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Abstract

A growing body of literature of second language acquisition suggests including consideration of
learner identities as expressed through linguistic recourses and studied in its context of use. But the
guestion remains as to how learners actually develop understanding of themselves and a new
language through social interactions.

Drawing on Bakhtin’'s dialogism and the socio-interactionist approach to L2 learning, | explore
constructions of both knowledge and identity, and their interconnections in peer interactions of foreign
language learners of German in non-classroom multilingual and bilingual contexts.

| analyse selected excerpts from 23 videotaped peer interactions which were recorded in 2007 at a
major North American university. These interactions resulted from a course requirement, for which
groups of two or three students had to compose a role play in the target language and perform it in
front of the class. The interactions comprise the preparatory meetings of groups when the teacher is
not present.

The reference is made to the concept of positional identity [1]. From this point of view, in every act
of communication, speakers draw on activity histories and sociocultural knowledge to construct
meanings through interactions, and to position themselves as particular persons (e.g. competent,
non-knower, or expert).

By describing the ways in which learners negotiate their interactional positions, | examine both
learning as the process of appropriating utterances and voices [2] from other people and learning
opportunities that these practices entail.

The findings suggest that appropriating a new language and using it in social interactions
necessarily involves the struggle for a new voice and therefore a negotiation of identities in L2
which lead to learning. The results of the analysis will have pedagogical implications for task-
design, instruction-giving and teaching and learning in general.
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