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Abstract
Background/Context: Inclusion of African immigrant youth voices in educational 

and research discourses remains rare despite the steady growth of this popula-
tion in the United States over the past four decades. Consequently, the multilin-
gual abilities of these youth remain typically unnoticed or ignored in the class-
room, and little is specifically known about their histories, cultures, expectations, 
and achievements. 

Purpose: Using the narrative inquiry approach and the Natural, Institutional, Dis-
cursive, Affinity, Learner, and Solidarity (NIDALS) theoretical lens, we explore 
the lived experiences of one African immigrant high school student in the mid-
western United States. 

Research Design: Using narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2006), we qualita-
tively explored the lived cultural, racial, and ethnic identities and self-images ex-
perienced by a Ghanaian-born female high school student, Akosua (pseudonym), 
as she navigated and resisted identities ascribed to her in the midwestern U.S. 

Findings: The student’s narratives speak to issues of culture, identity, and self-im-
age, as well as her literate life in multiple languages and literacy contexts in and 
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out of school. The findings reveal narratives of ascribed identities, racialization, 
and perceived language hierarchies in the participant’s daily life and indicate a 
need to challenge such narratives about African immigrant students and disrupt 
the reproduction of linguistic and racial inequality in the school system. 

Recommendations: While school systems do follow state-sanctioned linguistic 
norms and ideologies, when educators draw on students’ experiences and funds 
of knowledge as resources already in the room in order to find ways of negotiat-
ing and disrupting language hierarchies and the ascribed identities they support, 
it allows all students, including multilinguals, to have their identity affirmed, even 
in school systems that have historically marginalized them. This, in turn, sup-
ports educational achievement, broadly realized, not only psychologically for all 
students but also economically and nationally for the country—a critical accom-
plishment in an era when educational quality in the U.S. is losing ground to for-
eign achievements. 

Studies on African immigrant students show that they often experi-
ence challenges due to their invisibility, linguistic and accent differ-
ences, stereotypes, and other factors (Kumi-Yeboah & Smith, 2017). 
The students tend to experience different forms of marginalization, 
including being misidentified and discriminated against due to their 
cultural and linguistic difference (Kumi-Yeboah & Smith, 2017). More-
over, the unique challenges of African immigrant students are rarely 
highlighted or addressed in their specificity within educational re-
search and praxis. Agyepong (2013) has recounted stories of the mar-
ginalization she experienced as an African-born student in the United 
States (U.S.), which included speaking in a different English accent, 
manner of dressing and teasing based on stereotypes about Africa. 
Young immigrant self-accounts of their experiences are conspicuously 
rare in educational and policy research. While scholars have exam-
ined resilience and academic success among African immigrant stu-
dents (Hersi, 2011; Kumi-Yeboah, 2016; Mwangi & English, 2017), little 
research has foregrounded such students’ experiences and how they 
navigate their new spaces. Even less disambiguates the often vast cul-
tural differences of immigrants from various regions, tribes, or coun-
tries on the African continent. 

Nonetheless, scholars have noted that many African immigrant stu-
dents in the U.S. share an experience of marginalization based on 
classroom curricula (Ghong et al., 2007). Some curricular content 
about Africa has been reported to make students feel humiliated and 
ashamed about their heritage (Kumi-Yeboah & Smith, 2017 Ukpodoku, 
2016). As Awokoya (2013) has noted, pulling up long-standing and 
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deep-rooted stereotypes about Africa in the U.S. remains an uphill 
task. It is also an uphill task to challenge those voices and narratives 
that embolden assimilation, effect erasure of the unique identities rep-
resented by African immigrants, and methodologically conflate Afri-
can American and Africa students in U.S. classrooms. Highlighting and 
amplifying one African immigrant student’s narratives in relation to 
school and socially ascribed identities, we employ the Natural, Insti-
tutional, Discursive, Affinity, Learner, and Solidarity (NIDALS) frame-
work (Gee, 2000–2001; Razfar & Rumenapp, 2013) as an analytic lens 
for approaching these identity narratives. Using narrative inquiry, we 
explore the high school student’s self-images, experiences, and per-
ceptions regarding both her multilingual literacy practices in and out 
of school and her identity construction in light of her storied experi-
ences in the U.S. Our research is guided by the following questions: 

1. What do the participant’s lived experiences reveal about her cul-
ture, self-image, and identities across her country of origin and 
in the midwestern United States? 

2. In what ways do the student navigate and negotiate (embrace or 
resist) socially ascribed identities? 

While addressing these questions will enhance our understanding 
of the experiences of African-born immigrant youth in U.S. classrooms, 
it also has implications for school leaders and other educational stake-
holders working with immigrant students to enhance educational suc-
cess for those students. In an era when the U.S. education system 
prioritizes standardization (Darling-Hammond, 2010) despite increas-
ingly diverse student populations (Kiramba & Oloo, 2019), it becomes 
critical to understand where unintentional obstacles arise for stu-
dents of any origin. In particular, language plays a crucial mediating 
role in both classroom discourse patterns and the social organization 
of the classroom. 

Literature review    

Having a clear understanding of one’s identity allows young people to 
“make firm choices in areas like career goals, personal values, friend-
ships, dating relationships, and family obligations” (Schwartz, et al., 
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2015, p. 152). The psychological value of this for students notwith-
standing, secure self-identity also facilitates citizenship and addresses 
workforce human resource challenges and the general well-being and 
economic security for society as a whole. As such, removing any barri-
ers to the integration of immigrant children and youth is sound policy 
both psychologically and sociologically, locally and nationally. Note, 
however, that “integration” in this context does not mean assimila-
tion. While assimilationist approaches to cultural and ethnic diver-
sity presume that minority cultures and languages are deficient (Watt, 
2006), we reject that notion, and concur with the view that “students’ 
exposure to other students who are different from themselves and 
the novel ideas and challenges that such exposure brings leads to im-
proved cognitive skills, including critical thinking and problem solv-
ing” (Wells et al., 2016, p. 18). 

Moreover, while secure “ethnic identity promotes well-being and 
protects against anxiety, depression, behavior problems, and substance 
use” in students (Schwartz, et al., 2015, p. 155), it may also offset neg-
ative, stigmatizing experiences by immigrant students based on their 
languages and accents, their countries of origin, and prevailing stereo-
types in school (Creese, 2010; Ghong et al., 2007). These negative expe-
riences regularly erase or silence multiple (multilingual) competencies 
that immigrant students, and African immigrant students specifically, 
bring to the classroom (Creese, 2010). Kumi-Yeboah and Smith (2017), 
for instance, identified negative impacts on Ghanaian immigrant stu-
dent relations with peers, teachers, and classroom participation due to 
differences in English language use. Medvedeva (2010) similarly found 
that perceived discrimination due to language use affected the confi-
dence and linguistic adaptation among immigrant students. Notwith-
standing the fundamental linkage of language and identity and its long-
term psychological and social implications for people (Suárez-Orozco 
et al., 2015), the rationality of removing (and not reproducing) these 
kinds of barriers in order to achieve the best outcomes for all citizens 
personally and nationally makes itself self-apparent. 

Additionally, stereotypes about Africans especially affect African 
immigrant youths’ identity formation (Schroeter & James, 2015). Wat-
son and Knight-Manuel (2017) note that West African youth tend to 
downplay their identity as Africans owing to derogatory stereotypes. 
Covington-Ward (2017) acknowledges that there are problematic 



Kiramba  &  Oloo in  Teachers  College  Record  122  (2020)         5

stereotypes and misconceptions about Africa and that dealing with 
stereotypes and misinformation is one of the primary issues that many 
African immigrants face in their everyday interactions with Americans 
(Okonofua, 2013). While Razfar and Rumenapp (2013) identify several 
prevailing stereotypes or assumptions about race, gender, and learn-
ing disorders, Brady (2015) indicates how teachers can take an active 
approach to forestall formation (or further development) of these ed-
ucational barriers through the use of texts that afford all students the 
opportunity to connect with their history and culture and to contribute 
to a sense of self using reading, drama, and writing in the classroom. 

While we would be remiss not to mention how language and the 
proliferation and maintenance of these stereotypes (particularly 
about “Africans”) are intertwined, this specific point is too large 
to fully address here. Nonetheless, we acknowledge that linguistic 
power plays a key role (Kiramba, 2018)—for example, in the myth 
highlighted by Brady (2015) that “bad language signifies bad peo-
ple” (p. 151)—not only in the way that it relatively positions and or-
ders students differently (Dávila, 2019), but also in how it encour-
ages immigrant students to position themselves (Kiramba & Oloo, 
2019). Against this linguistic power, however, students (and their 
communities) can (and do) resist in several ways (Allen et al., 2012; 
Dávila, 2019; S. Kim, 2018; Malsbary, 2014; Obsiye & Cook, 2016; 
Watson & Knight-Manuel, 2017). 

In this study, we attempt to amplify one African immigrant high 
school student’s narrative around self-perception and identity nego-
tiation. We highlight the student’s perception of self in complex and 
unique terms in the context of how she utilizes her languages and cul-
tural skills to navigate spaces. While Akosua, the Ghanaian-born stu-
dent, proudly refers to herself as “Ghanaian” and “African,” the des-
ignation African itself stands in much like the misnomer “American” 
for people in the U.S. (“America,” properly speaking, is the whole of 
the western hemisphere, including North and South America and the 
surrounding waters and islands, not just the U.S.). Like “American,” 
“African” can offer a coherent and integrated self of identity that links 
together an otherwise disparate collection of ethnic/linguistic heri-
tage and (sometimes) multiple countries of origin (see for example Ki-
ramba & Oloo, 2019). As used in this study, “African” is not intended 
to essentialize the continent or her people. 
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While several studies have contributed significantly to our under-
standing of immigrant student experience in the U.S., gaps still ex-
ist in terms of how their experiences influence their identities of who 
they are becoming as students in their new spaces. Research studies 
have documented that specific voices of African immigrant and ref-
ugee Black children remain often unheard or unrecognized in their 
specificity in academic discourses. Although they comprise a signif-
icant part of the increasing multilingual learner population in U.S. 
classrooms, their cultural and linguistic assets which form a major 
part of their identity may similarly go unnoticed or unrecognized in 
their daily interaction with peers in and out of school. This study ad-
dresses that gap. 

Theoretical approach: The NIDALS framework 

Much scholarship notes the centrality of language for identity; for 
instance, “In sociocultural theories, language is a mediational tool 
through which identities are assumed and stances are taken to identify 
ourselves and others in socially organized activity systems” (Razfar 
& Rumenapp, 2013, p. 269). Building on Gee’s (2000–2001) model of 
situated and discursive identity, using the Natural, Institutional, Dis-
cursive, Affinity, Learner and Solidarity (NIDALS) framework, Raz-
far and Rumenapp (2013) show how interconnected and multilayered 
each identity is. For each of the six layers and perspectives represented 
by the initials NIDALS, there is an assumption of identity being influ-
enced by an outside source. 

The N-identity (or “natural”) layer frames identity as an extension of 
nature, including markers like sex and race. Although N-identity factors 
remain essentially beyond one’s control, students’ abilities and potential 
for achievement or failure are sometimes judged based on their N-iden-
tity (Razfar & Rumenapp, 2013). In contrast, the I-identity (or “institu-
tional”) layer frames identity in terms of formal sociocultural environ-
ments and emphasizes the governed, societally viewed interpretations 
of natural identities. Thus, for example, an individual is identified as a 
student because he or she attends a school. Race, gender, and ethnic-
ity as social constructs, for instance, have institutionalized characters 
in spaces like school, church, work, and so on. In general, I-identities 
make us who we are because they are governed by the power of social 
and political legitimacy that precedes individual agency. 
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If the N- and I-identity layers echo (and resist) the “self” versus 
“society” distinction, the D-identity (or “discursive”) layer emphasizes 
the social interaction between them as engaged discourse. The way a 
person speaks, for example, can be interpreted as “an artifact of cul-
tural membership” (Brown, 2015, p. 11) while also revealing an eth-
nicity or color depending on their dialect. D-identity especially points 
up the centrality of language as discourse with respect to identity. As 
a tool for interaction, language can also implicate both social class or 
one’s social positioning within a space or time when a given dialect is 
deemed legitimate or illegitimate. Razfar and Rumenapp (2013), for 
instance, note how peers, teachers, and administrators can other im-
migrant students’ D-identity through the students’ use of nonstandard 
or accented English. This can then also impact the A-identity (or “af-
finity”) and L-identity (or “learner”) layers of identity, which concern 
both the affective and the ideological connections that bind community 
members to common immediate goals, practices, and larger purposes 
and the funds of knowledge and competencies that students bring to 
the institution of school, respectively. Failing to recognize these funds 
of knowledge can have manifold negative impacts (Kiramba, 2017; 
2019; Kiramba & Harris, 2019). 

Taking these four NIDA layers together, the S-identity (or “sol-
idarity”) layer informs and impacts the student’s L-identity (as a 
“learner”). Here again, language represents an integral component 
in terms of what Razfar and Rumenapp (2013) denote as indexicality: 
“Through indexicality we announce our identities and ideologies (the 
way we view and use language in a sociopolitical context) through the 
spoken and/or written word” (p. 278) and consequently ascribe iden-
tities to others after hearing the type of their language and the way 
they use it. This explains how “languages have skin colors” (Wolfen-
stein, 1993, p. 331), such that whiteness becomes an attribute of Eng-
lish. Consequently, “If you don’t speak white you will not be heard, 
just as when you don’t look white you will not be seen” (Wolfenstein, 
1993, p. 331)—where such not being heard or not being seen can man-
ifest as outright erasure or being ascribed an inaccurate (if not defam-
atory) identity through the lens of whiteness. 

It must be stressed, however, that this situation requires no link to 
explicit racism (or antiracism) by the speaker. “In the absence of chal-
lenges to linguistic hegemony, indeed, language is white” (Wolfenstein, 
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1993, p. 331, emphasis added). This points to the need for such he-
gemonic challenges—and to a rejection by school systems of any lin-
guistic policies or hierarchies that (unconsciously) integrate this edu-
cational obstacle into peers’, teachers’, and students’ D-identity layer 
within educational settings—which concern both the affective and the 
ideological connections that bind community members to common im-
mediate goals, practices, and larger purposes and the funds of knowl-
edge and competencies that students bring to the institution of school, 
respectively. From the perspective of indexicality, it is not that we can 
(if we even could) end the habit of ascribing (NIDALS) identities to one 
another, but that we might stop doing so in habitually negative ways. 

Positionality 

We are multilingual educators who immigrated to North America from 
Africa. While we have both experienced what Gluszek and Dovidio 
(2010) identify as a “stigma of nonnative accent” (p. 225), personal 
discussions and research with multilingual immigrant-origin families, 
especially those with school-age children, have also helped to shape 
this study and bring this issue into focus. These, together with our 
own lived experiences, have influenced this study and our retelling of 
the participant’s story. 

Methodology 

Data collection and analysis 

Consistent with narrative case study methods (Stake, 1995), we re-
cruited and convenience sampled Akosua as a participant from our 
previous knowledge of the relevance of her background to the cen-
tral phenomenon of this study: the lived, multilinguistic navigations 
of cultural, racial, and ethnic identities and self-images experienced 
by African-born immigrant high school students in the U.S. 

Using narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2006), we quali-
tatively explored the lived cultural, racial, and ethnic identities and 
self-images experienced by a Ghanaian-born female high school stu-
dent, Akosua (pseudonym), as she navigated and resisted identities 
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ascribed to her in the midwestern U.S. As noted by many scholars, nar-
ratives represent an ideal form for capturing such lived, experiential 
data (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994; J. Kim, 2015). Using semistructured, 
open-ended interview as conversation (Kiramba & Oloo, 2019) to col-
lect and transcribe data, we then iteratively reconstructed that data 
within a (three-dimensional) narrative inquiry space of temporality, 
sociality, and place (Clandinin et al., 2012) using a NIDALS framework 
(Razfar & Rumenapp, 2013) to read across Akosua’s narrative for “res-
onant threads of patterns” (Clandinin et al., 2012, p. 10). 

In analyzing participant narratives of lived experience, we aimed to 
construct and retell narrative accounts which reflected Akosua’s expe-
rience relative to the two research questions that informed this study. 
We shared drafts of the narrative accounts with Akosua for her feed-
back. This led to revisions of the narrative accounts until the partici-
pant was satisfied that the accounts accurately represented who they 
were and were becoming (Clandinin et al., 2012). We identified the 
central meanings in the study participant’s story as well as the com-
mon threads across her narrative accounts (James, 2018; Oloo & Ki-
ramba, 2019). 

Results 

Narrative account of Akosua 

Originally from Ghana, Akosua currently lives with her parents and 
two brothers in a midwestern U.S. city and is in grade 11 (17 years old) 
at a large urban school. Akosua and her family immigrated to the Mid-
west in 2014. Both of her parents originate from the same ethnic group 
in Ghana and speak Ewe as their mother tongue. The family also speaks 
Nzema, a local language in Ghana used as an LOI in the lower primary 
school Akosua attended. Akosua and her brothers learned English—or 
as Akosua refers to it, “Ghanaian English”— in Ghana as English is the 
LOI from grade 4 onward. 

At home, Akosua speaks Ewe, Nzema, and Kru English (also known 
as Ghanaian Pidgin). She speaks Kru English with friends and fam-
ily from/in West Africa. At school, and with everyone else, she speaks 
what she calls “American English.” Moreover, like many teens, Akosua 
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uses social media often to communicate with friends. For connections 
in Africa, she mainly uses Kru English while using “proper English” 
to communicate with friends in the U.S. She is also considering tak-
ing French language lessons. 

Across this mosaic of Akosua’s multilingualism, she noted that her 
home languages are very valuable to her, both for the D-identity con-
nections they afford back to people in Ghana (should she visit or re-
turn), but also because they are sometimes recognized by people in 
the U.S. as a mark of distinction. For example, “When my mom and 
I are speaking in our language, we have had people say, ‘Wow, what 
language is that? I wish I could speak a different language other than 
English.’ I think it’s a very fun thing to have a different language from 
English.” 

Akosua emphasized the systemic support for multilingualism in 
her Ghanaian school setting in contrast to the specialized or more 
narrow support in the English language learner (ELL) level 2 class, 
to which she was assigned in the U.S. In Ghana, they used three main 
languages: “Majority of the students would speak Nzema, but we also 
used English and pidgin languages,” including Kru English. Impor-
tantly, Akosua noted that she had never seen any written Kru Eng-
lish (curricular) materials, adding that, “The Kru is not for any pur-
pose. It’s just for fun.” When asked to elaborate on this point, Akosua 
stated that until grade 3, the LOI was Nzema, and that English could 
be used when referring to English books, with Kru English spoken 
mostly only to help students understand things, as an informal (but 
integral) scaffolding technique. From grade 4 onward, however, the 
LOI was English: 

Sometimes, in the schools that I went to, if you could not 
speak English, you were allowed to use any other language—
Nzema and Kru were the most common. The [school] wanted 
students to speak English. [However,] the students were so 
used to speaking their [home] languages that they could ig-
nore English. So, when it is time for many of the students to 
do something in class, it is hard for them to read or to com-
municate in English. While the teachers generally tried to 
make students speak in English, most teachers used a method 
that the students liked: English and native languages would 
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have equal time in the classroom. There is time for English 
only, and then another time for native language. When it is 
time to speak the native language, you cannot speak English. 

The ELL level 2 classroom setting in the U.S. afforded something 
like this multilingual (D-identity) support, albeit more narrowly. Ako-
sua also reported a significantly different attitude toward nonstan-
dard English in this space. 

I felt welcomed there [at ELL classroom]. It was a place 
where I met so many children from Africa who I became 
friends with. Some of the children did not know how to 
speak English well, so we learned from each other. When 
I’m around there I’m so happy because if someone says some-
thing incorrectly, I can correct them because I also got cor-
rections and encouragement from others. Usually, when 
someone gets feedback on what they have said, they feel 
happy. That’s my fellow student; I am learning something 
from them. I feel happiest when I make them know that I’d 
like them to be successful. I am committed to my fellow stu-
dents. I give them feedback, and they give me feedback too 
because that’s the most important thing since we both learn 
in a fun environment. … [Also] At ELL you could learn freely 
because the students there are not perfect and I’m not try-
ing to be perfect in the presence of people that are perfect 
[such as in the general classroom where] because I will feel 
embarrassed when I say something grammatically incorrect. 
So being at ELL, we are all learning English and if you say 
something that is wrong they don’t laugh at you. Well, I’m 
not saying that other people laugh but I’m just saying that 
if you’re in the other classes and you speak something and 
other people don’t understand what you are saying, some-
times you even feel like laughing at yourself. (italics added) 

Initially startled and confused by the sometimes stark differences 
between her (D-identity) Ghanaian English and the “American Eng-
lish” she encountered after immigrating, Akosua also described her 
prior experiences with Kru English in Ghana as helping her to more 
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easily acquire “American English.” Consequently, she expressed S-iden-
tity empathy with other ELL students who were having a harder time 
than she was learning English. When asked about the students who 
struggled with English and how they participated in the classroom 
during “English-only” time, Akosua noted: 

Such students tended to be silent during English time, but 
very active when native languages were allowed. But for us, 
the place we were raised from, speaking English was not a 
problem for us. We could speak broken English before we 
started school. But that was not the case for other kids. Also, 
during English-only time in the classroom, we could make it 
straight [speak grammatically correct English] whenever the 
teacher was near. And when the teacher is gone, we could 
speak broken [English] or Pidgin. 

Akosua’s own experiences communicating with people when she 
first came to the U.S. were also marked with silence. She noted: 

It was extremely hard. I couldn’t even talk to people. I had 
to be quiet and the only time I could speak to someone was 
when I had to speak with teachers. Things got better with 
time as I became more eloquent and confident. But look-
ing back, I never thought that I could be able to speak the 
way I am speaking right now [American English]. I thought 
I would be stuck with Ghanaian language. We have differ-
ent accents than what they use here. So it gets weird because 
we are saying the same things, but it’s weird…And I had to 
learn it in order to graduate. Like you need to know how to 
speak it right in order to get better and further in education 
and other stuff. 

While Akosua reported cases of the typical biases and negative L-
identity perceptions often ascribed by teachers towards foreign-born 
learners in the U.S., two major elements helped to offset this edu-
cational obstacle: Akosua’s own determination to succeed academi-
cally and acquire English, and support she received from a teacher, 
Miss Williams. Regarding her own (L-identity) determination, Akosua 
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reframed her challenges as an opportunity but also acknowledged the 
“head start” she had: 

My teachers knew that I spoke broken English. But that was 
an advantage for me because then I could improve on my 
English language skills, unlike my [ELL] classmates who had 
no knowledge of English. And that was the easiest way to 
continue for me to move further. Because, if it wasn’t for Kru 
English, I think I would still be in ELL level 2 class. I know 
students that I started together with, but they are still find-
ing it difficult, and they are still in level 2. And when they 
speak English, sometimes I don’t understand them, and this 
makes me feel bad because they were here before me. 

Akosua emphasized that not all of her teachers ascribed negative 
L-identities, noting that some provided encouragement: “[My teach-
ers] knew I could say some stuff in English but just like I couldn’t say 
the way they say it. They encouraged me to know how to say things 
and when to say them.” One teacher in particular, Miss Williams, drew 
special emphasis from Akosua. Notably, Akosua asserted an A-iden-
tity link to her teacher (as part of her L-identity as a student), stating, 
“Miss Williams always inspires me. Her life and my life are almost the 
same, apart from the fact that she was brought up with correct Eng-
lish” (italics added). She added: 

She also had to learn new stuff. She always encourages me 
and right now when I talk to her she is like “You have the 
opportunity, you need to be great. Just focus on what you’re 
doing.” That is what she tells me every time. That you can 
learn English as long as you put your heart into it. So, I was 
like, yeah, I can speak English. Every time I go to her office, 
I try so hard to speak English with her. I try so hard to make 
her understand what I’m saying. [Also] When I first came 
here, teachers would make me repeat several times what I 
had said. But when I spoke with Miss Williams, she immedi-
ately understood what I was talking about. Even when I was 
not clear, she would take her time and be patient with me be-
cause she knew that English was not my first language. Miss 
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Williams knew that I had a native language that I spoke often 
and speaking English would take me some time to get used 
to. Other teachers did not understand that, so I had to repeat 
myself several times and yet it is all English. (italics added) 

Akosua also highlighted the importance of the support she was 
getting at school and positive reinforcement on her writing. Not only 
would Miss Williams call to check on Akosua’s progress: 

One time she told me, “Why are you even in high school? 
You are so smart and should be in college or something right 
now.” And I’m like, no, really? I still have some things to 
work on, but, like, I feel happy when she feels that way. It 
also makes my teacher feel proud not just of me, but of her-
self too. 

This obviously affected a shift in Akosua’s L-identity as a student, 
not suspecting previously that she was (already) college material. 

While Akosua’s teachers could sometimes acknowledge the impor-
tance of her languages for enhancing English proficiency, they nei-
ther encouraged her nor had the intellectual resources to speak to her 
in those languages. Only her family (or other Africans through social 
media) had that ability. As such, an I-identity “English-only” school 
setting outside of ELL class at best provided a neutral and unsupport-
ive (when not hostile) identity ascription in contrast to her home-set-
ting, which supported and honored those languages. As such, Akosua 
could report a stark exception to this rule from a time when she met 
a fellow African student at school: 

She was three grades ahead of me. She was from Congo but 
the way she spoke English you would think that she was from 
here [the U.S.]. When we first met, she knew that I was an 
African because of my dress. She knew I was new, and she 
approached me saying, “Hi, where are you from?” And I was 
like, “I’m from Ghana.” And instantly her accent changed. She 
started speaking Kru. I was happy someone could understand 
what I was saying without having to make things clear or say 
the same thing again for them to understand. So, I was very 
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happy because she was able to communicate with me in Kru 
(italics added). 

Much as Akosua made an A-identity link with Miss Williams to sup-
port her (L-identity) as a student, this older African peer may have 
similarly provided a role model for Akosua in a sense as well. To the 
extent that the older student approaches a new (younger) student and 
provides an A-identity and D-identity link in an otherwise apathetic 
or unfriendly language situation by immediately changing her accent 
and speaking in Kru, Akosua later positioned herself as well as some-
one who wanted to help others not suffer from the challenges she 
faced in school herself: “If somebody comes to my school from Africa 
I want to talk to them, and I want them to feel good, and help them 
so that they do not face the same challenges I faced.” 

Communication with other students was not always fun and ex-
citing for Akosua and could have negative A-identity effects as well. 
Sometimes these arose from simple omission. For instance, because 
little to no time was devoted in Akosua’s classrooms to any discussion 
of the students’ cultures or heritage, she was astonished during one 
such rare discussion to learn how much her background resembled 
one of her peer’s: “We had many things in common and I was like, 
‘How come I never knew this? Why?’ Because we never got a chance 
to talk about it in class.” In contrast to these missed classroom op-
portunities, negative A-identity effects could also arise through com-
mission. When struggling to express herself in class and during group 
work, for instance, Akosua’s peers often expected her to speak Afri-
can American English: 

Because they like see my skin color, so what they were ex-
pecting was for me to be like an African American, speaking 
the way African Americans speak. But when I spoke out, try-
ing to give my opinion, they all looked at me and they were 
like, “What are you saying?” They did not say it out loud, but 
looking at their faces you could tell what they were think-
ing. The teacher too could not understand what I was saying.

Whether strictly understood as social constructs or cultural rei-
fications, race, gender, sex, and ethnicity can provide fundamental 
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self-identifications. For Akosua, like many from Africa, these N-iden-
tity factors constellate around the term “African” itself. Proud of her 
cultural identity, Akosua described herself as follows: 

I am true born and raised African. Because I don’t want to 
be around people that see you and judge you strictly by your 
skin color. Most people here when they look at me they know 
me as an African American. Just looking at me, the way I 
dress, because you have to dress like them, or else you will 
not fit in. But being like them doesn’t mean to be exactly like 
them. You can dress and speak like them but still maintain 
your background. So, … I still have my African spirit and cul-
ture in me. I’m happy right now I can speak Kru and English 
too. … I am proud to know where I am from and to make peo-
ple know that. It is the most important thing. Whenever I in-
teract with other people, I don’t want them to look at me and 
just decide who I am. If they want to know me, they should 
really ask rather than form an assumption about who I am. 
(italics added) 

The specificity of her cultural heritage, her facility in multiple lan-
guages besides English, and her distinctness (both for peers and adults 
in the school system) from people with African American backgrounds 
all help to generate her “essential” (N-identity) sense of self. “If you 
know me, you understand I’m an African. I was born and raised in Af-
rica. I have a culture that I have to go by. I have things that I had to do 
in order to like walk by my culture” (italics added). Nonetheless, this 
also comes with alienation, “feeling like you don’t belong due to the 
background that you found here”: 

When I was still new at my school, there were so many stu-
dents. Who are you going to talk to? Who are you going to 
share your story with? Who are you going to like sit down 
and be like, oh, I want to talk to you, I want to know about 
you, I want to like share my pain with you and I want you to 
share yours with me. And sometimes people don’t even care. 

Akosua expressly framed indifference towards knowing others as 
distinctly not African. So, while she expressed an appreciation for 
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these opportunities to “sit” with others and learn about them, being 
incorrectly ascribed identities (by teachers or peers) provided a “a 
very bad experience” to have to go through. Immediately having said 
this, however, Akosua resiliently reflected, “But anyways, it’s good. It’s 
good because you’ve learned something. You’ve learned that not ev-
eryone understands you. And there are some people … always ready 
to listen and always ready to know the kind of person you are, and 
some people just don’t care.” 

Related to incorrectly ascribed identity, Akosua also noted peer 
pressure and expectations to act differently than her African culture. 
Akosua resists this: “So, maintain who you are and me maintaining 
mine, it’s just perfect. If you’re ready to go with me, I’m ready to go 
with you. Like, I don’t have to be like you or do what you’re doing in or-
der to fit in” (italics added). This sometimes subtle, sometimes blunt, 
command to conform to non-African culture could surface in ques-
tions about why Akosua dressed and kept her hair the way she did. She 
resisted this in specifically essentialist (N-identity) terms, “I’m like, 
because I don’t want it that way. And because this is my nature, like 
this is the way I was created. So, if you have a problem with it, then 
just go.” It was precisely this kind of threatened erasure of her fun-
damental (N-identity) self that prompted Akosua to declare, “I think 
it’s a very bad experience having to go through all this. But anyways, 
it’s good. It’s good because you’ve learned something. You’ve learned 
that not everyone understands you.” 

Themes and discussion 

Ascribed identities 

Who am I? Am I African? African American? American? Do I 
need to choose, or can I just be me? 

As simple as these questions may be, they are complex for an im-
migrant youth who is struggling with defining her sense of self in an 
environment with less support than is optimal. In particular, language 
ideologies play a key role in how Akosua sees herself. After being as-
sessed at her new school, Akosua was placed in an ELL level 2 class. 
Relative to her own facility, and what she noted in the shortfalls in 
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other ELL classmates, the (I-identity) ELL level 2 setting applied an 
ascribed identity that affected and interacted with Akosua’s shifting L-
identity as she moved from novice toward (still future) expert English 
speaker. Initially concerned that she might be “stuck with Ghanaian 
language” only, her D-identity gradually emerges (Gee, 2000–2001) 
as she becomes more eloquent, confident, and able to have more dis-
course with others at school. 

This not only speaks to how identity is continuous across contexts 
but also intimately links to language and implications for pedagogy. 
The positive relationship between Akosua and her teacher, Miss Wil-
liams, exemplifies this. The teacher’s encouragement not only sup-
ports and describes the L-identity it takes to be good in English but 
also reinforces the idea that Akosua’s I-identity as an ELL student 
(with all of its potentially negative connotations that may come with 
being an English language learner) should not be taken as meaning 
Akosua is not smart. This involves not just her cognitive abilities (and 
not demeaning them), but her whole self. Meeting a fellow, older stu-
dent, who spoke perfect English but immediately switched to Kru Eng-
lish when she recognized Akosua’s African background allowed a pow-
erful sense of belonging in a school setting where Akosua could easily 
feel that she did not belong. Similarly, despite language challenges (D-
identity) in communicating with Miss Williams, Akosua explicitly de-
scribed her teacher as being just like her “apart from the fact that she 
was brought up with correct English.” 

In a related way, Akosua also describes continually resisting as-
cribed identities by asserting her unique and African identity. In his 
seminal work on the education of minority students in U.S. class-
rooms, Ogbu (1978) wrote about the notion of African American chil-
dren “acting and sounding White” (p. 49) at school. For young people, 
there sometimes is pressure to fit in or be seen to be cool. From Og-
bu’s analysis, this involves not just action, but also language and shift-
ing identities. While Ogbu is not without his critics (see for example, 
Akom, 2008; Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Foley, 2004; 
Matusov et al., 2010), his work is relevant to this study. Four decades 
after the publication of Ogbu’s book, Akosua—an African immigrant 
high school student in the Midwest—can proudly insist: 

I’m different. I’m from a different culture and I have differ-
ent ways of dressing, just be cool with it, like be cool with 
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it because I don’t have to question what you do or like the 
kind of way you dress. Why? .… because this is my nature, 
like this is the way I was created. So, if you have a problem 
with it, then just go. If you are really interested in knowing, 
ask me in a nicer way. 

Invisible identities and in-betweenness 

Akosua identifies her culture and multilingual competencies as be-
ing central to who she is and is becoming. Her multilingual identity 
affords membership in different groups—with “American English” 
used for the classroom and U.S. friends, Kru English for family and 
African friends—and helps display Akosua’s sense of uniqueness. Al-
though a more accomplished (Ghanaian) English speaker in Ghana, 
in the U.S., little or no support for her languages meant she was al-
ways “quiet and only spoke when she had to” while struggling to 
master “their English.” 

Akosua problematizes assumptions and ascribed (institutional) 
identities about who she is. She notes how her peers and teachers as-
cribed her identity as African American, thereby erasing or not recog-
nizing her “African” (multilingual, cultural, and background) identity, 
which she describes as “the most important thing.” She notices (neg-
ative) D-identity and I-identity effects when she doesn’t speak Amer-
ican or African American English. Out of this circumstance, she de-
veloped an in-between identity, where she was fine identifying as an 
African American on condition that people understood her cultural 
background; “If you know me, you understand I’m an African. I was 
born and raised in Africa. I have a culture that I have to go by. I have 
things that I had to do in order to like walk by my culture. If you un-
derstand that and you still call me an African American, I don’t have 
a problem with it.” Bhabha (1994) writes that there is a space “in-be-
tween the designations of identity” and points out that “this intersti-
tial passage between fixed identifications opens up the possibility of 
a cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed or 
imposed hierarchy” (p. 4). 

Honoring her difference yet fitting in became a key challenge for 
Akosua’s identity overall. Nonetheless, Watson and Knight-Manuel 
(2017) argue that Black identities often remain invisible. Related 
research documents problems of invisibility for African immigrant 
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students specifically, including racialization, linguistic and accent dif-
ferences, and stereotyping (Allen et al., 2012; Kumi-Yeboah & Smith, 
2017). We would add that the institutional (I-identity) factor that con-
flates African American and African students (never mind the im-
mense variation of ethnic cultures among immigrants from Africa) 
reproduces at a systemic level the key challenge Akosua faced at the 
personal level. 

Of course, this focus on identity at school too narrowly conceives 
it. In her home life, Akosua does not face the (negative) ascribed iden-
tities associated with her (D-identity) languages. In her social media 
interactions with friends in Africa as well, Akosua’s multilingual (D-
identity), African (N-identity) self is not hemmed in or constrained 
by the kind of ascribed identities experienced in the school setting. 
This reflects, as Hall (2004) paraphrases it, Hegel’s recognition that 
“an individual’s self-consciousness never exists in isolation, that it ex-
ists in relation to an ‘other’ or ‘others’ who validate its existence” but 
casts doubt on the insistence that “this relationship is not one of in-
herent equality or mutual interpersonal validation; for Hegel, it al-
ways results in a struggle for domination” (p. 51). Instead, this iden-
tity validation can at times come from others through nondominating 
face-to-face interaction, discursive identity, and shared experiences—
in brief, from an A-identity affinity. Certainly, the ubiquitous African 
humanistic notion of Ubuntu, “I am, because others are,” does not re-
quire or imply an implicit struggle for domination in identity itself. 
Neither do Akosua’s experiences in her home life, in social media in-
teractions with friends in Africa, the support she received from Miss 
Williams, the greater sense of welcome in ELL level 2, or the unex-
pected pleasure of an older peer addressing her in Kru English, oth-
erwise largely absent in her school setting. 

Language hierarchies 

In highlighting the connection between language and identity, Raz-
far (2012) asks the seemingly simple and commonsensical questions: 
“What language should be learned?” and “What language is most 
worthwhile?” (p. 128). In any given setting, the answer(s) to such 
questions will implicate a more or less articulated, hierarchical valua-
tion of languages. For Akosua in her school setting, the hierarchy was 
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English first, with all other languages as second or not acknowledged. 
She reported that sometimes when people would hear her speaking 
non-English, they might ask if it were Spanish, French, or even Ko-
rean—an “African” language crossed no one’s mind. Acknowledging 
her multilingual assets, Akosua noted: 

It makes me feel good. Saying something that another per-
son doesn’t speak and understand is always cool. They be 
like wow! Is that a language too? I’m like, yes, because you 
heard it. Most kids who grew up with English only think it 
is weird to speak several languages. The only languages they 
know are Spanish, Korean, and French. Sometimes when you 
speak, they will ask, “What are you speaking? Is it French?” 
“No, it is not.” “Is it Spanish?” “No, it is not.” And when you 
finally tell them, they be like, is that even a language? I’m 
like, yes, it is. (italics added) 

At home, in contrast, Nzema, Ewe, Kru, and both Ghanaian and 
American English could occur as various situations called for them, 
in a less explicitly hierarchical arrangement. 

Differential legitimacy accorded to different languages not only ob-
scures the linguistic identity of African immigrants but also creates 
needless obstacles to school success overall when delegitimized lan-
guages are treated as problems (that the immigrant must overcome) 
rather than utilized as a resource (by people in the contexts wherein 
they occur) (Kiramba, 2018). Thus, despite her greater facility in Gha-
naian English compared to her peers in Ghana, her “broken English” 
(as she now calls it) prompted an ascribed (I-identity) designation as 
an ELL level 2 student and was generally not met with support or a 
sufficient effort or will (from most teachers and peers) to understand 
her in the school setting as she struggled to communicate (D-identity). 
While we can acknowledge that it may be difficult to afford teacher 
(and peer) resources able to leverage, rather than marginalize or ig-
nore, immigrant student funds of knowledge (L-identity), we should 
neither pretend that it can only be the responsibility of a young per-
son to provide an adequate education for themselves in school nor be-
lieve that we benefit nationally and culturally from failing such stu-
dents in school.  



Kiramba  &  Oloo in  Teachers  College  Record  122  (2020)         22

Given that even very young children can grasp hierarchical pat-
terns of inclusion or exclusion, language hierarchies in high school 
will have an obvious, and likely chilling, effect on student L-identity 
and academic performance. While the ferocity of Akosua’s (N-identity) 
will to succeed academically at English acquisition and school gener-
ally is self-evident and admirable, we should neither believe (nor re-
quire) that every immigrant student have the resources needed for 
such resilience. While Akosua had the resources and support to re-
flect, “I think it’s a very bad experience having to go through all this. 
But anyways, it’s good. It’s good because you’ve learned something,” 
for students without that support or resources required to make such 
a resilient turn, only the very bad experience remains for them, with 
all of its personal (psychological) and sociological (national) conse-
quences educationally. 

Conclusion and implications 

While the NIDALS model of situated and discursive identity highlights 
multiple layers of factors that constellate into a sense of identity over-
all, as an analytic lens, it especially affords taking “cross-sections” of 
situational behavior in order to understand how someone linguistically 
frames or describes various decisions, choices, and interactions in 
those situations (Razfar & Rumenapp, 2013). For Akosua, confronted 
by an educational setting where the prevailing language hierarchies 
did not support her multilingual D-identity, she particularly navigated 
various ascribed identities at school—especially an implication of de-
veloping English proficiency as an (I-identity) ELL level 2 student, her 
ascribed (N-identity) African American—through a combination of (1) 
supportive (A-identity) affinities with fellow ELL students, a support-
ive teacher, and an older peer who addressed her (at school) in one 
of her home languages; and (2) her strong (N-identity) assertion of 
herself as an African. As a “very bad experience” that she neverthe-
less had resources for and found a way to turn around, this also be-
came a part of her (S-identity) with others who might be suffering in 
the same way; she actively took on a sense of identity to see that oth-
ers would not have to go through what she did. 

To achieve the national goals of education and its consequent ben-
efits to the country and economy overall, meeting the psychological 
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requirements of all students is prerequisite. Razfar and Rumenapp 
(2013) emphasize this when they write, “When we see our whole SELF 
in the OTHER then we are ready to teach and embark on a collective 
journey of mind, body, and heart” (p. 22). If this seems to suggest that 
teachers should purposefully and consciously embark on a journey of 
learning about the students in their classrooms, then recognizing that 
the students themselves are the already present experts in the room 
on that matter reveals where school administrators and teachers can 
find the needed curricular materials for this proposal. 

In other words, once we are thinking of our students through a NI-
DALS identity approach, then this immediately opens up a fuller con-
text for our students’ (S-identity) development. We suggest not that 
students should set the curricular content of any course but that how 
educators deliver that content can (and should) be guided by the al-
ready present funds of knowledge and competencies (L-identities) of 
students. In practice, this particularly means avoiding not only any 
implications of (I-identity) in students, regardless of past educational 
achievement or failure, but also any implications of (D-identity) “feel-
ings of inferiority” or “erasure” due to language hierarchies, which 
students can readily perceive. 

To frame this in a way that sounds more familiar, we must espe-
cially challenge any reproduction of linguistic and racial inequality in 
schools and society. As Wolfenstein (1993) demonstrates, language 
represents a key site in this effort, because language use can abet these 
inequalities even when users of that language oppose it. As such, while 
this explicitly requires challenges to existing linguistic hegemony, the 
task involves nothing more difficult than acknowledging all languages 
(not just majority dialects or LOI) as valuable and useful resources. 
Here again, the point is not that we must accept the content of any 
student language use as unassailable and correct but that such usage 
not only indicates how the student expresses (D-identity) themselves 
but also the communicative route (as the only communicative route 
available at that moment) that an educator must take to be heard by 
the student. If Wolfenstein (1993) correctly notes that (for students 
in U.S. educational contexts) “If you don’t speak white you will not be 
heard” (p. 331), the corollary for educators is that “If you don’t speak 
‘student’ you will not be heard” as well. While the blunt truth of this 
may be easy to miss in various LOI policy recommendations, the ex-
perience of a nonexpert immigrant language speaker (and student) 
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throws this truth into unmistakable relief; as Akosua reported, “Like, 
when I first came [to the school] and we went to the ELL education 
office. So this lady was talking and I was like, ‘What is she even say-
ing?’” Recognizing the woman’s speaking as English, it was nonethe-
less no English Akosua yet knew. Self-evidently, if the goal of an edu-
cational system (both pedagogically and administratively) is to deliver 
content to students, then to require those students (as message recip-
ients) to somehow be responsible for how those messages are gener-
ated is not only bizarre but also a shirking of responsibility. 

Here again the seeming difficulty of speaking “student” to all stu-
dents remains only when student funds of knowledge and competen-
cies (L-identity) go unrecognized or denigrated. As a matter of des-
perate convenience or shortages of resources, school systems may 
perpetuate state-sponsored linguistic norms, ideologies, and identi-
ties in an attempt simply to get the job done. But when educators in-
stead draw on students as resources already in the room in order to 
find ways of negotiating and undermining language hierarchies and 
the ascribed identities they support, this allows all students, including 
multilinguals, to have their identity affirmed, even in school systems 
that have historically marginalized them. This, in turn, supports ed-
ucational achievement, broadly realized, not only psychologically for 
all students but also economically and nationally for the country—a 
critical accomplishment in an era when educational quality in the U.S. 
is losing ground to foreign achievements. 
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