakers of different ‘dialects’ (which can have
millions of speakers each) do not understand
each other. And the opposite can also happen.
In some northern European countries, such as
Norway and Sweden, speakers can under-
stand each other even though they speak dif-
ferent languages. Because, in fact, the
difference between ‘language’ and ‘dialect’ is
political and historical, rather than linguistic.
That is why it has been said that ‘a language is
a dialect with a navy and an army’. Sometimes
people mistakenly think that dialects and
varieties are less important than languages,
but that is not true. The truth is that we all
speak dialect!

N\ y

In addition to her local dialect and Mandarin
(which, in fact, as any other standard language, is yet
another dialect, although it enjoys more recognition
and status), Bo speaks English, and she uses this
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language to communicate with people all over the
world on the internet. She also speaks Spanish, but
she says she feels clumsy in this language: that is why,
in her drawing, she has placed Spanish (in blue) on
her feet. Japanese, a language in which she watches
anime and feels a little more confident, has been
placed in her hands (colored in red). Why? Because
hands allow us to do many things, and Japanese is a
‘tool’ for Bo which allows her to do things.
Now take a look at Bo’s portrait again:

* Why do you think each language occu-
pies the position and surface it does?

* Why do you think she started the list
with Spanish, even though this is the lan-
guage in which she feels less confident?

?  We already know why Spanish and
Japanese are on her feet and hands, but
how would you explain the placement of
the rest of the languages she speaks?
*  What do the colors she used in her draw-
ing mean to you? Can you associate any
of those colors with any emotions?

Another example comes from Tekle, a man
living in Sweden, originally from Eritrea. After
drawing his self-portrait (see following page), a
body dressed in vivid colors, Tekle explains the
significance of each language in his life. This is
how we learned that Swedish is placed in his head
since ‘foreigners’ like him must ‘think a lot when
they talk’. The head is colored red because Swedes
get easily burned in the sun. He says also that he
considers himself as a Swede now after many years
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Tekle's language portrait

in the country. Further, he refers to Tigrinya (a lan-
guage spoken in northeast Africa) as his roots,
placing this language at the feet. The feet are black,
representing the ‘dark skin’ of the people in his
country. ‘These are people who regularly walk
barefoot’, he says (since the weather permits it),
and are often poor (shoes are expensive).

The other languages he speaks are Amharic
(the official language of the neighboring country
Ethiopia) and English (which he learned in high
school). He refers to these languages as ‘useful
clothes’ (a yellow sweater and green pants) that can
be put on and off when needed. The hands of the
portrait are painted blue. Tekle remarks that his
‘fingers are Italian’ since the Italians (Eritrea was
an Italian colony from 1890-1947) are good
‘manual workers’, something he claims to have
inherited from his father, as well as some words
and phrases in Italian. For Tekle, the colors in this
portrait do not symbolize feelings and emotions,
but a more practical, cultural reality.



Tools for exploring linguistic biographies and repertoires 37

As shown in the samples above, the creativity
unleashed by locating language-related experi-
ences in different parts of the body can give way to
other dimensions, helping speakers make sense of
their embodied multilingual resources, trigger
reflection on critical incidents in their lives, and
connect with their emotions. Moreover, if shared
and discussed with others, linguistic self-portraits
can trigger empathy and foster a desire for socio-
linguistic transformation.

To conclude this chapter, further examples of
language portraits (on this occasion, from teenag-
ers in Sweden) are provided as an invitation to con-
sider the aesthetic and reflexive creativity of young
speakers with migration backgrounds.

P mitt jé.’{m fimns Sy
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swenska fos § fir®
Language portraits drawn by teenagers

Translation of text in the drawings:

in my brain there is Swahili Spanish  Swedish

and in my heart there is Lingala  Russian Chinese

Swedish is in my pocket English  Arabic
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).

Can you try to explain what these lan-
guage self-portraits mean?

How do you understand the colors and
symbols in the portraits?

What would your portrait look like if
you did it using technology instead of
handwriting? And what if you could
include any other medium, such as audio
or video?

It is also important to remember that linguistic
repertoires are never static: they change over time,
as our lives change. So, if you compare your lin-
guistic portrait with one you might have drawn as
a child or one you might draw years from now,
there may be significant differences. To get you
started, here are some questions to help you draw
your portrait:

‘) .

What language(s), varieties and dialects
do you use in your daily interactions?
Where would you place them in your
body?

What color do you want to use for each
language, and why those colors?

Do you speak, write or understand any
other languages? Maybe some dialects or
varieties that do not have an ‘official
name’?

Are there any languages you are learning,
but have not yet mastered? Any languages
you want to learn in the future?

How could you represent all those lan-
guages, varieties and dialects?
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Note that, sometimes, when drawing their
portraits, people include symbolic cultural
artifacts, like the flag in the hand of the girl in
the pink dress. But remember that the identi-
fication of languages and nations can be prob-
lematic. Think about what flag is used to
represent any specific country, Spain for
instance. Then try to answer the following
questions:

* How many speakers of Spanish are there
in Spain?

* How many speakers of Spanish are there
in the world?

*  Which country in the world has the most
Spanish speakers?

* With which flag is that country usually
represented?

* In Spain, how many languages are there
besides Spanish?

And let’s think about your first language:

* Isit only used in one country?

e Is it represented by only one flag or
several?

* Do all the inhabitants in your country
speak only this language or other lan-
guages as well?

* Do all citizens identify with the flag that
represents that language?
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(iii) Autobiographical language narratives

Autobiographical language narratives are personal
accounts of our lives in which our experiences of
language serve as a connecting thread. Exploring
the relevance of language-related events helps us
visualize the symbolic meaning of languages and
linguistic varieties. This narrative form permits us
to chronicle our lives by focusing on language
learning and experiences of language use during a
particular period or throughout our whole life. In
such narratives, we can also examine the languages
and varieties we encounter in different contexts,
reflecting on how they shape our social interac-
tions and identity construction. Creating a com-
prehensive autobiographical language narrative
involves asking questions about our linguistic jour-
ney, including exposure to different languages and
varieties in situations of all sorts:

— Languages learned at home and at school

— Languages and varieties used in different social
contexts

— Experiences of travel to places where different
languages are spoken

— Migration and/or longer periods abroad which
include exposure to new linguistic environments

— Sociocultural, professional and technological
influences

In fact, all those moments in our lives when lan-
guage has had an impact on who we are can be
included and explored narratively. By intimately
intertwining our life experiences with our linguis-
tic repertoire, language narratives often result in
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personal accounts of our upbringings, schooling
and working life. Frequently, they also include per-
sonal anecdotes and reflections about situations
when language has played a crucial role. As such,
they can provide insights into the multifaceted
relationship of language and the construction of
identities, illustrating how linguistic skills can
evolve in response to familial, cultural, educa-
tional, professional, travel and migratory influ-
ences and how language use is perceived in different
contexts.

In workshops conducted by EquilLing mem-
bers, the participants were encouraged to make
their own choices of which key moments of their
language socialization, adaptation and change
they wanted to highlight. Beforehand, they had
been introduced to concepts and vocabulary
highlighted in this guide and asked to focus on
critical incidents — situations when they had
experienced marginalization, or privilege,
because of the way they speak, or when they had
felt vulnerable, or empowered, because of their
language use. We believe these moments can raise
critical awareness and be a catalyst to try and
change the prevailing status quo of sociolinguis-
tic injustices. However, it is also important to
highlight significant positive experiences in rela-
tion to language use.

If you traced a personal language tree previ-
ously, or drew a language self-portrait, your lan-
guage narrative can comment on them. This is
what Enrique did to tell the story of his life, his
family, and their migration journey.
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At home At the university
Colombian Spanish /\ English
with my parents Castllllan Spanish
some Turkish
Castillian-Colombian Spanish blend
with my brother
With friends
Online v
English p —_— "
Tur%(ish % Spanlsh - English
Castilian Spanish (C°'°mbg‘:gﬁsﬁas""'a") Turkish
some Portuguese Turkish . Gastilian Spanish
some Portuguese Spanglish” & “ Turkenglish’

“Spanglish” & “Turkenglish”

My mind is English and Spanish

Most of my thoughts are in Spanish or English

My heart is Turkish and English

Most of my emotions are expressed
through those two languages

My legs are English and Turkish

They help me to move through many different places

Enrique started his narrative as follows:

To better understand my linguistic repertoire and my
sketches, we need a little bit of context.

He continued:

I was born a long time ago in the third most populated
city of Colombia, Cali. My parents and my grandparents
are Colombians. When we, my brother and |, were very
young our parents decided to immigrate fo Spain. | was
around §-9 years old when | arrived to Madrid. The first
days | folt lost, but when | started school, | got inte-
grated really well. However, at the beginning | had many
issues with my accent, or the variety of Spanish that |
spoke. Especially a feacher who always insisted that |



Tools for exploring linguistic biographies and repertoires 43

should speak ‘correct Spanish’. Inthe variety spoken in
the region where | come from, we use ‘vos’ and ‘usted’,
we never use “HiI’. So, for a quite long time | tried to
adapt ‘my Spanish’ to the context where | was, not only
to sound more natural, but also because the pressure
that specific teacher put on me. She was constantly
forcing me to correct my Spanish.

When | started high school, | already spoke like a local,
and it was at that time that | started to develop my
passion for languages. when we had our first full class
in English, | felt so amazed that | started paying a lot
of attention and tried to learn as much as | could.
was the only class | enjoyed, and probably the only one
in which | was more than average. Therefore, during my
high school years | used two main languages, British
English during our English classes and Spanish,
Castilian Spanish with my classmates, and at home, |
used Colombian Spanish.

When | was around 15-16, our parents bought a computer
for us to do our homework. + was the ?Z’rs”r time | had
access to a new world of opportunities. i was the first
time | could access information, music, videos, etc. in
English from my living room. That was when | started to
have a closer contact with the English language, mainly
through ‘videoclips with lyrics’, and videos that helped
me to improve my vocabulary and pronunciation. | would
say that is one of the reasons why my accent sounds
more ‘American’ than ‘British’, because most of the
bands, interviews, etc. that | usedto listen were American.

During my last year at high school, | started meeting
people online and made many friends from around the
world. | used to practice my English with them through
messenger and sometimes we video cdlled each other.
We talked mainly about music, football or culture,
nothing inferesting, but it helped me a lot to improve
my English and my inferest for other languages. 1+ was
during this period that | started being interested inthe
Turkish language. When | was |7-years old | had the
opportunity fo do an exchange in Turkey and meet
some of my online friends. During that summer |
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practiced my English a lot, it was my first time abroad
using Englisln in a real context. It was also the time
when | decided to learn Turkish.

As shown in my linquistic repertoire sketch, nowadays |
would say that | speak fluent Spanish, English and
Turkish. | use the three languages every day.
Additionally, | decided to include Colombian Spanish
because it is the variety my brother and | speak at
home with our parents. towever, when we are talking to
each other, the variety we speak is a blend of Castilian
Spanish with Colombian Spanish, where Castilian
Spanish intonation is used but with ‘seseo’ llisp] and
many Colombian Spanish words and expressions. To be
honest, | don’t think we do this consciously, it just
comes up naturally and makes our conversation flow
smoother. | think it is one of the ways we use to connect
with our ‘Colombian’ identity. As immigrants we are
constantly dealing with identity, and | think speaking
with my parents and my brother in Colombian Spanish
is a way to preserve part of our identity.

Also, in my linguistic repertoire | included ‘Spanglish’
(Spanish-English blend) and ‘Turkenglish’ (Turkish-
English blend) because they are ‘languages’ that | use
every single day to talk to my friends, especially online.
Forinstance, I'm having a conversation with my Turkish
friend and when there is something | don’t know how to
sdy in Turkish, | say it in English. The same happens with
my Spanish friends from the university, we are having
a conversation in Spanish, we then switch to English, or
vice versa, or sometimes we are just including random
English words in our Spanish conversation.

Finally, | think my inferest in language has helped me a
lot in life. Even though | havent yet started a profes-
sional career in a field related to what | studied, | have
used the languages that | have in my repertoire in a lot
of different situations. For instance, when | went to
Berlin a couple of years ago, most of the conversations
that I had were in Turkish because the big Turkish dias-
pora that lives there. flso 5 years ago when | went for
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the first time to the UK, mytaxi driver was Turkish, and
I'had a great chat with him. | could be talking for hours
about how useful English has been in my life. In general,
English has helped me to develop myseltf as a person,
learn a lot about the world, travel and, in the future, |

hope it will help me fo pursuit a career.

and developed a “passion for languages”.

*  What feelings do you associate with these

images?

* Do these metaphoric expressions say some-
thing about the importance that Enrique

gives to language in his life?

Enrique also writes that he and his brother
mix languages to make the “conversation flow
smoother” and at several points describes how
he integrates different parts of his linguistic

repertoire.

* Can you think of other ways to describe
this use of language? What metaphors
would you use for your own language

biography?

* Have you ever heard people mixing lan-
guages? Or do you have any personal expe-

riences of translanguaging?
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Note how Enrique sometimes uses imagina-
tive language in his narrative. For instance, he
writes that he “felt lost” when he first arrived
in Spain, but before long he “spoke as a local”
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Enrique wrote this narrative after having been
presented with the three different tools explored in
this guide. His composition follows a linear time-
line and illustrates how his language evolved over
his lifetime, including critical reflections about the
challenges and opportunities that he was given
through his linguistic repertoire.

You have just read an autobiographical lan-
guage narrative (you can find a few more at the end
of the book). It is a chronological reflection that
tells the writer’s life story in relation to language.
However, there are many other ways to elicit
responses to tell this type of autobiographical nar-
rative. For example, participants can describe a
language-related event that happened earlier in
their life that they still remember. Or they can
answer questions such as the ones below:

Early language exposure

— What was the first language you learned as
a child?

— What languages and/or varieties were
spoken at home by your family members?

— How did your early environment (e.g. com-
munity, school, neighborhood) influence
your language learning and use?

Formal education

— What languages were taught at your school?
— Did you receive any formal education in
languages other than your native one(s)?
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— How did language instruction in school
shape your skills and attitudes toward dif-
ferent languages?

Sociocultural influences

— How has your family and cultural back-
ground influenced your language use and
preferences?

— Have you been part of any communities or
social groups that required you to use spe-
cific languages or varieties?

Impact of travel and/or migration

— If you have traveled and/or migrated, how
did your communicative experience impact
your language learning and use?

— What were the challenges and opportunities
you encountered in adapting to a new lin-
guistic environment?

Professional impact

— How have language skills influenced your
career pursuits?

— Have you had to learn new languages for
professional reasons? If so, how did you
approach this?

Technological influence

— How has technology (e.g. social media,
apps to learn languages, Al-powered trans-
lation engines, etc.) influenced your lan-
guage learning and use?
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— Do you use any specific tools or resources
to maintain or improve your language

skills?
Intergenerational language transmission

— How do you perceive the importance of
passing on your language skills to the next
generation?

Significant experiences

— Can you describe any memorable experi-
ences related to language learning or use
(e.g. traveling, interacting with speakers of
other languages)?

— Have you experienced any specific chal-
lenges or successes in using different lan-
guages or varieties (e.g. times in which the
way you speak opened or closed doors for
you, or made you feel proud or ashamed)?

Language use and learning

— Which languages/varieties do you use most
frequently in your daily life, and in what
contexts?

— How do you navigate between different lan-
guages in multilingual settings?

— How has learning different languages
affected your identity and worldview?

— Are there any languages you wish you had

learned or plan to learn in the future?
Why?
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After having some time to think about these

questions, participants can be invited to discuss
their answers in pairs or in teams. Once everyone
has decided what to write about, they should pre-
pare the next step (the actual narration of their lin-
guistic autobiography). It is important to remind
participants of the following:

Autobiographic accounts do not necessarily
have to be linear, nor do they have to start in the
past and go up to the present: they can start
with our life today, or with our dreams and
intentions for the future. It is very common,
when recounting our life, to make leaps in time
and to select some things and discard others.
When evaluating events in their life and inter-
preting what has happened to them, partici-
pants should not feel pressure to complete an
exhaustive account. On the contrary, the aim is
to identify significant landmarks, critical inci-
dents that can be analyzed together when they
are shared with others.

Sometimes it is difficult to put what we have
experienced into words. If that is the case, par-
ticipants should be encouraged to use meta-
phors, here understood not as a rhetorical
device, but as a way of conceptualizing complex
concepts in terms of simpler ones, linked to our
physical experience. Metaphors are linguistic
images that help us to put life into words.
Usually, when we think of an autobiographical
language narrative, we imagine a piece of writ-
ing. And rightly so: identifying which facts to tell
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and deciding how to present them takes time,
and a written format allows participants to orga-
nize their thoughts calmly. However, language
biographies can also be oral, take the form of a
multimodal collage or rest on a timeline that
helps visualize someone’s life trajectory. They
can be freely composed or guided by questions.
They can be told on the fly or prepared in
advance. Biographies can even be collective (see
Workshop proposal). The possibilities are count-
less. The only requirement is that participants
explicitly reflect on the impact of language on
their life, and then, ideally, share their language
narrative with others to draw some conclusions.

Writing an autobiographic narrative takes time,
so it can be set as an assignment to complete at home:
see Appendix for a prompt (together with some dis-
cussion points that can be projected on a screen as
instructions to stimulate debate). And remember:
Before composing a story, it is advisable to work in
pairs or small teams to identify how to organize the
narratives and what elements to include in them.

Once all the narratives have been elaborated, it is
also important to share them with the rest of the
workshop participants. To do this, each person can
take turns reading their work, or a little time can be
allotted for participants to select what they want to
focus on when telling their story orally. This is fea-
sible if the group is not too large. In a workshop with
more than 10 participants, it is probably advisable to
divide the group into smaller teams, ask them to
share among themselves, then have each team report
back to the whole group for a common discussion.



4 Workshop proposal

Safe spaces for conscientization

Before presenting a proposal on how to organize a
workshop to address sociolinguistic trajectories,
we want to draw attention to the care that accom-
paniment in sociolinguistic awareness-raising
activities requires. Within EquiLing, the search for
strategies to mobilize speaker agency and promote
a sociolinguistic transformation that challenges
power relations and avoids harm led researchers to
an important insight. They observed that the expe-
rience of language use is not a frequent topic of
conversation — not even among those who interact
daily and could, therefore, have had the opportu-
nity to talk about it. For this reason, sharing socio-
linguistic stories can be intimidating. However, we
believe it should be done, because when this con-
versation happens, and it is handled with care,
affect becomes a very powerful drive that can stir
a desire for change that envisages a fairer sociolin-
guistic order.

It is essential to create safe spaces for confidence
and trust in which to accompany speakers in their
transition to sociolinguistic awareness and agency,
so that they dare to share critical linguistic incidents,
take on new roles and unleash the power of their
languages. Whoever wishes to launch a conscientiza-
tion space should be aware that, by disclosing events
in our history, sometimes traumatic, face-threaten-
ing situations can occur. By untying our tongues and
all that that encapsulates, unsettling emotions can
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surface. That is why some caveats are in order, with
or without trigger warnings. At all times, whoever
conducts the activity must try to foresee issues that
may come up, be alert, and try to preserve the emo-
tional well-being of every participant. While encour-
aging those who feel self-conscious but show they
have something to contribute, it is necessary to
respect those who want to take refuge in silence.

If first-person testimony seems overwhelming,
and participants in a workshop session feel shy or
self-conscious talking about themselves, the “facili-
tator’ leading the workshop can set up dramatiza-
tion activities in which objects, rather than people,
tell stories. This is called object theater and allows,
for example, pencils (or anything else acting as a
puppet) to verbalize the thoughts and emotions of
the participants, providing a detachment that
allows greater freedom of expression. Respecting
privacy is paramount to avoiding unnecessary risks
while deconstructing stereotypes and emphasizing
critical insights. Remember that, in the end, the
goal is to mobilize critical sociolinguistic aware-
ness and speaker agency, not shun it.

To alleviate any possible emotional burden,
participants can also take refuge in the collective.
They can, for instance, create communal collages
of language experiences, rather than tracing the
actual trajectories of individual participants. This
is the case of the collage shown on next page, in
which participants represent themselves, but not in
the first person.

Another way to break the ice is to make a collec-
tive linguistic repertoire in the form of a flower.
To create this common inventory of the languages
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A collectively created collage about language experiences
(Santomé, forthcoming)

of those who participate in this task of sociolin-
guistic reflexivity, colored petal-shaped cards, are
needed. First, the colored cards are distributed,
and the meaning of each color is explained. In the
example provided (see next page), red represents
the languages spoken by each participant, so each
one, when receiving the red card, must write down
which languages and/or varieties they speak. As
participants complete the cards, they pass them on
to another person and receive a new card of a dif-
ferent color — for example, blue, in which the par-
ticipants write the languages they are able to
understand but not speak. The process continues
until everyone has written something on all the
cards. With all the petal-shaped cards, a flower is
created that represents the collective repertoire of
all the participants in the activity. Once the flower
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is complete, it provides an optimal starting point
for discussion and reflection.

red: Languages we speak

blue: Languages we don't speak but understand

green: Languages we can read and understand

purple: Languages we don't speak but have heard
Languages we don't speak but have seen written
Languages we would like to learn

A collective linguistic repertoire in the form of a flower

When people are asked to think about their lin-
guistic repertoire, they are not only asked about
the languages they use daily or have a certificate in.
They are also asked about the ones they can recog-
nize, even if they don’t understand anything; about
the ones they would like to learn; about the ones
they regret having abandoned. The aim is to iden-
tify what the languages of their life mean to them,
in the present, in the past or in the future they
imagine. Whether it is done in the first person or
collectively, when a transformative goal is sought,
the most important thing is to reflect and use that
reflection as a lever for change. To do this, it is usu-
ally recommended to take small steps, therefore
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following the sequence proposed in this guide can
be helpful, as it goes from less to more (both in
personal involvement and in degree of detail).

Organizing a workshop

Once the decision to organize a workshop on socio-
linguistic trajectories has been made (whether face-
to-face or online), the stages proposed below may
be of help. These have been designed to explain
how to use the tools presented in this guide through
an orderly sequence of sessions and activities. Keep
in mind that the workshop facilitator does not have
to follow the roadmap to the letter, nor do it all. It
is possible to choose only one part or modify it to
suit the profile of the participants in the activity.
The objective (descriptive, not prescriptive) of this
chapter is to gather a battery of proposals for facili-
tators to adapt and make their own, serving as an
inspiration bank of activities related to the tools
described above. That said, if it is difficult to know
how to begin, we suggest the following three stages
to support those exploring the languages in their
lives. Each one is designed as independent sessions,
and can be carried out separately or as follow-up
activities on different occasions:

Presentation: An introduction to linguistic biogra-
phies and repertoires.

Workshop development: Hands-on work on one,
two, or the three tools in the order they are pre-
sented in this guide: (i) personal language
family trees; (ii) language self-portraits; (iii)
autobiographical narratives. We propose this
sequence because it progresses from less to
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more difficult (due to the level of introspection
required), but the order can be altered.

Closure: A rounding-up session to elicit proposals
to improve the sociolinguistic order identified in
the hands-on work session(s).

Thus, if only one of the tools is explored, the
workshop will take at least three sessions, but if all
three tools are explored, five sessions will be neces-
sary, or even six (if the facilitator decides to include
the follow-up activity on language ideologies and
language variation and change, described in the
next section). However, if more time is available and
two sessions are combined into one, fewer days will
be needed. In other words, both the number of ses-
sions and their length can be adjusted. As a guide-
line, the minimum duration we recommend for each
session is one hour (60 minutes), with 45 minutes for
discussion and 15 minutes for group conclusions.
Depending on availability, the discussion can last 1
hour and the brainstorming for conclusions 30 min-
utes. Or it can all be done in less time, especially if
there are few participants. Keep in mind that once
the participants feel comfortable and relaxed, they
usually have a lot to share, so it is not advisable to
allow less time than indicated. Remember also that
the time factor is important so as not to force anyone
to rush their confidences. And remember that per-
sonal experiences will be shared, so a warm-up
could be necessary.

The table below contains a proposal for the
entire workshop. In the Appendix there are ready-
to-use materials that can be of help to dynamize
the sessions or to set preparatory work.
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OVERVIEW OF THE WORKSHOP

Session

Description of sessions and activities

PRESENTATION
What will we do?

One person, the
facilitator, leads
the workshop. All
sessions and ac-
tivities can be car-
ried out online/
offline.

A 60-minute session in which the facilitator
presents the topic of the entire workshop,
the activities to be done in different
sessions and why it is important to reflect
on the languages we live by:

(i) exploring languages in the family of
participants and creating personal
language trees,

(ii) drawing language self-portraits,

(iii) recounting autobiographical language
narratives.

The next step is a review of sociolinguistic
concepts. The facilitator should make
sure that relevant concepts are known by
participants. The explanatory texts in this
guide and the glossary can be of help at
this point. However, it is important not to
overwhelm the participants by presenting
too many concepts at the beginning: there
will also be opportunities to deepen the
concepts during the different sessions.

If working collectively, the working
teams are organized. Since many of the
activities (especially before the hands-on
sessions) are individual, an important part
of the workshop is sharing experiences
in small groups, seeing other points of
view, approaching unknown aspects of
people and commenting on linguistic
experiences as a group.

If the facilitator wants to start the
next session with something that the
participants must bring from home
(for instance, a family tree), it should be
announced now.
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The first session serves to introduce participants
to concepts that can open their eyes to critical
sociolinguistic awareness, so that later on in the
workshop they can identify life milestones
marked by language and critically analyze the
impact of languages on their lives. Depending on
their age, background, and previous theoretical
knowledge, adjustments will have to be made. In
any event, and to ensure that everyone has the
necessary background, a brief introduction to
the following concepts may be useful: linguistic
biographies, linguistic repertoires, linguistic
socialization, and life trajectories. In addition to
the explanations throughout the guide, further
readings are listed in Chapter 5: To learn more.

After presenting the fundamental concepts,
and as a warm-up activity, participants can be
asked to share moments in their socialization
when they felt they were being surveilled
because of the way they spoke, because they
were told how (not) to speak, or because they
were mocked or criticized for speaking in a
certain way. It is important for the workshop
facilitator to disclose personal experiences, so
that the rest of the participants can eventually
dare to tell their own. In the next step, all of
them can then be compared and discussed.

Ultimately, it is all about drawing attention
to sociolinguistic injustice and stimulating
critical awareness, so it is necessary to allow
time for participants to share their experi-
ences. Remember that those who do not usu-
ally verbalize their sociolinguistic trajectories
may need more time and support.
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WORKSHOP (1)
Personal language family trees

The facilitator leads the session.
Ideally, the participants gather
information from their families
in advance and bring their
drawings of family trees to
class. Failing that, they draw
their trees on the spot and the
discussion time is shortened.

A 60-minute session, with
45 minutes for discussion
and 15 minutes to reach
conclusions as a group.

During the discussion time,
participants describe their
language family treesin pairs
or small teams. Afterwards,
the group discusses striking
facts raised during the
individual accounts.

If the facilitator wants
to start the next session
with something that the
participants must bring
from home (for instance, a
language self-portrait), it
should be announced now.

WORKSHOP (I1)
Language self-portraits

The facilitator leads the session.
Ideally, the participants have
identified in advance the main
components to be drawn in
their language portraits. Failing
that, they do so at the beginning
of the session, and the drawing
and discussion time is shortened.

A 60-minute session, with
45 minutes for discussion
and 15 minutes to reach
conclusions as a group.

During the discussion time,
participants draw  and
describe their language
portraits, then the group
discusses  striking  facts
raised during the individual
accounts.

If the facilitator wants
to start the next session
with something that the
participants must bring
from home (e.g. the
autobiographical language
narrative), it should be
announced now.
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WORKSHOP (li1)
Autobiographical language
narratives

The facilitator leads the session.
Ideally, the participants have
written their autobiographies
in advance (in full or at least
identifying significant turning
points). Failing that, they do so
at the beginning of the session
and the discussion time is
shortened.

A 60-minute session, with
45 minutes for discussion
and 15 minutes to reach
conclusions as a group.

During the discussion time,
participants  tell  their
language narratives, then
the group discusses striking
facts raised during the
individual accounts. The
following questions may
fuel the debate:

e What did you learn in
this workshop about
language narratives?

e Wasthere anything that
you found surprising?

e How did you feel
while telling your
story and listening to
others?

If the facilitator wants to
start the next session with
something that the parti-
cipants must bring from
home (e.g. reflections on
changes in their repertoire
over time, marked patterns
of variation, or proposals
for transforming the socio-
linguistic  situation  dis-
covered while exploring the
tools in this book), it should
be announced now.
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WORKSHOP (IV)

Follow-up activity: Language
variation and change, language
ideologies, and Al

The facilitator leads the session.
Ideally, the participants have
identified moments of change
in their repertoire or environ-
ments/situations in which they
have experienced a clear pattern
of variation (e.g. when vacation-
ing elsewhere, communicating
online, or using Al tools). Failing
that, they do so at the beginning
of the session and the discussion
time is shortened.

A 60-minute session, with
45 minutes for discussion
and 15 minutes to reach
conclusions as a group.

During the discussion time,
participants draw and/or
describe changes in their
linguistic repertoire over
time and/or patterns of
linguistic variation that,
in deviating from the
norm, trigger ideological
reactions. The group then
discusses  striking  facts
raised during the individual
accounts.

If the facilitator wants
to start the next session
with something that the
participants must bring
from home (e.g. proposals
to improve and transform
the existing situation), it
should be announced now.

CLOSURE (V)
What can we do to make it
better?

The facilitator leads the session,
encouraging the systematization
of collective transformative pro-
posals (arising from the discus-
sion in previous sessions) on how
to develop a more sustainable
and just sociolinguistic environ-
ment.

Ideally, after the session, the
participants create something
(e.g. a short video, a post on
social media, an infographic, a
poster) to make their findings
known.

A 60-minute session, with
45 minutes to discuss
proposals in pairs or teams
(participants can fill out the
transformational proposals
sheet below to systematize
their ideas and make the
proposals more operative)
and 15 minutes to reach
conclusions as a group.

If time permits it, all partici-
pants can showcase their
drawings of family trees
and linguistic self-portraits
in the form of an ‘art
exhibition’.
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TRANSFORMATIONAL PROPOSALS SHEET

Statement of
the proposal

What collective action will we put in
place to improve the reality we have
analyzed?

What the What specific problem do we believe

proposal this action helps to solve?

addresses

Objectives What are the specific objectives of this
action?

When and At what specific time and place can we

where do this?

Who What people, organizations or
institutions can we involve in putting
the plan into practice?

Tools What kind of tools can we use (artistic,
linguistic, technological, communicative
or political)?

Steps How can we carry out this action
step by step? How can we do this to
not only state ideals, but to create a
realistic plan?

Schedule On what dates will each step take place
and who will be in charge of each
necessary step?

Ethical What are the ethical risks of this

considerations

proposal? What measures can be taken
to ensure that the action will respect the
rights of participants or spectators?
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Follow-up activity: language variation

and change, language ideologies, and

reflection on Al

If workshop participants are interested in digging
deeper into theoretical and abstract sociolinguistic
concepts, this optional follow-up activity can be
undertaken after the workshop. It can also be done
before the closure session.

Throughout this guide, we have often under-
lined that our linguistic repertoires are never static
but change over time as our lives change. We have
also emphasized that the attitudes of others (and
socially prevailing language ideologies) play a cru-
cial role in how we perceive ourselves and how
others perceive us. Consequently, these beliefs and
attitudes affect our linguistic habits and choices.

Look, for example, at the way Taamasi, a young
Indian girl, represents the transition between her
different languages when she distinguishes her lin-
guistic profile before and after her twenties. In the
first case, she chose to draw circles to focus on the
points of contact between the languages in her life,
rather than placing each language somewhere on her
portrait to reflect the significance of each language.

<O

Punjabi /

Repertoire ages 0-20: Core languages

Taamasi's repertoire before her twenties
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<D

Punjabi /

Repertoire ages 20-23: Spanish became a part of my repertoire,
but | didn't consider it as a 'core language'. | thought of Spanish
as a separate category — sometimes mixing it with English

Taamasi's repertoire after the age of twenty

Notice how, at one point, a new language,
Spanish, entered her repertoire and how she con-
nects Spanish with English.

* Why do you think the new addition is
linked to English, but not to her other
languages?

* In your case, how would you display the

‘? languages you are learning, but have not
® yet mastered?

* And what about the languages you once
learned but no longer use?

Instead of drawing your repertoire at a single
point in time (such as Taamasi’s repertoire in the
figure above), you can also do it over time. Such a
diachronic portrait will tell you a lot about what
has been happening to you throughout your life. If,
on the other hand, you do not chart modifications
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in your repertoire diachronically but depending on
the context, then you will not be paying attention
to change, but to variation. This is what Taamasi
does in the following circles, in which she breaks
down all the different ways in which she uses
English, rather than sticking to a single label.

If you think about it, this breakdown of lan-
guages has significant implications:

* Why does Taamasi use Hinglish (a
blend of the words Hindi and English)
with people in her close circle and
standard English for study and work?

? * Do you think this difference between
® the languages she uses in different con-
texts is a personal choice or is it imposed?

*  How many varieties of English do you
know? Which one(s) do you use, in
what context and why?

It makes no sense to speak of English (or any
other language) as if it were a single monolithic
entity, because it is an umbrella term that encom-
passes many different realities. However, it is inter-
esting to observe how we talk about different
variants of English.

 Have you ever heard of the term
‘Englishes’?
*  How could you break down the language
? you consider your main language into
® parts? Feel free to include not only variet-
ies but also registers, accents, and explain
what you associate each of them with.
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I'd like to further divide the English
| use into the following categories

Hinglish
Friends/Family

ELF
(English as a Standard
Lingua Franca) English
International Study/Work
communication English

) ) Spanglish
Indian English Communication
Informal/ with
Comfortable Spanish
speakers

The different ‘Englishes’ in Taamasi’s life

Let us now stop for a moment and think about
Spanglish, which Taamasi mentions as well.

* At what point does one language (be it
Spanish, English or any other) stop
being that language and start being

‘) something else? Does it matter?

® * If you answered yes, then you probably
think it is a shame that Latin became
Spanish, French, Romanian etc. Or
maybe not? Why?
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Language variation and change always confront
us with our language ideologies. Often, those
beliefs have a deep impact on our everyday lives,
even if we rarely notice them. We invite you to try
and note not only how you speak, but also how
you think about language.

For starters, think of all the times you have
heard complaints about how young people talk.
Do not think this complaint is something new, it
has been going on for as long as the world has
existed. But it does not mean the language is get-
ting worse and worse, or that new generations are
more ignorant. It just means human beings often
reject uncertainty, the unknown, and so become
fearful of change. However, if there is one thing
that is constantly changing, it is language.
Language is changing all the time, non-stop,
because it has to respond to the needs of the speak-
ers, which are also very changeable.

Whenever we come in contact and communicate
with others, even if we do not realize it, we change.
This is also true of language, which inevitably
changes over time. In fact, the only languages that
do not change are dead languages, which no longer
have speakers to make them evolve. But beware!
‘Evolve’ does not mean ‘get better’ or ‘get worse™: it
simply means to change, to become something dif-
ferent. However, for whatever reason, we are
almost always afraid of difference, so we often
reject change without realizing that, whether we
reject it or not, it is going to happen.

Think about yourself and answer these three
questions:
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* Do you speak exactly the same way you
did when you were much younger?
‘) * Do you speak exactly the same way with
® everyone (including yourself)?
* Do you speak exactly the same way in
different social situations?

The answer, for sure, will be a resounding ‘no’
in every case. This is called linguistic variation,
and it is something that all human beings have in
common. It is also, ultimately, the reason why
there are different varieties of all the languages of
the world. Sometimes the varieties are so different
from one another that we end up giving them a dif-
ferent name. We say that they are two different lan-
guages. But no matter how we categorize them, for
individual speakers, they are part of a single whole
within us: our linguistic repertoire.

It is also interesting to reflect on variation,
change and linguistic ideologies in relation to the
new technical linguistic supports of Al (artificial
intelligence):

*  What will happen with our languages
when we use machines to think, write
and correct our texts?

e  What kind of texts are used to inform

Al programs? Who has written them?
Do these texts reflect different lan-
Py guage varieties?

*  What about the spoken language used
to inform AI programs? Are all lan-
guages equally represented in them?
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*  What consequences will Al have for
translation between languages?

* Are there any foreseeable consequences
for languages with fewer speakers?
And what about a world language such
as English?

Researchers who have explored Al programs
have noticed that producing ‘multilingual creativ-
ity’ is not a real possibility, not yet at least. It is
still too early to know how these programs will
impact our language learning, use and creativity
in the future. But preliminary findings indicate
that people who use Al tools in their writing (be it
emails, school texts or personal letters) will
increasingly reinforce normative standard vari-
ants, rather than diversity. Perhaps this is some-
thing that, after having analyzed our repertoires
and how they intermingle with our lives, we
should think about. For instance, it is still impos-
sible for an Al program to create your language
portrait or your autobiographical language narra-
tive without providing a lot of personal informa-
tion beforehand.

Expected outcomes from using this guide

This guide, a spin-off of the EquiLing research
project, presents tools for exploring linguistic bio-
graphies and repertoires, as well as a workshop
proposal for their implementation. The goal is to
invite critical reflection on language, power rela-
tions and identities — not only at the individual
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level, but also in society. In our experience, this
line of work can help accomplish valuable out-
comes, such as:

Safe spaces for linguistic reflection and conscienti-
zation: The creation of safe spaces is both a
prerequisite and a result of the activities pro-
posed in this volume. When participants learn
to reflect on their sociolinguistic trajectories
and apply theoretical concepts to their experi-
ences, they can modify the way they think and
feel about linguistic practices and ideologies
and move towards language-related conscienti-
zation. To our mind, this newly gained critical
awareness fosters a sense of resilience and pro-
motes agency. But for this to happen, it is vital
that participants dare to engage in a dialogical
environment without fearing judgement.

Reflexivity through critical incidents: Reflecting
on life experiences in which language practices
have been met with negative reactions, some-
times even marginalization, helps us under-
stand the impact of language in the articulation
of inequality. Such reflexivity can, in turn, lead
to a better understanding of language ideolo-
gies and the socio-political structures influenc-
ing people’s trajectories. The sharing of critical
incidents can also create empathy and solidarity
among participants, especially when they real-
ize that what may have seemed like an isolated
personal experience is a part of broader social
patterns.

Confidence and legitimacy: Through narrative
sharing in structured workshops, participants
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can begin to dismantle normative judgments
that cast their linguistic practices as inferior or
‘illegitimate’. By reinterpreting their practices
and identities, participants can gain confidence
and start embracing their linguistic repertoires
as valuable resources. They can also start con-
testing feelings of shame or inadequacy and
replace negative emotions with more construc-
tive feelings.

Socially informed language practices: In our expe-
rience, when participants share, question and
reframe their language practices together, they
start to question, challenge and resist linguistic
inequalities. Consequently, they also start to
envision a more just linguistic environment by
proposing socially informed language practices
that can lead to both personal and social
transformation.

For all these reasons, we invite you on a journey
to explore linguistic biographies and linguistic rep-
ertoires that helps put curiosity and critical reflex-
ivity about language in service of social justice.
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Glossary

The terms in the glossary systematize sociolin-
guistic concepts and processes addressed
throughout this guide. It can be consulted by the
workshop facilitator and the participants before,
during and after the activities. As in all cases, it
is recommended to encourage participants to
share doubts about these terms, because they not
only help clarify concepts but also help to
bring to light experiences that can be analyzed as
a team.

Agency: The ability to act and direct our lives,
instead of behaving as passive subjects to whom
things happen. It is the opposite of helplessness,
and, in the case of speaker agency, it has to do
with their empowerment in the face of discrimi-
natory ideologies and practices that demean
people because of the way they speak.

Critical language awareness: The act of realizing
how language, privilege and power relate to
each other and how this influences our identi-
ties and our practices as speakers. The first step
to gaining such awareness is to note that lan-
guage is situated in a social context that marks
many aspects of language that go beyond lan-
guage itself.

Critical linguistic incidents: Situations in our lives
in which our way of speaking had a negative
impact on us, and that remain etched in our
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minds because of the strong emotions they
evoked. Verbalizing such critical incidents can
not only trigger self-understanding, but also
empathy from others, and sometimes even a
collective desire for change.

Conscientization: A pedagogical approach
inspired by Paulo Freire that helps to (i) increase
the capacity to reflect about language in gen-
eral, and the languages of individuals and com-
munities; (ii) understand the causes that explain
one’s own linguistic experiences; and (iii) foster
the will to transform how languages are valued
and organized in a community.

Language ideologies: A set of beliefs, which are
part of the common sense of a community,
about languages, speech and/or communica-
tion, and that are linked to specific political and
sociocultural realities. They have, therefore,
repercussions on the status quo, naturalizing
and normalizing it. These ideologies, moreover,
explain how we use language daily, which is
why they persist over time.

Linguistic diversity: The result of the coexistence
of different languages in the same territory or
speech community. Although it sometimes
involves conflicts, it is an extraordinarily rich
situation (culturally, linguistically and socially)
and advocates respect for all languages, pro-
moting the preservation of those that are at risk
due to lack of speakers, or lack of contexts to
use them.

Linguistic citizenship: This concept addresses
who should be recognized as a legitimate
speaker within a community and whether
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adherence to a standardized language or a his-
torically established national variety is manda-
tory to achieve this status. Understanding
language through the lens of citizenship also
invites us to rethink our understanding of citi-
zenship through the lens of language. This con-
cept is gaining salience in sociolinguistic
research, since it construes language as a site of
political struggle and frames it as an important
tool for obtaining agency, transformation and
parity of participation through the use of lan-
guage (registers, etc.) in circumstances that may
be embedded in, or outside of, institutionalized
democratic frameworks.

Linguistic marginalization: Treating people as if
they were not important because of the lan-
guages and/or varieties they speak, or do not
speak. This results in a lack of recognition, and
limits their access to opportunities or to partici-
pation in society.

Linguistic socialization: The process whereby
people, through social interaction, acquire one
or more languages and develop communicative
skills. It has to do with how, where, with whom,
and for what purposes we learn and acquire
language as individuals, whether it is our first
language(s) or others acquired later in life.

Speakerhood: This term relates to the social con-
struction of what it means to be a ‘good speaker’
of a language. A ‘native speaker’ model is often
imposed on language learners, which is based
on a rather vague idea of competence that is
often unattainable for those learning a language
as adults. The various imposed models of



To learn more 75

speakerhood (such as the ‘native speaker’, the
‘neutral speaker’, or the ‘migrant speaker’)
function as mechanisms of subjectification and
governance and risk generating subaltern
speaker subjectivities that generate feelings of
shame, inferiority and insecurity.

More concepts and definitions are included in the
EquiLing open-access guide Street languages:
Collective landscapes of the languages that sur-
round us. A guide to promote critical sociolinguis-
tic awareness, available for download in English:
https://octaedro.com/libro/street-languages-collec-
tive-landscapes-of-the-languages-that-surround-us/
and in Spanish: https://octaedro.com/libro/
lenguas-callejeras-paisajes-colectivos-de-las-len-
guas-que-nos-rodean/

A glossary with other definitions is available on
the EquiLing website: https://www.equiling.eu/en/
blog/glossary/
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Appendix: Ready-to-use
materials

The following materials can be adapted by facilita-
tors to match the needs of workshop participants.

Questions to encourage discussion
in the workshop sessions

Make an inventory of your linguistic repertoire,
and explain in what contexts you activate your dif-
ferent linguistic resources:

What do these languages, dialects, varieties and
accents reveal about our life and background?
And about our society?

Are these languages, dialects, varieties and
accents represented in the linguistic landscape
of your neighborhood, that is, signage on public
space, in public transportation or in the place
where you study/work? In restaurants and
shops?

Are these languages, dialects, varieties and
accents part of the everyday life of your com-
munity? Or are they something you only share
with the members of your household?
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Reflect individually over the following questions:

Have you ever tried to change the way you
speak? If so, what did you try to avoid and/or
what did you imitate from others? Why?

Have you experienced prejudice because of the
way you speak? What did you do if that was the
case and how did you feel about it?

Do you think that there are any dialects, variet-
ies and accents that influence your personal
image?

Are you studying any languages? Did you in the
past?> Why did you choose that/those
language(s)? What or who influenced your deci-
sion? What do the people around you think
about you studying that/those language(s)?

Discuss together with others:

What does a person’s linguistic repertoire reflect
about their life trajectory?

What makes a person’s linguistic repertoire
change over time?

What is the impact of language policies and ide-
ologies on individual and collective linguistic
repertoires?

Why are there more and more hybrid linguistic
practices in contemporary societies?
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Prompts for exploring the three tools

Using ‘unexpected’ language varieties, having an
accent (we all have one) or mixing languages is
often a source of prejudice. To avoid reproach or
discrimination, a lot of people try to alter the way
they speak. However, language-related biases are
often naturalized, so we need critical language
awareness to face them. One way to raise
awareness is by exploring our linguistic repertoires
and biographies. We will do it in three steps:

(i) Personal language family tree

Sketch a family tree in which you record all
the languages, dialects and/or varieties
spoken in your family (perhaps you, your
parents and grandparents is enough). You
do not need to follow any model for the
drawing, but you should ask yourself (and
your relatives) a series of questions before
you sketch your own tree:

*  What languages do you speak? What variet-
ies and dialects?

* How many languages can you recognize
even if you do not know them?

 Is there any language you can read but not
speak? Or the other way round?

* Is there any language that you used to speak
but have forgotten? How did that happen?
Do you regret it, or do you really not care?
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 Isthere any language you wish your parents
had taught you? Why didn’t they?

* At school, why did you learn English (or
whatever language you learned) instead of
another language? Did you choose for your-
self or did your family or school decide for
you? Are you happy with this choice? Why?
Why not?

Once you have traced your own language
family tree, interviews with relatives can
help to understand some of the whys and
wherefores:

*  Why do your relatives speak (whatever lan-
guage/variety) at home instead of any other?

* Are there any languages they were forced to
learn, or forbidden to speak, at some point?

* How do they feel about the different lan-
guages in their repertoires? How do these
repertoires reflect their life choices?

There are so many questions you can ask
yourself and others about languages in the
family! Can you expand the list with addi-
tional questions?
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(ii) Language self-portrait

Draw a language portrait of yourself to
describe your language repertoire (the lan-
guages, dialects, varieties and accents
within you). You don’t need to follow any
models for the drawing, but you should
think about the answer to these questions to
get started:

*  What language(s), varieties and dialects do
you use in your daily interactions?

*  Where would you place them in your body?

*  What color will you use for each language?

* Do you speak, write or understand any
other dialect or variety that do not have an
‘official name’?

* Are there any languages you are learning,
but have not yet mastered? Any languages
you want to learn in the future? How could
you represent all those in the portrait?
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(iii) Autobiographical language narrative

Write your own language narrative. Before
writing, you should take some time to
reflect on your linguistic repertoire and the
role that languages play in your life:

*  When and with whom do you use each lan-
guage, dialect, variety and accent?

*  Why do you use those languages and variet-
ies in those contexts but not in others?

e What significant language-related land-
marks have you experienced at different
times and places in your life?

* Which language(s) have you learnt, and
which one would you like to learn? Why?

* Is there any language(s) someone wants you
to learn/use, but you do not? And what do
you feel about that?

*  What are the languages you used to know,
but have now forgotten? Why?

* Are there any opportunities that languages
have granted or denied you?

You can also discuss what the languages in
your repertoire reveal about you and your
life trajectory, and how and why your view
of languages and identity has changed over
time. Or you can discuss a critical incident
you have experienced as a language user/
learner, that is, your memories of a signifi-
cant negative or positive event. Describe
also how you reacted to what happened,
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what you think it says about you, and
whether you have changed ever since.

You do not have to follow any specific
format or a chronological order to complete
this task, but we recommend that your nar-
rative is no longer than 1000 words (no more
than 2 pages). Write in the first person,
include any drawings or graphics you wish,
and feel free to include personal anecdotes.
Most importantly, reflect on how your iden-
tity is related (i) to the linguistic practices you
have identified within your repertoire and
(ii) to your experiences with the language at
different places and times in your life.

Prompt to set an autobiographical language narra-
tive as homework before the workshop

* Reflect on the languages, varieties and lin-
guistic practices that are, have been or you
want to be part of your linguistic repertoire
and how they relate to your identity. To do
that, think about language-related experi-
ences (by ‘language’ you can also refer to
dialects, varieties or accents) that you have,
or have had, at different times or places.
Think, also, about the reasons why you
want to learn some languages rather than
others, the doors that languages have
opened or closed for you and so on.

*  Write your linguistic autobiography (maxi-
mum 1,000 words) explaining where, when,
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in what context, and with whom you speak
each of the languages, dialects, varieties or
accents in your repertoire. You can also
write about the languages you would like to
learn (and why), the languages you used to
know but have forgotten (and why), or the
languages you don’t speak but are able to
recognize.

*  Write in the first person, do not hesitate to
include personal anecdotes, and try to relate
your experiences to whatever you learned
throughout the workshop. You do not need
to follow any model, just reflect on your lin-
guistic practices and on how your identity
has changed after analyzing the role that
languages play in our life trajectory.

* If you want, you can include drawings or
diagrams to show your repertoire, your
family’s repertoire, or that of people who
play an important role in your life.



Ready-to-use materials 91

Autobiographical narratives for inspiration

In the following pages you will find autobiographi-
cal narratives written by multilingual university
students taking a course in sociolinguistics as part
of a master’s degree in applied linguistics in Spain.
The texts display the richness of the reflections
that come from focusing on their sociolinguistic
trajectories and from discussions with other stu-
dents during workshops.

Yildiz (a young woman born in Turkey)

i is amazing how knowing/speaking/understanding
languages shapes all our perspectives in life. | have
always been amazed by the power of language, and |
believe my interest was aroused because of the differ-
ent backgrounds and languages | was exposed fo in
childhood. | was born into a partially Arabic-speaking
Turkish family where my mum did not speak Arabic until
she was in her early twenties. She was exposed to her
parents speaking Arabic, but she didn™t want fo speak
it because hrabic was considered a language spoken by
the villagers or farmers. So, my mother or father never
spoke to me in Arabic, but | heard and listened to it
from my grandparents all the time.

One summer, when | was 5 years old, | spent b months
with my paternal grandparents. while | stayed in Syria,
my mother and | were intensely exposed to the Syrian
dialect of Arabic, and when | came back to Turkey to
start kindergarten, | had forgotten how to speak
Turkish. As | was immersed in the school environment, |
was able to pick up Turkish fast and went back to
speaking my mother tfongue. After that, we had to
move to Saudi prabia due to my father’s job and my
parents decided to move me into a school where the
language of instruction was only English. Both the stu-
dents and the teachers were mainly Sri Lankans,
Bangladeshis, Indians, and Pakistanis. Then, two years
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later; | had to change to a school with English Medium
Instruction with Bangladeshi teachers, yet with stu-
dents of many nationalities, from the Philippines, Iraqg,
Russia, Lebanon and Egypt, in addition to the nation-
alities mentioned above. Having studied in this school
for two years, | had to change my school again to a
place where some of my teachers were Canadian,
British, Lebanese, and with students from different
nationalities in addition to the ones above. This
included Americans, British, Mexican, Russian,
Jordanian-American, and Lebanese-American. My best
friend at thattime was a girl who was from Bangladesh
who spoke with an American acoent and therefore, she
is The major reason | picked up my accent. So, | spoke
English-Turkish and prabic at home, and English and
Arabic at school with my friends.

Having graduated from high school, | went back to
Turkey for my degree (ELT), and by the time | was back, |
was fluent in speaking my mother tongue yet had lost
my fluency and acouracy in writing Turkish. | did manage
to improve but, until foday, writing an email or texting in
Turkish is a great burden for me, | prefer English.
Speaking about the university, | remember one day when
I was sitting and chatting with my friends in Turkish
and we had a bunch of Lebanese guys talking about us,
how ‘pretty she was’ and so on. They were speaking
Arabic and, as | understood everything they said, | asked
them 1o join our group. My friends were shocked, the
guys were shocked, but we have been friends ever since.
In fact, one of the guys is my husband today. :D So
speaking more than one language is powerful!

As years passed by, | lived in Turkey, where | was mainly
exposed to Turkish, but then | moved to Spain, where |
fellin love with the language. when we moved to Madrid,
I started learning Spanishthrough courses, listening to
podcasts, and songs, and watching movies and series,
and now | can say I am at a good level of Spanish. | can
even understand the different accents from different
countries in South America. Although | am not a very
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fluent speaker of Spanish, being able o identify these
differences makes me extremely happy. Speaking dif-
ferent languages, | feel oreates a multifaceted iden-
tity. | think it made me an adaptable and dynamic
person in society and speaking and understanding
these languages gave me self-confidence. Also, as
self-expression is different in many languages, speak-
ing these languages made me understand my emotions
and feelings better.

Hazem (a young man born in Morocco)

My journey in leaming languages and becoming pluri-
lingual dates back to my early childnood when | got in
contact with my mother tongue, Darija. At the age of
five, | joined a private primary school where | started
learning standard Arabic and French. | still vividly
remember my first subject there; it was a French lan-
guage class. it that time, | did not understand a single
word and | felt like an Alien visiting earth for the first
time. However, by the time | reached sixth grade, | had
become fluent in both Arabic and French.

Inthe seventh grade, my parents decided to enrol me in
the American Language Center of Marrakesh, since
English was taught only from the ninth grade. Learning
English there was fun and entertaining, and it made
language learning easy for me. In addition, French
helped me a lot in the process of learning English.
However, it was unlikely fo find a context where o prac-
tice the language outside the center, so | joined a
drama club, but | did not enjoy it and quit after two
months. Instead, | started to print American vap music
lyrics and memorize them, watch movies and series
with subtitles, and chat with teenagers from all over
the world in English to improve my language skills.
After learning English for five years, and getting my
baccalaureate, | was ready to take the TOEFL test and
start learning English at university in Marrakesh.

Unexpectedly, however, | decided to embark on a new
challenge and travel fo Russia to study medicine and
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immerse myself in a new language, identity, and cul-
ture. | have many anecdotes and funny moments of the
first three months. Since | only knew the words ‘Da’
(yes in English) and ‘Niet* (no in English), | had to use
them to answer any question asked of me. For example,
when they asked me ‘What is your name?’ | answered
‘Da’; if someone in the market asked me ‘How many
items do you want?’ | responded ‘Niet’. | could hardly
find someone who spoke English, so | started to take
Russian classes, make Russian friends, listen to
Russian music, watch Russian movies, and get familiar
with Russian culture and traditions. | found myself
more focused on learning Russian language and cul-
ture more than on learning Medicine. Later, | worked in
a night club for two years, then in a bar for two years,
and finally | worked in a restaurant for one year. My
purpose was to intermingle with the locals and be a
part of their social group, and | succeeded. Over the
course of seven years, | made a myriad of Russian
friends who often called me “the Russian’. ps a result, |
failed in my studies but succeeded in acquiving a new
identity.

Then | returned to Morocoo, where | began the journey
of rediscovering and practicing my original identity. A
year later, | decided to pursue my old plan of advancing
in English studies. Even though | had not practiced
English for move than eight years, | plucked up the
courageto enrol in Marrakesh University. My experience
served as a catalyst for me to work hard and stay
determined. My current station now is Madrid, the
opportunity to learn a sixth language, and become a
polyglot. Nowadays, in my free time, | use YouTube and
online translator sites to learn the Spanish language
and culture. Moreover, | go out with Spanish friends to
visit places in the city and practice the language.
Meanwhile, | keep practicing Darija with my family
through video-calls and bimonthly visits. But Spanish
will not be my ultimate language to learn, as | am plan-
ning to add Chinese to my linguistic repertoire.
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Nubar (a young woman born in Azerbaijan)

My language journey is not a very complicated one.
Since | can remember, | have been exposed to two lan-
guages at a time, both Azerbaijani and Russian. But
one that dominated the household the most till Iwas &
(before going to school) was pzerbaijani. we lived in the
same block with my grandparents and the only mutual
‘lingua franca’ with them was my mother tongue.
Furthermore, all my relatives (excluding my parents)
knew only this language for communication. foquiring
Azerbaijani was a natural process for me. Afterwards,
one of the pivotal moments was when my mom started
working so, for me not to be alone, she hired a nanny,
who had only one requirement, to talk to me only in
Russian. So, | was not only exposed to Russian books or
games but, most importantly, to Russian cartoons. No
doubt that those cartoons helped me shape as a
person and obtain a lot of knowledge that | am also
willing to share with my future kids.

Learning Turkish always is associated with fun times
for me. Singing and dancing were an inseparable part
of the learning process. After the fall of the USSR,
Azerbaijan and Turkey became closer than ever, which
resulted in good trade for both sides. ttence, Turkish
series, films, songs, and artists were on every TV screen
of an Azerbaijani house. Whilst watching and listening
to allthe exciting things on TV, not only did we learn the
language, but it also helped in strengthening the rela-
tionship between the two countries. Years passed, and
I find it interesting that even though Turkish is not a
language that | am incredibly efficient in, | believe my
association with the fun times that | had whilst being
exposed to it has made me always find Turkish humour
exceptional. In fact, | gladly admitthat Turkish formed
my sense of humour.

The next language | was exposed to was English. It all
started with my mom’s unrealized dream ot becoming
an English teacher. Being born in the years when USSR
still existed, made a huge hurdle inthe English learning
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Journey that she wanted to indulge in. | remember her
telling me stories about what hardships her father had
to go through fo find books that were not sold in Baku
(the capital) and what joy it brought her to studythose.
Unfortunately (or fortunately), after marrying my dad,
she chose to be fully committed to the role of “the best
mom in the world’, vesulting in her refusal of career
opportunities for many years. Naturally, after so many
years of not using or practicing the language, she lost
almost all of it but made a promise to ingrain that love
to her children. And that absolutely happened.

Since | was a child, | would play with my dolls as if | was
teaching them something. ind on one beautitul day, my
mom decided to enrol me to English classes near our
house. That was the day | fell head over heels for the
language. + was truly love at first sight. ind that love
made me realise that, for me to be happy in life | just
have to combine the two things | love the most —
“teaching’ and’ English’. | remember talking fo fourists
was the apex of the day!!! Since it was the only way, |
could show off my mom the skills that I've come to
learn. So, | believe, it was a ‘win-win’ for both of us.
However, one episode of my life | deem to be very
unpleasant, was when my grandparents gathered all
the relatives together and made me and my cousin (the
same age as me), speak in English in front of all of
them. | remember exactly how uncomfortable and
scared | felt at that moment. Now, reflecting on those
days, | understand why speaking English in school, in
front of my classmates, was such a horrifying practice
to me.
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Other language narratives

Other inspiring narratives written by renowned
linguists who discuss their lives and their languages
are available in the book Language and culture:
Reflective narratives and the emergence of iden-
tity, edited by David Nunan and Julie Choi. Further
personal experiences of language, both in oral and
written form, are available here:

https:// www.open.edu/openlearn/education-devel-
opment/education/english-personal-experiences

https://www.firstlanguages.org.au/news/languages-
and-me


https://www.open.edu/openlearn/education-development/education/english-personal-experiences
https://www.open.edu/openlearn/education-development/education/english-personal-experiences
https://www.firstlanguages.org.au/news/languages-a​nd-me
https://www.firstlanguages.org.au/news/languages-a​nd-me
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