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Introduction
Increasing longevity is a global phenomenon (WHO, 2015) that has
contrib uted to growth in the older popu la tion. In public discourse
and govern ment policy docu ments, older adults are often
repres ented through negative constructs, such as being slow or frail,
and in need of support (WHO, 2018); or through positive constructs
as active citizens who play a crucial role in strength ening
communities (WHO, 2002). Both negative and positive constructs of
age can be stereo typing, espe cially when older adults are a
hetero gen eous group with varying needs, desires and abil ities.
Consequently, this neces sit ates a more expansive dialogue around
age and ageing, partic u larly to high light the diverse educa tional
exper i ences of older adults. Further more, with increasing numbers of
people migrating in later life or ageing in the context of immig ra tion,
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researchers across the globe under score the import ance of re- 
evaluating discourses surrounding age, partic u larly in the context of
addi tional language learning. In line with global demo graphic trends,
Cana dian census data reveals an increase in the senior popu la tion
across all provinces (Stat istics Canada, 2014), noting a large number
of immig rant seniors. Depending on their immig ra tion trajectory,
many older immig rants report limited or no profi ciency in English,
one of Canada’s offi cial languages. As such, the language training
sector is expanding to accom modate these needs and we continue to
see more older immig rants accessing programming.

This article draws on a year- long narrative ethno graphy (Goodall,
2004) conducted within an English as an addi tional language program
tailored to older immig rants. Among other offer ings, the program
featured a storytelling class that was attended by ten seniors
(Balyas nikova and Gillard, 2021). The narrative ethno graphy,
conducted within the storytelling class, aimed to trace the learning
path ways of older immig rants within Cana dian educa tional systems,
and identify various discursive constructs (e.g., Cana dian culture,
values, etc.) that the older learners drew on in their narrat ives. A
recur ring theme that emerged from the research was the role of age
in shaping educa tional exper i ences. As such, this article explores the
ways older language learners define and navigate their posi tion ality
through the discursive construc tion of age.

2

Central to this article is an explor a tion of how older language
learners contribute to and navigate the discursive construc tion of age
in language learning. The data analysis indic ates a spec trum of age- 
related constructs, varying from positive descriptors to negative
ones. This under standing will support greater age- based inclus ivity in
educa tional envir on ments, while also paving the way for devel op ment
of crit ical geragogy in addi tional language learning contexts
(Ramírez- Gómez, 2015). This focus is pivotal in reshaping how age is
perceived and discussed, ensuring that educa tional prac tices are
equit able and empowering for learners of all ages.

3

1. Learning in Later Life
This section presents a review of academic liter ature on the language
learning exper i ences of older adults. It explores research that

4



Discursive Construction of Age in Older Immigrants’ Narrations of Language Learning

high lights the complex nature of older adults’ learning and situ ates
the current article within a broader discus sion on age and learning in
later life.

The liter ature on older adult learning shows a gradual shift in
educa tional geron to logy, moving away from the pure biolo gical or
cognit ivist approaches to learning in later life that have long
influ enced the field. Cognitive decline models, for example, address
the limit a tions of older learners based on their age. Despite a growing
body of evid ence chal len ging such deficit framing of
cogni tion (Ramscar et al., 2014), the view of older learners as
strug gling due to cognitive decline has histor ic ally framed older adult
educa tion as a social welfare initi ative, and consequently as a burden
on the rest of population.

5

In contrast, educa tional geron to lo gical research paints a more
nuanced picture of learning in later life. It views older learners as a
hetero gen eous group (Lemieux and Sanchez, 2000) of agen tive
indi viduals with complex iden tities and under scores the signi fic ance
of social inter ac tions in learning. The chal lenges that older adults
face in learning are attrib uted to other factors beyond biomed ical
ones. Namely, the wide spread occur rence of ageism in educa tion,
which many studies recog nize as “one of the last socially accept able
preju dices” (Weir, 2023 : 36). Ageism or “age- attributed differ en tial
treat ment” (Massie and Meisner, 2019� 29) can be further
compounded by other margin al ising discourses, such as of gender
(Krekula, Nikander and Wilińska, 2018), hetero norm ativity (Meisner
and Hynie, 2009), racism and ableism (Jones et al., 2017), to identify
a few.

6

Relevant to this article is Formosa’s (2021) concept of intern al ized
ageism within the context of older adult learning, partic u larly at the
Univer sity of the Third Age (U3A). Formosa writes that older learners
exhibit ageist stereo typing, partic u larly towards them selves, by
claiming affinity to youth or rejecting shared exper i ences with other
older learners. However, Formosa argues that intern al ized ageism is a
result of older adults absorbing and reflecting broader soci etal
atti tudes that are negative towards ageing, often subcon sciously. In
addi tion, research indic ates that intern al ized ageism can signi fic antly
impede access to educa tional oppor tun ities for older adults (Liu et al,
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2022). Acting on self- imposed limit a tions, older adults might feel less
capable as they engage in learning (Köttl et al., 2021; Maulod and Lu,
2020), which can lead to a lack of confid ence as a learner. These
ageist stereo types can be further rein forced by power dynamics and
inequal ities in the educa tional settings (Formosa, 2012) and
educators’ desire for a one- size-fits-all approach to educa tional
program devel op ment. In contrast, a more positive and nuanced view
of ageing can mitigate intern al ized ageism and increase older adults’
motiv a tion to learn (Kampen et al, 2023).

The liter ature on older adult addi tional language learning, simil arly,
warns against ageist thinking in older language learning contexts. In
contra dic tion to the cognitive decline models, research shows many
older adults success fully acquiring addi tional language (Cox, 2019).
Moreover, many studies demon strate the cognitive bene fits of
bilin gualism in later age. For example, Bialystok et al. (2016) argue that
bilin guals show less cognitive decline than mono lin guals, implying
signi ficant public health bene fits. As with all language learners, older
adults may face chal lenges in retaining new linguistic inform a tion
(Mackey and Sachs, 2012), however these chal lenges can be mitig ated
by other facil it ative factors. Relevant to this article, are argu ments by
Pfen ninger and Polz (2018), who discuss the bene fits of language
learning for healthy ageing, but also note the preval ence of
intern al ized ageist stereo types by older learners.

8

Studies on language acquis i tion in later life under score the need for
nuanced approaches to exploring why and how older adults learn
addi tional languages. For instance, Schulz and Elliott (2000) describe
the language learning exper i ences of a 57- year-old woman in
Colombia and emphasize her high motiv a tion and intensive
inter ac tion in Spanish learning. Older adults’ motiv a tions to learn
vary. Kuklewicz and King (2018), for example, under score the
instru mental motiv a tion for learning among Polish seniors learning
English, who saw it as a prac tical skill for travel and commu nic a tion.
These learners set and achieved real istic language goals. Working
with older adult language learners in Japan, Ramírez- Gómez (2015)
argues that not all language learning exper i ences are empowering.
She connects this phenomenon to ageist stereo types, including
intern al ized ones. To counter this she recom mends applying
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Formosa’s prin ciples of crit ical geragogy to create learning contexts
that work to address ageist stereotypes.

Research on older immig rants who use or learn addi tional languages
is complic ated by inter secting multiple stereo typing discourses. Tran
(1990� 94) notes that older immig rants and refugees “lack prepar a tion
for their adjust ment…[in the host] society. They also have fewer
oppor tun ities to make successful adapt a tion[s] to their host society
than the younger gener a tions”. At the same time, prior life
exper i ences (e.g., level of educa tion, profes sional occu pa tion, family
status, etc.) also signi fic antly influ ence older immig rants’ language
acquis i tion. Such back ground factors, Tran (1990) argues, should be
considered in the devel op ment of educa tional programs for older
immig rants. Further, Hubenthal (2004) and Pot et al. (2018) high light
older immig rants’ feel ings of shame and linguistic insec urity as they
attempt to speak their addi tional language, partic u larly in high- 
stakes situ ations. Hubenthal (2004) worked with Russian- speaking
older adults who immig rated to the United States at different stages
of their lives. In her analysis of the parti cipant inter views, she notes
the highly crit ical discourses of the learners towards their own
language improve ment. Pot et al. (2018) observe similar feel ings of
shame and inferi ority harboured by older immig rants, which led them
to avoid inter acting in Dutch with native speakers. Finally, older
immig rants in Canada exper i ence higher levels of loneli ness as
compared to younger immig rants or older adults in general (Wu and
Penning, 2015). As a result, older immig rants might seek language
learning to over come social isol a tion and estab lish a community of
peers who share their life exper i ences as well as to main tain mental
health (Taylor et al., 2005) or find ways to interact with their English- 
speaking family members (Arxer et al., 2017).

10

Research on how age- related discourses shape older adults’ language
learning exper i ences joins the argu ments for devel op ment of tailored
educa tional approaches for each specific group of learners (Formosa,
2022). A more nuanced approach would represent a substan tial
evol u tion in under standing the educa tional needs and capab il ities of
older adults, and lay path ways for approaches that respect their
agency and multi fa ceted language learning exper i ences, rather than
relying on one- size-fits-all teaching approach. However, the public
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and academic exam in a tion of ageist stereo types in educa tion remains
inad equate (Fragoso and Fonseca, 2022).

2. Narrative Ethno graphy and
Discursive Construc tion of Age
In this section, I first outline the theor et ical orient a tion towards
discourse as well as intro duce the concept of discursive construc tion
of age, which was applied in the presented study. I follow by
explaining the origins of the gener ated narrative data.

12

The term discourse is an ambiguous one often used inter change ably
across language, texts, narrat ives, and many other media (Dijk, 1997).
In this paper, I specific ally draw on the discourse of the classroom
setting while also recog nizing the broader discursive contexts of the
inter ac tion (public, social discourse). Import antly, discursive
strategies that inter locutors engage in serve to construct specific
social rela tions through recog nized commu nic ative prac tices and
contex tu al iz a tion cues (Gumperz, 1982).

13

The larger study from which the data was obtained was
concep tu al ized as a narrative ethno graphy (Gubrium and Holstein,
2008), which is a meth od o lo gical approach that views narrat ives not
as objective recounting of events, but as “direct, intensive obser va tion
of the field of study—in this case, the multi fa ceted field of narrative
prac tice” (Gubrium and Holstein, 2008� 250). The benefit of narrative- 
focused studies is that they high light the use of language as a
discursive resource to focus on the socially constructed
under standing of what it means to be a senior, the exper i ences of
ageing, and how older people are posi tioned in society. Narrative
ethno graphy presented me with an oppor tunity to combine story- 
sharing as a pedago gical prac tice and my interest in narrative with
atten tion to the discursive, material, and inter ac tional contexts of
narrative production.

14

Informed by Gubrium and Holstein (2008), my analysis focused on the
narrative prac tice itself. I view narrative prac tice as a space where
various dimen sions of ageing are constructed, from the inter play
between constructs of cognitive decline and expressed desire to live
healthy and mean ing fully, to the artic u la tion of the specific learning
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exper i ences of ageing immig rants. In addi tion, my analyt ical lens
recog nizes narrat ives as “constructive means that are func tional in
the creation of char ac ters in space and time, which in turn are
instru mental for the creation of posi tions vis- a-vis co- 
conversationalists” (Bamberg and Geor gako poulou, 2008� 379).
There fore, I view narrat ives not merely as reflec tions of exper i ence,
but as situ ated usage of discursive tools such as storying prac tices,
descriptive resources, and the envir on ments that condi tion
storytelling. Further, recog nizing that life exper i ences are
constructed for us in the form of stories (Riessman, 1993), the analysis
of narrat ives had the over arching goal of analyzing the discursive
construc tion of exper i ence itself. Further more, this analysis not only
considers age as a discursive construct but sees the process of
construc tion itself as influ enced by social norms, cultural beliefs, and
personal exper i ences (Pavlenko and Blackledge, 2004; Weedon, 2004).

3. Seniors Storytelling Club: The
Context of Narrative Production
Inter ested in under standing the language learning exper i ences of
older immig rants in Canada, between 2016 and 2019 I developed and
co- led classes in the Seniors Storytelling Club, which was offered as
part of the Seniors Thrive program at UBC Learning Exchange in
Vancouver, Canada (see more Balyas nikova and Gillard, 2021). As an
English language learning class, the Storytelling Club aimed to
immerse parti cipants in narrative events to collect ively explore the
impact of English language learning on their lives. The choice to use
storytelling as the main pedago gical prac tice was stra tegic, as it
created a contem plative discursive context for seniors to reflect on
and artic u late their lived exper i ences, thus reaf firming their existing
iden tities and constructing new ones (Bamberg, 2011; Connelly and
Cland inin, 2000). The club was attended by ten immig rant seniors
(ages span ning from 61 to 86), each with varied dura tions of resid ence
in Canada. The most recent immig rant had settled in Canada in the
early 2000s, while some had been Cana dian resid ents (and citizens)
for over three decades. The national origins of the group included
four from Main land China, one from Hong Kong, one from Iran, and
two each from Vietnam and Taiwan. The club compos i tion reflected
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the hetero gen eous nature of older adult learning communities.
Educa tional geron to lo gists have long advoc ated against perceiving
older popu la tions as uniformly margin al ized (With nall, 2006), instead
advoc ating for a recog ni tion that older adults age unequally due to
their differ ences in socioeco nomic back grounds, reasons for
pursuing educa tion, and prior learning experiences.

4. Discursive Construc tion of Age
Among Older Immig rant
Language Learners
In this section, I analyze the discursive construc tion of age in the
language learning narrat ives of older immig rants. By narrat ives I refer
to instances of conver sa tional storytelling (Ochs and Capps, 2001),
small stories that included brief narrat ives such as “tellings of
ongoing events, future or hypo thet ical events, and shared (known)
events, [and] refusals to tell. ” (Bamberg and Geor gako poulou, 2008�
381) and longer elicited narrat ives both written and spoken, within
the context of a class discussion.

17

I specific ally revisit narrat ives constructed during the third class of
the Seniors Storytelling Club, which was titled “Learning at an old
age.” During this class, I first invited parti cipants to read a news story
about an octo gen arian student and discuss the reading. I recorded
the conver sa tion at the time. Then, as a group we used the insights
from the conver sa tion to craft narrat ives titled “My learning journey.”
In addi tion to gener ating spoken and written texts, the class was
followed up by narrative inter views with every class member. I open
this section by sharing a narrative I crafted to provide a context of
narra tions. The names of the seniors have been replaced by
pseud onyms. The parti cipants presented in the vign ette are: Ann and
John (Mandarin speakers) and Tom and Bu (Viet namese speakers).

18

Today’s class begins with a reading of a news article about a 90- 
year-old Kenyan woman who started school for the first time, having
been denied the oppor tunity in her youth. The group seems to be
enjoying this topic. Everyone is chat ting. [...] The story about an
older woman going to school has reson ated with the whole group.
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They remin is cence about [how] our own learning exper i ences shapes
the devel op ment of the class. [...] Looking back, there was one
signi ficant episode in this class. As June wrapped up the discus sion,
Ann said: “Like John, already 80 some thing, but he still come to learn
English. I always say, I admire him, and he is so good he still come to
learn some thing.” Bu added, “never give up” he says. Ann reflected on
the reasons why the [redacted] is so popular with seniors. In her
opinion, it is because younger people need to learn English faster
and “get to work.” Because of this, she goes on, language learning in
other centres is more intensive and prac tical. The seniors or retired
learners, she continues, have more time, they don’t want home work,
they just want conver sa tion and meeting new people. Everyone
laughs and agrees. Bu imagines that if he gives up learning, he will
imme di ately forget all language skills that he has developed
throughout his life in Canada. In a candid moment, Tom laments that
he must speak Viet namese and that “some teachers hate that” he
confesses. Tom says that despite having lived in Canada for many
years, he is still afraid to talk in English because he is “embar rassed
of the pronun ci ation,” Bu adds that he doesn’t feel comfort able
talking on a phone in English. Jacqui agrees with Bu and laments her
forget ful ness. In response, Ann says “You are a good student, you
always ask ques tions about grammar and vocab u lary.” Despite the
class ending, everyone is still talking and sharing their exper i ences of
learning. (Researcher’s journal, entry four)

It is within this discursive context that I argue that learners construct
their language learning exper i ences through affective stan cetaking
(Stoica, 2022) towards aging and agen tive posi tioning (Davies and
Harré, 1990) as older language learners.

19

4.1. Affective Stancetaking
I use the term “affective stan cetaking” to high light constructs that
refer to the “mood, atti tude, feeling, and dispos i tion, as well as
degrees of emotional intensity vis- a-vis some focus of concern”
(Ochs, 1996� 410) that emerged when the parti cipants of the Seniors
Storytelling Club spoke about age in the context of their learning
exper i ences. I partic u larly focused on the adject ives that the
parti cipants used to describe them selves as older learners. In the
dataset I analyzed, I observed a dynamic discursive pattern of
affective stan cetaking that ranged from negative to hopeful. To

20
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illus trate, I draw on narrat ives of two learners intro duced earlier,
Tom, Bu and John. Consider this excerpt from the narrative vign ette
shared above.

In a candid moment, Tom laments that he has to speak Viet namese
and that “some teachers hate that.” Tom says that despite having
lived in Canada for many years, he is still afraid to talk in English
because he is “embar rassed of the pronun ci ation.” Bu adds that he
doesn’t feel comfort able talking on a phone in English either. A
class mate agrees with Bu and laments her forgetfulness. 
Here, Tom shares that teachers hate it when he speaks Viet namese
in class. While not directly addressing aging at first, his narra tion
becomes increas ingly more emotion ally satur ated when he mentions
being embar rassed by his lack of language profi ciency. This affective
stance is shared by the other learners, who connect language
profi ciency with the ability to recall words. (Excerpt 1)

In the follow- up clari fic a tion, Tom again constructs ageing through a
series of affective stances. Consider the exchange below:

21

N : right. So why do you learn English? 
 
T: You know, I like to learn English. I like to read. When I speak to my
friend, I am not confused. If you do not learn English or some thing
your friend easy forget [about you]. Not easy for old people. You
under stand. Alzheimer’s. I am very scared. Most people, they have
big trouble about that disease. (Excerpt 2)

Tom exhibits a distinct affective stance towards learning English that
is motiv ated by health- related concerns. He expli citly addresses his
fear of Alzheimer’s disease and shares that he believes that learning
English might mitigate its risks. His state ment, “I am very scared,” and
his refer ence to the struggles other seniors face with this disease,
exem plify what Stoica (2022� 381) describes as a “highly marked
affective stan cetaking” in discourse. In Tom’s case this affective
stan cetaking is directly related to ageing and the poten tial of facing
cognitive decline. At the same time, Tom says that he likes learning
and reading, juxta posing his concerns with a hopeful outlook towards
learning. This hopeful outlook is further strengthened by Tom’s belief
in the health bene fits of language learning. This, against the back drop

22
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of his fear of age- related cognitive decline reveals a complex
affective stance.

A similar pattern was evident in the narrat ives of one learner, John,
who often posi tioned himself as reluctant to be a burden on his
family. This affective stance was constructed when John expressed
uncer tainty and doubt regarding his English language profi ciency,
which he often mentioned right after identi fying his age. However,
his narrative notice ably shifts to a more hopeful stance when he talks
about wanting to continue learning English. This discursive
trajectory, from expressing concerns and self- doubt to artic u lating
aspir a tions and hopes, captures the essence of John’s emotional
stan cetaking as he described his language learning exper i ences.
Consider the narra tion below:

23

I with my wife first time came to Canada. That was a happy time and
a worry time! We are both was 70 years old and both not under stood
English! My son had a job design building—his job very busy only
weekend he has free time company us to look around so that day we
had a wonderful time. (Excerpt 3)

Here John’s affective stance taking regarding “a happy time” and “a
worry time” as a new immig rant in later life ties with his age and
inab ility to under stand English. John also observes that he and his
wife could not explore the city on their own because they needed
their son to assist them. Here John’s narrative suggests that had they
been younger and profi cient in English, they could have been more
inde pendent. As such, while the time spent with their son was
wonderful, it might have also been clouded by a sense of regret and
feel ings of inad equacy. Consider the following exchange:

24

N: Tell me about your English language learning. 
 
J: You know me. First time I speak English, I very scared. I think I
have no, no condi tion to learn. So complic ated language. Now little
bit better, but not good. (Excerpt 4)

John's affective stance and his self- positioning as an English language
learner are constructed through his use of descriptors such as
“scared” and “not good.” These terms not only under line his negative

25
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stance towards speaking English, but also reflect a broader sense of
appre hen sion and self- doubt, partic u larly when he describes himself
as being in “no condi tion to learn.” The language choice here is
crucial as this narrative was constructed within the context of
discussing learning in later life. However, John does not expli citly
connect this affective stance taking with broader stereo typ ical
discourses on ageing. This omis sion is signi ficant and it may suggest
that his feel ings of inad equacy are rooted in personal chal lenges,
rather than being an intern al iz a tion of soci etal atti tudes towards
aging and learning. However, as I discuss further, research has found
that intern al ized ageism can be subcon scious. In either case, John’s
dynamic affective stances can be viewed as a process of complex
inter play between his self- positioning and the imme diate learning
context that embedded in broader soci etal discourses.

To conclude, older learners’ affective stan cetaking towards
them selves as they engage in language learning in later life overall is
dynamic. Produced in the context of a language learning class, the
narrat ives often follow a discursive pattern that progresses from
negative to hopeful. Learners constructed their language learning
exper i ences as chal len ging, but at the same time posi tioned
them selves as agen tive indi viduals who are determ ined to over come
the diffi culties. Main taining cognitive health was not part of the
Seniors Storytelling Club’s mission. Nonethe less, most parti cipants
iden ti fied that their fear of cognitive decline, and mitig ating it though
language use, was a key motiv a tion for joining. Thus, I argue, the
parti cipants posi tioned them selves as proactive seniors and engaged
learners. I expand on this argu ment in the following section.

26

4.2. Agen tive Positioning

To analyse how the parti cipants construct their agency as older
language learners, I consider how they posi tion them selves (Davies
and Harré, 1990) in rela tion to ageing and constructed their iden tities
as older learners.

27

My analysis of the data suggests that parti cipants constructed their
iden tities as older learners within a partic ular discursive context of
age- related cognitive decline. Such agen tive posi tioning involves
enabling inter locutors the capa city to act and make stra tegic choices.

28



Discursive Construction of Age in Older Immigrants’ Narrations of Language Learning

To illus trate, I return to the exchange described in the narrative
vign ette that opened this section. I select an exchange between Ann
and Bu that shows how they posi tion John and them selves in rela tion
to each other and John. Consider this excerpt from the
narrative vignette:

As June wrapped up the discus sion, Ann said: “Like John, already 80
some thing, but he still come to learn English. I always say, I admire
him and he is so good he still come to learn some thing.” Bu added,
“never give up” he says. (Excerpt 5)

Initi ating the exchange, Ann posi tions John as an agen tive older adult
who is to be admired. By emphas izing his age “already 80 some thing”
and his commit ment to learning English in the phrase "but he still
come to learn English," Ann draws on broader discourses of aging as a
barrier to learning. Her use of the phrase “I always say, I admire him”
suggests that she has been noti cing John’s commit ment and she sees
it as commend able. Through this she constructs John as a proactive
senior who defies age- related complic a tions. Her state ment, “I always
say, I admire him and he is so good he still come to learn some thing,”
further solid i fies this posi tioning by expli citly stating her admir a tion
towards John’s continuous efforts to learn. Bu’s agree ment with Ann’s
view of John is evident in his response “never give up” which also
posi tions John as agen tive in in his learning, despite his age. This
short utter ance illus trates Bu’s atti tude towards life and learning. Bu
not only posi tions John as an agen tive indi vidual, but he also aligns
himself with the value of persistent action towards learning.
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In John’s narrat ives he posi tioned himself as a learner who initially
struggled with fear of speaking English and perceived inad equacy,
but who has made some progress in learning English. Consider this
exchange in our dialogue:
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N: Tell me about your English language learning. 
 
J: You know me. First time I speak English, I very scared. I think I
have no, no condi tion to learn. So complic ated language. Now little
bit better, but not good. (Excerpt 6)
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John answers the initi ated conver sa tion through affective
stan cetaking about his initial fear speaking English in the phrase:
“First time I speak English, I very scared.” This self- positioning
constructs an iden tity of a vulner able older adult, who at the same
time his agency and engages in this chal len ging activity. His phrasing
“I think I have no, no condi tion to learn” constructs him as a learner
who lacks the neces sary skills and suggests that he may draw on
ageist beliefs about age as a limit a tion, resulting in doubt about a
senior’s ability to learn a new language in later life. By describing
English as a “so complic ated language” he constructs the exper i ence
as chal len ging and posi tions himself as someone who is trying to
over come a learning chal lenge. John also notes that his ability in
English has become “little bit better, but not good.” Thus he posi tions
himself as a learner who continues to seek English
language proficiency.
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In the following section I analyse how Tom, Bu, and Jacqui posi tion
them selves as older learners who share chal lenges and have common
atti tudes about English language learning and the use of English
outside the classroom.
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In a candid moment, Tom laments that he has to speak Viet namese
and that “some teachers hate that.” Tom says that despite having
lived in Canada for many years, he is still afraid to talk in English
because he is “embar rassed of the pronun ci ation,” Bu adds that he
doesn’t feel comfort able talking on the phone in English. Jacqui
agrees with Bu and laments her forget ful ness. (Excerpt 7)

Tom’s note that he does not have profi ciency in English and there fore
has to speak Viet namese suggests a conflict between his native
language and English- only language learning classrooms and that his
agen tive choices are constrained. In response, Bu adds that he
doesn’t feel comfort able talking on the phone in English. By sharing
their discom fort relative to the context of their classroom
inter ac tions, Bu posi tions himself as sharing Tom’s chal lenges in
certain commu nic ative situ ations, despite possibly being comfort able
in others. Bu’s iden tity as an agen tive user of English is constrained
by the soci o ma terial condi tions of English language use. Jacqui adds
to the exchange by affirming her own struggle with forget ful ness.
This self- positioning indic ates that she perceives her agen tive

33



Discursive Construction of Age in Older Immigrants’ Narrations of Language Learning

English language use to be constrained by memory loss, which
analysis suggests high lights certain intern al ized ageist perspect ives.
However, in agreeing with Bu and by exten sion with Tom, Jacqui
includes herself as exper i en cing similar chal lenges inherent in
learning English as an addi tional language. Consider the exchange
between Tom and myself below:

N: right. So why do you learn English? 
 
T: you know, I like to learn English. I like to read. When I speak to my
friend, I am not confused. If you do not learn English or some thing
your friend easy forget [about you]. Not easy for old people. You
under stand. Alzheimer’s. I am very scared. Most people, they have
big trouble about that disease. (Excerpt 8)

In response to my ques tion, Tom expresses a personal liking for
learning English stating, “you know, I like to learn English. I like to
read” and self- positions as an agen tive learner who is driven by
personal interest and enjoy ment of the process. He constructs an
iden tity of a self- driven older learner who has a positive atti tude. In
the state ment, “When I speak to my friend, I am not confused,” Tom
points out the applied bene fits of using English to commu nicate with
other class mates. Through this, Tom self- positions as a prac tical
learner whose agency constructs an effective inter ac tion in the
classroom context. Tom’s use of the phrase “If you do not learn
English or some thing your friend easy forget [about you]” further
rein forces the notion of social isol a tion as some thing to avoid and
asserts Tom’s desire for social connec tion. Tom’s affective stance
towards cognitive decline indic ated by his use of the phrase “I am
very scared,” posi tions him as a learner who is concerned about his
cognitive health and takes action to learn English to mitigate the
risks asso ci ated with ageing.
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5. Discus sion and Implications
This article under scores the fact that English language learning for
older immig rants extends beyond intel lec tual devel op ment, and is
deeply inter twined with personal fears, soci etal percep tions of aging,
and the pursuit of cognitive well- being. My analysis of older
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immig rant learners’ talking about their learning exper i ences aligns
with previous research on affective stan cetaking. In partic ular, the
notions of shame and inferi ority related to age and ageing, as
iden ti fied in this study, echo the research of Hubenthal (2004)
and Pot et al. (2018). These studies simil arly high light how senior
learners may grapple with often intern al ized ageist stereotypes.

Despite the fact that the parti cipants actively posi tioned them selves
as agen tive learners, there was a notable pattern of negative affective
stan cetaking towards ageing, and the construc tion of age as a
poten tial hindrance to language learning. This was evident in the
class discus sions, written texts, and inter views, in which parti cipants
frequently reflected broader ageist stereo types. Both Tom and John
talked about memory loss, Alzheimer's disease, and the fear of being
socially isol ated. It is within this affective stan cetaking that the two
parti cipants constructed English language learning as a strategy to
counter age- related barriers. This pattern suggests an intern al iz a tion
of ageist narrat ives. These find ings echo those of Ramírez- Gómez
(2015) and Andrew (2012), who argue that intern al ized ageism can
profoundly affect the learning traject ories of older individuals.
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Some studies have found that adopting a more positive view of aging
can help mitigate intern al ized ageism and enhance the motiv a tion of
older adults to learn (Kampen et al., 2023). Simil arly, Ann and Bu
constructed John as a proactive, admir able older learner and
commended him for his resi li ence and desire for lifelong learning,
despite his advanced age. However, analysis of the classroom
exchanges echoes Ahearn’s (2001� 112) theor iz a tion of agency as “the
sociocul tur ally medi ated capa city to act”. Indeed, the learners’ agency
towards learning English was seen as medi ated by age, social
connec ted ness, classroom policies, and other factors. In light of the
find ings, I join crit ical educa tional geron to lo gists such as Formosa
(2002) and, partic u larly, Ramírez- Gómez (2015, 2019) in restating the
need for pedago gies of crit ical geragogy in addi tional language
learning. An expli citly anti- ageist pedagogy, crit ical geragogy can
create discursive contexts for older learners to explore intern al ized
ageism and chal lenge prevailing stereo types and miscon cep tions
about ageing.
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This article explores the discursive construc tion of age by older adult
language learners, with a partic ular focus on older immig rants in
Vancouver, Canada. It draws on data gener ated as part of a larger narrative
ethno graphy conducted over the course of a year within an English as an
addi tional language storytelling class. Specific ally, it looks at one narrative
event in the classroom that was later followed up with a series of narrative
inter views. In this paper narra tion of age and ageing is approached as a
contex tu al ized discursive prac tice. Analysis of discursive patterns in learner
narrat ives suggests that learners construct their language learning
exper i ences using affective stan cetaking towards aging and agen tive
posi tioning as older learners. The article argues for a close atten tion to the
discursive construc tion of age by older learners and enact ment of ageist
stereo types within language learning contexts.
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Français
Cet article se penche sur la construc tion discur sive de l’âge par les
personnes âgées, appre nantes en langue et plus parti cu liè re ment par les les
personnes âgées immi grées de Vancouver, au Canada. L’article se fonde sur
des données produites dans le cadre d’une étude ethno gra phique narra tive
plus vaste, menée pendant un an dans une classe d’anglais en seconde
langue consa crée à la narra tion d’histoires. Plus préci sé ment, il se
concentre sur un événe ment narratif qui s’est déroulé en classe et qui a été
suivi par une série d’entre tiens narra tifs. Dans cet article, la narra tion de
l’âge et du vieillis se ment est envi sagée comme une pratique discur sive
contex tua lisée. L’analyse des modèles discur sifs dans les récits des
appre nants laisse penser que les appre nants construisent leurs expé riences
d’appren tis sage linguis tique en adop tant un posi tion ne ment émotionnel à
l’égard du vieillis se ment et un posi tion ne ment actif en tant qu’appre nants
âgés. L’article défend l’idée d’une atten tion toute parti cu lière portée à la
construc tion discur sive de l’âge par les appre nants âgés et à la mise en
œuvre de stéréo types âgistes dans les contextes d'ap pren tis sage
des langues.
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