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Abstract

The main purpose of this qualitative research was to explore the perspectives of female university students on how
learning English, in the context of an undergraduate ELT program, could empower them. The research was conducted
in a public university in Mexico and the participants were a group of female students during their first semester of college
studies. Data gathering through written narrative inquiry was used to gather data from the participants at the beginning
and at the end of the semester. The data obtained from the participants’ narratives were organized into timelines in
order to follow their development and empowerment processes. Findings revealed that by majoring in ELT and especially
by learning English, most of the participants broadened their worldviews and increased their expectations regarding
their level of empowerment to face the future. Finally, the study shows that role models represent important figures
who can lead women to get involved in an empowerment process through higher education. The study concludes that
English and a support network may be key elements in an empowerment process of female college students in an ELT
program.

Resumen

El propdsito principal de este estudio cualitativo fue explorar las perspectivas de un grupo de mujeres estudiantes sobre
como el aprendizaje del idioma inglés, en el contexto de una licenciatura en la ensefianza de inglés (ELT) en una
universidad publica en Mexico podria empoderarlas. La investigacidon estuvo dirigida a mujeres estudiantes durante su
primer semestre en la universidad. Un par de narrativas, al inicio y al final del semestre, sirvieron como los instrumentos
para la recoleccion de informacidn. Los datos organizados en lineas de tiempo muestran los procesos de desarrollo y
empoderamiento de las participantes. Los resultados revelaron que al estudiar una licenciatura en ELT y al aprender
inglés, en especifico, permite a las mujeres ampliar la perspectiva de su propia vida y las empodera para enfrentar el
futuro. La familia y los modelos a seguir son figuras importantes que pueden guiar a las mujeres a involucrarse en un
proceso de empoderamiento a través de la educacion superior. El estudio concluye que la combinacion del inglés y una
red de apoyo pueden ser elementos claves en el empoderamiento de estudiantes universitarias en el contexto de un
programa de ensefianza de inglés.

Introduction

In many countries around the world, English language is viewed as the language of progress at both the
individual and national levels. Mansoor (2003), Rahman (2002) and Tacelosky (2018) affirm that the use of
English could provide people who know the language with a source of self-improvement and as a means to
pursue professional success. Therefore, English can assist people to achieve their personal goals and social
mobility in the long term. Esch (2009) explains that empowerment emerges when people become aware of
the importance of learning English as a tool to access progress and knowledge and go into further learning.
Through English, people may obtain access to new forms of knowledge, which can benefit not only the
individual but also society in different ways. In addition to this, one of the benefits of learning a foreign
language refers to opening people’s minds to different types of information regarding culture or specific
knowledge available in that language.

The study examined the perceptions that a group of first semester female students had about studying in
an English language teaching (ELT) undergraduate program, as well as their views on their personal and
professional self-development through learning English.

Education for All

There is a global trend to offer the same opportunities for women and men; however, the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (2019a) in their report on Gender Equity affirms
that discrimination and biases against women pursuing education still exist. The persistence of
discrimination in social institutions inevitably permeates education systems, including a subtle agreement
of what may be acceptable for the genders and their roles, such as going to college and getting involved in
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a professional career. UNESCO (2019b) has highlighted the significance of investing in education for women
as it can empower them to go into leadership roles and set up ways to achieve their economic independence.
However, this awareness has not been easy to attain. In the past, women tended to be excluded from
participation in many types of formal education. However, they have recently constituted the largest
proportion and most rapidly growing cohort of participants in many educational settings, particularly in
higher education (Hayes & Flannery, 2000; Leathwood & Read 2008; United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization, 2016). In Mexico, even with the growing number of women attending college,
young women, especially in small communities, still face many challenges in their purpose to attend college.

Access to college, however, does not guarantee success and many female college students never achieve
their educational goals for various reasons including discrimination. Ellis et al. (2006) defined gender
discrimination as the exclusions or restrictions made on the basis of the socially constructed gender roles
based on what is acceptable for each one of the sexes in different fields of study. Additionally, Mickelson
(2003) found that discrimination “arises from actions of institutions or individual state actors, their attitudes
and ideologies” (p.1052) which seems to be the source of gender treatment differences. For example,
encouraging boys to continue studying and go to college, and on the other side, persuading girls not to
pursue higher studies. The following sections will, then, explore the backgrounds and perspectives of the
participants in order to explain the importance of the research.

Family and Education for Women in Mexico

Family has been considered the main and most valuable element of the Mexican culture. Gonzalez-
Hernandez (2011) states that the most important moral values in Mexican families are safety, unity, trust,
and commitment. Traditionally, women act as the unifying element for Mexican families. The construction
of the family concept in Mexico brings generations together and tries to preserve its value by the close
interaction among family members.

In addition to the fact that women are the main caretakers of children and elders in most communities
around the world, they must also develop different skills and knowledge if they want financial independence
within their communities. Despite the increasing nhumber of women attending school in Mexico, (Mingo,
2016; Parker & Pederzini, 2000), significant differences are still evident between the genders in relation to
education. Parker and Pederzini (2000) stated that “...parents are still more reluctant to send their daughters
to schools that are not close by or require substantially more walking than their sons” (p. 41). This supports
the fact that women in Mexico still suffer discrimination and an overload of work even within their family
nucleus, when they are not allowed to go to school or college because parents want them to stay nearby or
because they must help with house chores.

Women at Work

In some contexts, such as Mexico where the current study was carried out, discrimination against women
often starts at birth. Gender roles are established by society and exclusions for women continue throughout
their lives. These gender constructs emphasize their lack of skills and capacity and these beliefs may lead
to the false stereotype that women do not belong in the corporate world. Discrimination against women may
also begin in childhood as young girls can be brought up to believe that they are only suited for certain
professions or, in some cases, only to serve as wives and mothers, as Zabludovsky (2007) established and
Parker and Pederzini (2000) found in their study carried out in Mexico.

Sohaib et al. (2012) have argued that the subordinate position of women in society is common around the
world. Although this position of subordination is somewhat attenuated in higher social classes, discrimination
against women has still several subtle manifestations in women’s daily life. Women have the almost
exclusive responsibility for family and children, which might result in narrowing their career aspirations and
a low self-esteem. However, and in spite of all the challenges women have faced through history, in different
areas of their lives, this sector of the world’s population seems to record the greatest success in achieving
a higher income and becoming entrepreneurs. To exemplify this claim, the UNESCO (2016), in its report
about gender inequality in education, reported that almost 50% of the human capital and business owners
are women.
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In Mexico, according to the Encuesta Nacional de Ocupacion y Empleo (ENOE)* women composed 60% of
the informal employment sector during 2018-2019 (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia, 2020).
This survey also showed that inequity still exists with regards to the salary women and men receive in the
same job positions since women receive 17% less in comparison to their male peers. Additionally, women
in Mexico suffer a higher percentage of unemployment. Therefore, it is evident that there is still a need for
action in order to lessen the injustices that prevail in the job market in Mexico.

Empowerment

In order to start talking about empowerment, it is necessary to define the term. Brunson and Vogt (1996)
described empowerment as a growth process of an individual supported and encouraged by a community
or a group structure that promotes learning. Once the definition has been established, it is also relevant to
define what an empowered person does. According to Ashcroft (1987) the empowered individual is “someone
who believes in his or her ability/capability to act, and this belief would be accompanied by action” (p. 143).
Individual empowerment might develop when people attempt to overcome obstacles and attain self-
determination and mastery, as Boehm and Staples (as cited in Hur, 2006) state regarding the individual
aspect of empowerment. Within a process of empowerment, the concept of agency is relevant. Gao (2011)
defined agency as the individual’s will and capacity to take actions following a system of beliefs and
motivation. Agency might then precede a process of empowerment, when individuals embark on a journey
of education.

In relation to education and particularly within the field of teaching and learning English, Norton and Toohey
(2001) have argued that learners are willing to invest in a second language, as they believe it might increase
their social value. Language can be used to evidence empowerment as a tool to exercise the role gained by
an empowered person. By the same token, Hussain et al. (2009) have explained that people can control
how they participate in society through the use of language or by learning a foreign language. Therefore,
learning English can be a tool for empowerment and might help people widen their opportunities in life, for
example, by expanding their employability skills and achieve social mobility resulting in a more satisfactory
life, such as in Norton’s(1995) concepts of capital and intellectual investment. In other words, language-
empowered individuals have more access to various forms of capital (linguistic, social, cultural) and are
more capable of playing a significant role in their communities of practice by maximizing the role of code
switching as Wang and Mansouri (2017) identified.

From this point of view, empowerment seems to be about changing society. It is about obtaining knowledge
and understanding of the functionality of society which will allow people, female students as in the case of
this study, to transform the conditions of their own life and the lives of the ones around them. However, as
Ashcroft (1987) mentioned, empowerment can be personal or social, activated by the examination of
fundamental beliefs, sometimes triggered by other actors in the community.

By interacting with others within a community, individuals may identify their own selves and build their
identities. Norton (2013) has defined identity as “the way a person understands his or her relationship to
the world, how that relationship is constructed across time and space, and how the person understands
possibilities for the future” (p. 4), just as the process through which the participants of the study transformed
their identities and perceptions. Before a professional identify emerges, individuals might develop a personal
identity based on their past contexts and the relationships they have established with other members of
their communities.

Role Models

A role model is, according to Pleiss and Feldhusen (1995), a person who is perceived by others as worthy
of imitation. Role models can be family members, teachers or a recognized person in the community who
can affect a person’s experiences, self-esteem, and educational or occupational outcomes. However,
Bamberger (2014) found that people are more likely to choose a profession when they identify a role model
within the field of knowledge in which they are interested and to whom they can feel related given the
context or situation in which they find themselves.

According to Scales et al. (2001), the most important function of the role model is to model attitudes,
values, and behavior that a person may find significant and integrate them into their own life. Lookwood
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(2006) found that successful role models should be of similar age, gender and ethnic group in order to be
more effective. Teachers can also take the role of supportive figures and role models, especially when they
were not satisfied with the conditions of their jobs due to salaries or workload (British Council, 2017) and
take actions according to the figures or role models they admire. However, for women who want to start
higher education, finding a role model can be difficult.

The Current Study

For example, in Mexico, some female students are the first women in the generations within their
communities or families who dare to challenge the traditional roles, as some of the participants of this
research expressed. The researchers analyzed college women’s empowerment process to determine how
their roles are conceptualized and developed, as well as the way they construct their perspectives towards
a better future by acquiring the English language and college education. The participants’ perceptions were
explored through analyzing two narratives students wrote at two different moments of their first semester.
Connelly and Clandinin (1990) argued that humans tell stories when they talk about their experiences.
Narrative inquiry allows the study of how humans experience the world through the collection of stories. In
order to achieve the objective of exploring the experiences of a group of female college students during
their first semester of an ELT program, two research questions were developed:

1. What are the perceptions and expectations of a group of female college students about learning
English during their first semester in an ELT program?

2. What are the main factors that influence the participants ~ process of empowerment through English
learning according to the participants’ narratives?

The answers to these questions might generate knowledge on women empowerment and English learning
in female students when they start studying a major in ELT in a Mexican public university.

Methodology

Research Design

In this qualitative study, narrative inquiry is adopted as a research design. As stated in Lieblich et al. (1998),
using the narrative inquiry approach enables researchers “to understand the inner or subjective world of
the person, how he or she thinks about her own experience, situation, problems, life...”( p. 172) which were
the topics that the researchers aimed to explore. The study relied on what Norton and Early (2011) have
called the “small stories” that participants share with researchers in order to establish their “self”. Connelly
and Clandinin (2006) established that a story might be “a portal through which a person enters the world
and by which their experience of the world is interpreted and made personally meaningful” (p. 375),
exploring aspects of the lives of the participants as one of the objectives of the study, justified the use of
narrative inquiry.

Regarding the process of learning English, Johnson (2006) claimed that looking into language teaching from

a sociocultural point of view could define “human learning as a dynamic social activity” (p. 237). The stories
of participants allow researchers to explore the social and cultural conditions in which they develop such
narratives. Additionally, Etherington (2004) explained that through narratives, researchers systematically
gather, analyze, and represent people’s stories as they are told and that these stories might challenge
traditional and modern views on reality, knowledge and identity. Therefore, narrative inquiry seemed the
most suitable methodology to elicit the participants’ perspectives through “small stories” they told about
themselves.

Context of the Research

This research was conducted in the School of Languages of a public university in Mexico, the Benemérita
Universidad Autonoma de Puebla (BUAP) in Mexico. The School of Languages offers a BA and an MA in
English Language Teaching (ELT). As a public university, most of the students come from middle to lower
economic classes due to the fact that in Mexico students in public universities, do not have to pay a tuition
for their college studies. Puebla is a central state in Mexico, the capital, Puebla is the fourth most populated
city in the country, and although some international industries have established their affiliate companies
there, some of the poorest areas in the country are located in the state, especially in small towns in the
mountains or Sierra de Puebla.
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Students come from all backgrounds and even from other surrounding states. During the first semester of
the ELT majors, groups include 15 to 25 students and female students compose approximately 70% of the
population.

Participants

The participants in this research were twelve female students from a public university in Mexico. The
participants were from different backgrounds, seven of the participants were from urban contexts and five
came from rural localities. These rural participants had to move to the city in order to study a major. Most
of the participants came from low economic homes, especially the ones coming from rural contexts where
their families were either farmers or small business owners, like one of the participants who mentioned that
the family business was the production of handicrafts and they themselves sold their products in the local
market. Therefore, some of these students needed to find a job in the city in order to pay their living and
college expenses.

In relation to language, eleven of the participants spoke Spanish as their first language and one of them
spoke an indigenous language (Nahuatl) as her first language. The average age of the participants was 18
years old at the moment of the study. All of them went through an admission process in order to start their
studies in college, which included a general knowledge exam and a language fluency interview. As part of
the initial narrative, the participants were asked to describe themselves; Table 1 presents the names
(pseudonyms), the adjectives the participants used in their self- descriptions, their ages and their
backgrounds:

Name Desf:‘:ilg-tion Age Background
Guadalupe Insecure 18 Rural
Angelica Sensitive 19 Rural
Sofia :gsvsggs?gl((je 18 Urban
Brenda Sociable 19 Urban
Maria Introverted 18 Rural
Carla Active 19 Urban
Paty Shy and quiet 18 Urban
Diana shy, Z:‘;S;e and 20 Rural
Natalia Outgo_ing and 18 Urban

nice
Irma Empowered 19 Urban
Alondra Joyful 18 Rural
Sandra R?ﬁzzgzi:éz:: d 18 Urban

Table 1: The participants
Instruments

Two instruments were developed as the means to gather the information in order to answer the research
questions established for the study. The first instrument, the initial narrative was written at the beginning
of the term, in August of 2018. The participants were asked to write an autobiographical narrative, as
suggested by Jaatinen (2007). In consequence, the participants wrote their narratives which described their
previous experiences giving details of their hometown, educational background and the family values. They
also mentioned the people who had supported them in the pursuit of education, the people who have made
an impact in their life as well as the most relevant decisions they have made, their personality, and the
expectations they had by studying an ELT program. Through their narratives, the participants allowed the
researchers to contextualize the backgrounds and the backgrounds of the group of female students when
they started their major.
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Second Instrument: Empowerment Narrative

The second narrative was written at the end of the term, in December of 2018. The participants were asked
to write about their experiences during their first semester in college; the narratives followed the guidelines
given by Mellita and Cholil (2012). These authors have identified several factors as helpful motivators that
contribute to generate successful female narratives. The participants were given the following hints to write
their narrative: challenges and opportunities for self-fulfillment, education and qualification, support from
the family members and others, independent decision-making, employment status and innovative thinking.

Both narratives were written in the classroom during their English classes. The participants wrote their
narratives or “small stories” in Spanish and their words were translated into English.

Data Analysis Process

Once the data was collected, key words were identified in order to find similarities or differences among the
narratives. That is, categories were identified by using thematic analysis which has been defined as “A
method for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns within data.” according to Braun and Clarke (2006,
p. 79). Then, the patterns found in both narratives provided the basis for a generalization of results, which
could represent what female students experienced in their first semester in college in the context of the
study, but could also be transferred to other contexts.

Subsequently, after reading the data provided, we realized that the participants had divided their
experiences in three stages, their past (what happened before coming to college), the present (their
situation when they started college), and the future (the expectations they had for their own lives).

Therefore, in order to analyze all the information, the following steps were developed by the researchers:

e Once the two sets of narratives were gathered, the recordings were transcribed and different categories
were identified.

e Then, the information was classified under the different categories identified in the first narrative (See
Fig. 1).

e After transcribing and analyzing the information of participants, a timeline for each participant was
created to share the stages that participants went through as part of their personal and professional
development. The timelines started in the past, with the decisions that participants had made and the
role models who had inspired them. The present was represented by how these female students
described themselves as well as their backgrounds in order to understand their origins and their situation
when they started college. The future was expressed by means of the expectations they developed
about their personal and professional future in their “small stories”.

e Finally, the results were presented in two stages (initial and second narratives) in order to highlight the
difference in the scope of the answers given by the participants. The results of the initial narrative were
summarized in a chart and three individual timelines would illustrate the results from the second
narrative.

Results from the Initial Narrative

The data from the initial narrative, written at the beginning of the participants’ first semester of their college
education, was organized in the categories identified from the participants’ comments: employment
expectations, education, challenges and opportunities, role models, and important decisions and
expectations for the future. Figure 1 shows a summary of some of the recurrent comments made by the
participants corresponding to the different categories. The comments were repeated at least three times to
be included in the chart.
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Employment expectations
Education
-l want to be a teacher £ scation hiekis
- l
| want to have a good job 3

-Education must be mandato
-English will open doors for me i . S
- To finish my major
=
]
&

Challenges and Opportunities Role models

-Learn a new language -Family members

-Have a university degree -Teachers
Help my family and community -1 want to be a role model for my students
\ 2
Expectations for the future Important decisions made
-Better education -To choose this major
-Better future lifestyle -To be myself
-A good income -To leave my home and become independent

Figure 1: Results from the initial narrative

According to their narratives, at the beginning of their first semester in college, the participants were aware
and sometimes proud of the decisions they had made to pursue higher education. Some of the participants
had to challenge “the traditional perspectives” that their families and communities held for women, for
example, “by being the first woman in her family to go to college” as Maria said. Additionally, one of the
participants explained that she had to “be herself which can be explained as to make her own decisions”,
that is, exercising her agency (Gao, 2011) in order to continue with her studies, as not everybody in her
family supported her idea to go to college. Another relevant issue mentioned by four of the participants was
that one of the most important decisions they had made was to leave home and start the ELT major as they
came from rural or distant locations.

Six participants mentioned that they were influenced by their role models in order to make the decision to
undertake higher education. Interestingly, six of the participants wrote that they were the first ones to study
a bachelors’ degree in their family. Two of them mentioned that their mothers had been a great influence
as they encouraged these young women to pursue their studies; another two mentioned their teachers as
their role models, and one of them said that she wanted to be an “example” for her future students.

All participants were aware of the importance of education; they explained that education for them meant,
“...to finish a major” and two of them affirmed that education should be mandatory for everybody. Most of
these pre-service female teachers explained that having the opportunity to study for a B.A. in ELT could
mean a better future for their families as well as for themselves. However, some of the challenges the
participants mentioned were “to learn a new language, to have a university degree and to grow personally
and professionally.” The categories identified showed that when participants started their college studies,
they were aware of the benefits of studying a major and, as a result, they were full of expectations regarding
their studies and their future.

Results from the Second Narrative

After collecting and analyzing the second narrative at the end of the semester, it was evident that the tone
of the discourse of the participants had changed. These narratives showed that the perspectives of the
participants regarding their education had broadened the scope of their own personal and professional
growth. That is why it was called “the empowerment narrative”. Figure 2 shows the way participants’
perspectives and views had widened and how they felt empowered to achieve their goals.
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EMPOWERMENT PROCESS

* Decisions made
* Education

* Role Models

* Independence

* New Challenges (languages,
traveling, meeting new people)

* Bright Future (for themselves and

& their families)

] T R Need for a good Income

* Achieve goals

* Personal and professional growth

* Make a change

Figure 2: The empowerment narratives
Timelines

Once both narratives were analyzed, three moments in the process of empowerment of the participants
emerged. First, the present, which was represented by the person they were at the beginning of their first
semester in college. The decisions they had made before they started their college education and the support
they had received to make those decisions became the past. Finally, the future was the participants’
perspectives and expectations they had at the end of the semester, and the way they felt empowered to
achieve their goals and make a change in their lives and the lives of the ones around them. As Norton and
Early (2011) claimed, the “small stories” provided a way to present their identities and to conceptualize
participants’ roles in the two moments of the study and allowed the organization of the data in timelines.
According to Barry (1997), timelines allow to contextualize information, facilitate detailed information
activities and identify changes in the behaviors of individuals.

Additionally, following de Lange, et al. (2007) who said that visual representations enhance inquiry and
illustrate participant perspectives, a timeline was created for each one of the participant. For this article,
three timelines are presented as a sample of the participants’ development and empowerment stages
reported in their narratives. The timelines also served as the framework for the discussion of the results,
allowing the researchers to answer the questions posed to guide the study.

Brenda’sTimeline

Brenda described herself as a sociable girl with a positive attitude towards people. In the initial narrative,
Brenda shared that her family nucleus had always been supportive and although her parents had not pursued
higher education, they were happy about her studies. Then, with the support of her family, Brenda started
an EFL major in a public university. Fig. 3 shows Brenda’s timeline with the information gathered from the
second narrative. Her words evidenced that she had developed broader perspectives for herself, her future
teaching career and her family during the semester.

*This major will open
many doors for me in
the future.

I want to be an
example for my
brother.

*To become a teacher
means to prepare
future generations
with knowledge and
values.

«I want to be a

teacher, but also

something different,
maybe translation

«] wanted to continue

ePersonality: e
studying.

sociable with a
team spirit.
eParents, friends and
teachers always
supported me.

Figure 3: Brenda’s timeline
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Maria’s Timeline

The second timeline is Maria’s. At the beginning of the semester, she described herself as an introverted
girl. She also shared that some family members were her role models as they had pursued a professional
career, for example, her father was an architect.

It is worth it to mention that in the empowerment narrative, Brenda explained that she wanted to become
“a woman that can do everything through communicating in different languages” which might not
correspond with her previous description of an “introverted girl,” as she referred to herself in the initial
narrative. She even mentioned that she wanted to go abroad for an exchange program. Maria’s narratives
evidenced the personal and academic development she had experienced throughout the semester.

Maria
The present

ePersonality: eChoose the ELT
Introverted girl major.

*To become a
woman that can do
everything through
communicating in a
different language.

Dad is an eFamily support.

architect, aunts
and cousins have
a career. oI want to finish my
major and keep
good grades to go
on an exchange
program.

Figure 4: Maria’s timeline

Sofia’s Timeline

Initially, Sofia referred to herself as a kind and responsible girl who wanted to achieve her goals. She
mentioned that her parents had only studied elementary school, but for them education was an important
value in the family. She also referred to her aunts and her parents as supportive figures in her pursuit of
higher education. Sofia, then, had a support network who facilitated her college entry. At the end of the
semester, Sofia wrote that she wanted to travel around the world and she believed that she could do so by
teaching English. Additionally, she mentioned that she wanted to inspire younger generations to learn
English in order to change her thinking probably because that was something she did along the semester.
Sofia gave evidence that English and education can empower students and that a female empowered student
can take control of her actions and lead a functional and fulfilling life as Sullivan (2002) has claimed.

Sofia
The present

The future

oPe'rsonaIity: oI want to travel

Kind and «To continue around the world
responsible. studying. and teach English.
Parents only eFamily support. oI want to have a
studied primary good job.

and secondary

school. oI want to help other

generations to learn
English so that they
can change their
thoughts.

oI also want to look
for other goals to
grow.

Figure 5: Sofia’s timeline

From the examples of these three timelines and the results presented, it was evident that the participants’
perceptions, goals and perspectives had broaden during their first semester in college. By going to college
and learning English in an ELT program, the participants went through personal and academic processes of
development and empowerment, sometimes with their family support, especially from female members, or
by expanding their views on their personal goals and dreams.

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of a
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) license



MEXTESOL Journal, Vol. 45, No. 1, 2021 10

In the beginning of their initial semester of an ELT program, participants perceived that learning English
was a challenge and they knew that undertaking and finishing a degree was not going to be an easy
enterprise. However, the participants had high expectations regarding their future which according to their
own statements could be bright and better. All the participants expected that higher-education would
improve their lives and the lives of their families. It is also important to mention that the participants
expected to earn a good income when they started working. The participants affirmed that by learning
English they could also achieve other goals such as traveling and working or studying abroad. The
participants’ small stories have also raised awareness on the importance of creating support nets, which can
be composed of teachers, relatives or peers, for female college students in order to encourage them to gain
self-confidence to pursue their goals for higher education.

Conclusions

The key findings emphasize the importance of role models and a support net as significant factors which
can lead women to an empowerment process through education. The participants agreed that by learning
and teaching the language, they can achieve their goals, become role models for their families or
communities, inspire new generations and change the minds of their future learners. The decisions they had
made before going to college, the knowledge they had acquired and the experiences lived during their first
semester empowered them to be better prepared to achieve their personal and professional goals.

Learning a foreign language allows people to communicate worldwide. Speaking or teaching English meant
independence as it might make a woman eligible to obtain university scholarships or to apply to better job
opportunities that might lead college female students to personal and financial independence, just as the
participants claimed.

The study has given evidence that female college students rely on family support, but are also able to
challenge some traditional views on education that might remain in the family nucleus. Making the right
decisions may lead female students pursue higher education and make them more likely to succeed in their
studies and achieve their personal and academic goals. Finally, female empowerment might develop gender-
egalitarian awareness and attitudes among the members of the society who can see what language learning
and education can do for women.
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