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Abstract  
Unlike communities of practice, previous studies on imagined communities of practice are scarce, yet enlightening. 
The present research was conducted in an English as a foreign language (EFL) context in order to provide more insight 
into how language learners perceive their imagined communities (ICs). It was based on Norton’s (2000; 2001) 
conceptualization of ICs which connected the notions of imagination and imagined community to second language (L2) 
learning and classroom practice. To this end, 945 male and female EFL learners from different cities in Iran belonging 
to different age groups and language proficiency levels were recruited for this study. The instrument for data 
collection was a validated 57-item questionnaire. The findings of the study showed that the participants possessed a 
moderate level of investment in their ICs. Moreover, t-test results indicated that there was a significant difference 
between male and female learners in the extent of investment in their ICs. Furthermore, the significant differences in 
the extent of investment in ICs were shown between teenagers and adults and between learners in low proficiency 
(LP) and high proficiency (HP) groups. These findings contribute to more in-depth understanding of language learners' 
ICs in an EFL context. Pedagogical implications of the study are discussed and some suggestions are made for future 
research. 

Resumen 
A diferencia de las comunidades de práctica, los estudios previos sobre comunidades de práctica imaginadas son 
escasos, pero esclarecedores. La presente investigación se llevó a cabo en un contexto de inglés como lengua 
extranjera (EFL) con el fin de proporcionar más información sobre cómo los estudiantes de idiomas perciben sus 
comunidades imaginadas (CI). Se basó en la conceptualización de los CI de Norton (2000; 2001) que conectaba las 
nociones de imaginación y comunidad imaginada con el aprendizaje de una segunda lengua (L2) y la práctica en el 
aula. Para este fin, 945 estudiantes de inglés como lengua extranjera (EFL) de diferentes ciudades de Irán 
pertenecientes a diferentes Para este estudio se reclutaron grupos de edad y niveles de dominio del idioma. El 
instrumento para la recolección de datos fue un cuestionario validado de 57 ítems. Los resultados del estudio 
mostraron que los participantes poseían un nivel moderado de inversión en sus circuitos integrados. Además, los 
resultados de la prueba t indicaron que había una diferencia significativa entre los estudiantes masculinos y femeninos 
en el grado de inversión en sus CI. Además, se mostraron diferencias significativas en el grado de inversión en CI 
entre adolescentes y adultos y entre estudiantes de grupos de bajo dominio (LP) y de alto dominio (HP). Estos 
hallazgos contribuyen a una comprensión más profunda de los CI de los estudiantes de idiomas en un contexto de 
inglés como lengua extranjera. Se discuten las implicaciones pedagógicas del estudio y se hacen algunas sugerencias 
para futuras investigaciones. 

Introduction 
Identity, which once was researched in neighboring disciplines, especially psychology, anthropology, and 
sociology, became an intriguing topic of research among applied linguistics researchers after Peirce (1995) 
conducted her pivotal research on five adult immigrant language learners in Canada. This research caused 
a shift in second language acquisition (SLA) from predominantly psycholinguistic approaches to second 
language (L2) learning to sociological and anthropological aspects of language learning (Douglas Fir 
Group, 2016; Norton, 2013a). 
Norton's (1997; 2000; 2001; Peirce, 1995) research on identity in L2 learning led to the creation of some 
new concepts including language learner's imagined communities (ICs) and a learner's investment in 
language learning. The three closely interrelated ideas of identity, investment, and ICs can be helpful in 
addressing numerous questions to extend our understandings of language learners’ experiences (Norton, 
2019). 
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ICs of practice are communities in which the imagination of individuals helps them feel they belong to 
communities which are not immediately reachable (Wenger, 2010). This is in agreement with the wider 
‘social turn’ in SLA that questions the idea of L2 learning as an essentially psychological practice and sees 
learners as part of a social world (Tajeddin et al., 2021).  
As Norton and Toohey (2011) stated, people have direct interaction with individuals of various 
communities; however, Wenger (1998) noted that this direct engagement with community practices and 
investment in real relationships is not the only way individuals feel they belong to a community and form 
identities since they also show affiliation with communities that develop beyond the learners’ immediate 
environments and social networks. Therefore engagement and participation in the activities of these 
communities exist in the learners’ imagination. 
In the field of SLA, the relevance of the construct of ICs is that the learners do not only have interaction 
with their concrete learning contexts, but also imagine sites which provide learning opportunities as 
influential as and “no less real than the ones in which they have daily engagement” (Norton, 2013b, p.8). 
According to Norton (2001), there is a direct relationship between the students’ ICs and their participation 
in the practices of the class. Thus, if the learners feel that there is a marked difference between their 
projected identity in ICs and their perceived identity expectations determined by others, they will not 
participate in the practices of the classroom (Norton, 2000). 
In Norton's view (Norton, 2000; 2001; 2016; 2019; Norton & Pavlenko, 2019), the learner's ICs/identities 
and hopes for the future can strongly influence their agency, motivation, investment in language and 
literacy practices used in a classroom, resistance to language learning, and consequent progress in 
language learning. Learners invest in activities which enable them to have access to their ICs and multiple 
identities (Tajeddin et al., 2021). Therefore, when a learning context does not let the learners belong to 
their ICs, they invest less in such a context and may engage in practices which are not advantageous to 
their language learning or act to make changes in their learning context (Trentman, 2013). However, if a 
learning context helps the language learners belong to their ICs, they have more investment in learning 
(Norton, 2001; Norton & McKinney, 2011).  
Due to the significance of language learners' ICs in the process of language learning, researchers should 
pay much more attention to the topic of a present or future imagined self (Dawson, 2017). The necessity 
of doing research on this construct is also recommended due to today’s heightened mobility. English is 
associated with a global community (Ryan, 2006) and has provided unparalleled amounts of symbolic 
capital for many learners (Bourdieu, 1991). Furthermore, in the 21st century, learners are able to 
participate in limitless spaces for socialization and learning due to the availability of digital innovations, 
mobility, and superdiversity (Darvin & Norton, 2015). These factors are influential in the range of ICs and 
what language learners can possibly imagine (Kanno & Norton, 2003). Hence, SLA researchers should 
explore the relationship between language learning, imagination, and identity more deeply to reveal the 
impacts of the learners' ICs on their identity construction and participation in learning (Dawson, 2017).  

Literature Review 

Imagined communities and language learning 

The present study draws on the concept of ‘imagination’ to better understand the way English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) learners approach learning English. Imagination can affect individuals' present 
(anticipatory) and future (anticipated) emotions. In fact, its significance lies in the emotions that are 
activated by imagining future states (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012). It provides hope for a better future 
and is a force for action (Appadurai, 1996). The focus on the future reflects considerable attention to the 
importance of imagination in learning and teaching (Norton & Kamal, 2003). Imagination should not be 
considered the same as fantasy. As Simon (1992) notes, there is a marked difference between “wishes,” 
in which no possibility exists for action, and “hopeful imagination,” in which action is essential in the 
fulfillment of hopes and desires and, subsequently, produces attempt for the desired future. 
The construct of ICs was originally coined by Anderson (1991) and was used to represent the construction 
of a nation state. Anderson described nations as ICs because, ‘‘the members of even the smallest nation 
will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each 
lives the image of their communion’’ (p. 6).  
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Wenger's (1998) perspective of imagination as a way of involvement in communities of practice, or 
situated learning theory, extends Anderson’s framework of ICs to any community of practice a person 
desires to enter. Wenger argues that imagination is a unique mode of belonging to a specific community of 
practice via which people place themselves and other individuals in the world and bring to their identities 
“other meanings, other possibilities, other perspectives” (Wenger, 1998, p. 178).  
Anderson's (1991) concept of imagined community was applied and connected to SLA by Norton (2000, 
2001). In her research, Norton (2001) found that the desired community of two adult immigrant language 
learners was something more than the book and four walls of the classroom, not only spatially but also 
temporally. For these two learners, the classroom experiences did not improve their capability to belong to 
their ICs. The mismatch between their imaginations and reality caused these learners to give less effort in 
the class as a language learning experience and eventually withdraw from participation. This finding 
indicates that although the learners participate in a similar learning context, they may imagine multiple 
coexisting ICs which shape their attempts and engagement to learn another language (Teng & Bui, 2018). 
According to Norton (2016), learners sitting in a classroom can envisage the world different from the 
existing realities and their identities are formed both by their real experiences and their investment in the 
tangible world and in the imaginable worlds. Muir et al. (2021) also maintained that "even when students 
do not or are not able to travel, teaching materials and other resources can help learners develop 
imagined transnational networks and identities, through imagining themselves engaging in communication 
with communities worldwide" (p. 5).  
Learners' investment in particular ICs can be a remarkable force affecting the learners’ identity 
construction and driving language learning since the sense of being a member in an imagined global 
community of English users induces most language learners to show significant efforts into language 
learning (Norton, 2001; Ryan, 2006). It is assumed that having a vision of their ideal self as a foreign 
language speaker can be an influential force motivating learners to learn the language (Murray, 2013).  
The participation of learners in their ICs reflects their agency (Dawson, 2017; Przymus, 2016; Sung, 
2019). This happens since in ICs learners are enabled to keep a level of control and have the potential to 
reconstruct their identities and claim more powerful positions (Norton, 2020). Through their membership 
in these ICs, the learners can heighten their current and future aspirations and decisions and create a 
revelatory and evaluative context for such decisions, expectations, and their consequences (i.e., identity 
reconstruction) (Tajeddin et al., 2021). Since in ICs, the learners’ needs, desires, expectations, hopes for 
the future, and imagined identities are negotiated (Norton, 2020; Przymus, 2016; Sung, 2019), the 
learners can negotiate new investments and identities (Tajeddin et al., 2021).  
One significant point about ICs is that their effects on the learners’ current identities, concomitant actions 
(and identity co-construction), and investment may be as strong as the communities in which they have 
regular involvement and even have a stronger effect on the learners’ investment (Kanno & Norton, 2003). 
Moreover, these desired communities can offer learners certain imagined identity options (Norton & 
McKinney, 2011) and expand L2 learners’ range of possible selves (Wenger, 1998). When students learn a 
language and imagine who they and their communities may be, in fact, they are focusing on the future 
(Norton & Toohey, 2011). This emphasis is a motivating source for their present activities (Kanno & 
Norton, 2003). 
According to Kharchenko (2014), the learners' participation in some ICs can make the power available to 
alter existing real communities of participation or to replace a future imagined community instead of a real 
one. The important point is that a newly imagined community may not always be the best one. However, 
the argument is that the learners' non-participation in certain language practices can be determined 
through their investment in special ICs (Norton, 2000, 2001). As Song (2018) argues, the nonparticipation 
of language learners seems to reflect a kind of resistance to their marginalization in the contexts of 
learning which are not similar to their ICs.  
Various studies (e.g., Dawson 2017; Norton, 2019, 2020; Przymus 2016; Sung, 2019) have demonstrated 
that it is necessary for teachers and teacher trainers to be cognizant of the learners’ access to ICs; 
otherwise, learners’ non-participation in language classrooms might increase. Although Norton (2001) 
states that teachers may worsen the learners' non-participation if they do not acknowledge the language 
learners' ICs in the language classrooms, she also notes that it may be very challenging for the teacher to 
acknowledge this community unconditionally. She proposes that the learners' desires, images, and 
memories should be the basis for radical renewal, and that language learners must be stimulated to say 



Th
is

 is
 a

n 
op

en
-a

cc
es

s 
ar

tic
le

 d
is

tr
ib

ut
ed

 u
nd

er
 t

he
 t

er
m

s 
of

 a
 C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s 
A
tt

ri
bu

tio
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

-S
ha

re
A
lik

e 
4.

0 
In

te
rn

at
io

na
l (

C
C
 B

Y-
N

C
-S

A
 4

.0
) 

lic
en

se
.

MEXTESOL Journal, Vol. 48, No. 2, 2024 
 

 

4 

why they wish for what they want, and if these desires are in harmony with a vision of future possibility. 
They should also be asked to what extent such investments can be productive for their engagement in the 
broader target language community. 
Przymus et al. (2020) proposed ways in which teachers may be enabled to facilitate learners’ engagement 
in ICs. First, they should try to know the learners and gain information about their interests. Then, they 
should make a connection among learners with similar interests. Next, they should establish physical and 
ideological third spaces (blended affinity spaces) for the learners to interact and meet (in person or 
online). Finally, they can contact the group and discuss the resources required and conduct action 
research regarding the learners’ perspectives on the effectiveness of blended affinity spaces.  

Previous research on imagined communities 

Imagined communities was the topic of the special issue of the Journal of Language, Identity, and 
Education in 2003 and the Journal of Language, Discourse, and Society in 2017. In these two issues, 
numerous researchers investigated the significance of the construct of ICs in language learning. For 
example, Blackledge (2003), who used the concept of ICs in examining racial discourses available in 
educational documents in the UK, criticized how Asian minorities were racialized in British schools. He 
employed critical discourse analysis to examine how school minorities were not permitted to have access 
to their heritage community. He found that the cultural practices of Asian minorities who visited their 
heritage countries regularly were marginalized due to the authorities’ imagination of a monocultural and 
monolingual community. Minority children were kept away from their home heritage culture because the 
British educational system believed access to the heritage culture could harm the imagined community 
that a language learner should develop to be successful.  
Fourteen years later Dawson (2017) investigated the relationship between identities and ICs for two adult 
English language learners in a New Zealand university. Through naturally-occurring conversational data 
and a discourse analytic approach, Dawson explored how the two learners sought to construct the 
identities they individually considered as valuable in their particular ICs. The findings indicated that 
similarly-labeled ICs may give rise to dissimilar instances of language learners' identities and investments. 
Dawson found that the two learners’ individual imaginations of the specific identities necessary to attain 
membership in community were different, and this difference was considerably influential in their 
investments.  
The concept of ICs has also been productive in other research sites. For instance, Kendrick and Jones 
(2008) did their research in Uganda and aimed to examine photographs and drawings provided by primary 
and secondary girls. They employed multimodal methods to examine the girls’ insights about their 
participation in local literacy practices. The girls’ visual images represented their ICs. In these 
communities, mastery of English and access to education was obtainable. Providing chances for these girls 
to reflect their worlds via alternatives ways of communication served as a pedagogical approach with 
substantial potential; it prepared the ground for having dialogue about gender inequities and representing 
ICs where those inequities were not available. 
Trentman's (2013) study examined the imagined community of study abroad in the Middle East to which 
American students studying in Egypt wished to belong and compared it to the reality of the communities 
of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) with which they engaged while abroad. In the Middle 
East, the students envisaged belonging to an imagined community of study abroad. As members of that 
imagined community, they could connect others dedicated to enhancing mutual understanding between 
East and West. To belong to this community, it was necessary for them to reveal the identities of a 
dedicated language learner and cross-cultural mediator. Being a member in this imagined community was 
essential for the students to reach their goals using the Arabic language. It was demonstrated that the 
degree of alignments and misalignments between their imagination and the realities they encountered 
impacted how much the students invested in their study abroad as a language learning experience.  
Sung (2019) investigated a Hong Kong undergraduate student’s experiences in various situations, in and 
outside the classroom on a university campus and in their workplace while studying abroad. The results 
showed the close connection of the learner's differential L2 investments across various contexts and their 
different identities constructed in particular situations. What formed the learner’s strategic L2 investments 
was the strong desire to be in an imagined global community and have an imagined identity connected to 
a cosmopolitan way of life in the projected future.   
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Tajeddin et al. (2021) examined ICs of practice in the context of English as an International Language 
(EIL). These researchers used a mixed-methods design to investigate English language learners’ outlook 
on their imagined community of practice for employing English in the context of EIL. e A questionnaire 
about imagined communities of practice was completed by 592 respondents and 64 participants were 
interviewed. The findings from the questionnaire and interview data indicated that the participants found 
ICs of practice could create opportunities for English language users to (a) mould their language learning 
identity, (b) communicate globally, (c) preserve values connecting English language users, (d) gain 
learner agency, and (e) practice synergy and coordination in their ICs.  
Language learning and teaching are typically considered to take place in face-to-face communities of 
practice. Hence, the connection between learning and the learner’s participation in a wider imagined world 
has not been explored as it deserves (Block, 2007). In contrast to communities of practice, previous 
research on ICs of practice is limited yet illuminating (Tajeddin et al., 2021). Taken together, these 
studies indicate that ICs play a key role in the language learners’ engagement in learning (Norton, 2019; 
Przymus, 2016; Tajeddin et al., 2021).The study of language learners' ICs is a growing field. Although the 
literature is rich in the effect of ICs in English as a second language (ESL) and EFL contexts, to date, there 
are insufficient published accounts on this construct in the Iranian EFL context. In addition, the previous 
research on ICs has mainly considered the issue in question from a qualitative standpoint (Tajeddin et al., 
2021). Sociolinguistic researchers generally prefer to utilize qualitative approaches in their studies since 
through these approaches it is possible to provide detailed accounts of individuals (Gao et al., 2015). 
However, the major criticisms leveled against them are that they are time-consuming, costly for 
administration and scoring (Khatib & Rezaei, 2013a), and less generalizable due to the existence of 
usually less than ten participants in studies using qualitative approaches (Rezaei, 2017). These potential 
problems of qualitative approaches justify the use of quantitative approaches since they can help 
researchers tackle the problems inherent in qualitative approaches and provide the ground for ongoing 
research and reaching more generalizability (Khatib & Rezaei, 2013a).  
A quick review of the literature indicates that many researchers have ignored quantitative research 
methods in their studies on ICs. The present study aims to explore the EFL learners' investment in their 
ICs to fill this void in the literature through the use of a validated questionnaire in the Iranian context, 
where the number of EFL learners is on the increase and the growing preoccupation with foreign language 
competence is constantly noticeable. 

Purpose of the Study  

The present study aimed to survey English language learners’ ICs in the Iranian context. Its distinctive 
feature was that it sought to overcome the common researchers' extreme attention to essentially 
qualitative approaches in research on language learners' ICs by employing a valid questionnaire to obtain 
a more tangible and generalizable image of this construct.  
ICs in this study is primarily known as the learner's imaginations and thoughts in the process of language 
learning in the classroom or outside and consists of eight components of "imagination and the learners' 
desires for belonging and recognition, expanding one's range of possible selves by ICs, marginalization, 
non-participation, and resistance in language classroom or outside, trying to attain a legitimate 
membership (moving from peripherality to legitimacy), gender, power, and material inequalities, access to 
different capitals (economic, cultural, social, and symbolic), identity construction and promotion, and 
finally language learner's agency" ( Soltanian et al., 2020, p. 167). What constitutes language learner's 
ICs in this study is operationalized via a model and actualized in a questionnaire developed and validated 
by authors and colleagues. 
One concern which stimulated the present research was the approach employed by researchers in their 
studies on language learner's ICs. They most commonly were conducted via qualitative approaches˗ 
particularly interviews˗ and as a result, quantitative and mixed-methods approaches have not been widely 
used by the researchers. Since identity research was initially done by researchers in the neighboring fields 
of psychology, anthropology, and sociology, a review of research in these disciplines shows that these 
researchers have generally employed quantitative approaches or mixed-methods measures for exploring 
identity issues (Khatib & Rezaei, 2013a). Moreover, considering many complex constructs in applied 
linguistics, e.g., language motivation, language competence, language anxiety, language identity, and 
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recently, investment in language learning, have been researched with quantitative measures, research on 
ICs can similarly be done with quantitative or mixed-methods research tools.  
Since the role of the learners' demographic characteristics has not been considered in their ICs, the 
present research also included the impact of the learners' gender, age, and language proficiency on ICs. 
Considering the foregoing, the following research questions were addressed in this study: 

1. To what extent do Iranian EFL learners invest in their ICs/identities? 
2. Are there any significant differences between Iranian EFL learners’ extent of investment in 
ICs/identities and the demographic features including gender, age, and English language proficiency 
level? 

Materials and Methods 

Participants 

This study used stratified random sampling together with cluster sampling. Eight provinces were included 
as the strata and the institutes and universities were chosen as the clusters. A total of 945 Iranian EFL 
learners filled out the questionnaire. These participants were male and female with different academic 
degrees and belonged to different age groups and language proficiency levels. Their lengths of language 
learning experience differed (ranging from 3 to 144 months with a mean of 39 months). They were mostly 
enrolled in 90-mintute non-compulsory English classes in the language colleges at the universities or the 
private language institutes. Their courses varied from A1 to C2 based on the Common European 
Framework of Reference (CEFR). The reason for this diverse selection of the participants was to get better 
generalizability of findings.  
The descriptive statistics for the participants’ age, gender, and language proficiency level are displayed in 
Table 1 below. In this study, the participants self-reported their language proficiency level based on the 
textbooks they studied at their colleges or institutes. To facilitate data analyses and reports, the 
participants were divided into two groups in terms of age and language proficiency. Regarding language 
proficiency, two different classifications were considered: low proficiency (LP) (which included basic, 
elementary, and pre-intermediate levels) and high proficiency (HP) (which included intermediate, high 
intermediate, and advanced levels). The authors also classified the participants’ age into two categories: 
teenagers (11-19 years old) and adults (+19 years old).  

Age 
Gender Language Proficiency level 

Male Female LP HP 
Teenagers (11-19) 432(45.8%) 118(12.4%) 314(33.2%) 177(18.7%) 267 (28.2%) 
Adults (19+) 513(54.2%) 258(27.3%) 255(26.9%) 203(21.4%) 298(31.6%) 
Total  945(100%) 376(39.7%) 569(60.2%) 380(40.2%) 565(59.8%) 

Table 1: Participants' age, gender, and language proficiency level 

According to the results shown in Table 1, the number of teenagers (45.8%) was less than that of the 
adults (54.2%). The Table also shows that females make up the greatest number of participants (60.2%) 
followed by males with 39.7%. Moreover, Table 1 shows that 40.2% of the participants belonged to the LP 
group and 59.8% were in the HP group.  

Instrument 

The instrument employed in the present study was a survey questionnaire of language learner's ICs 
developed and validated by Soltanian et al. (2020). Generally, the reason for using questionnaires is that 
they can tap into the learners’ views, preferences for specific practices, and values (i.e., preferences for 
‘life goals’ and ‘ways of life’) and can be employed to describe the usefulness and importance of particular 
activities (Dörnyei & Taguchi, 2010). 
The questionnaire used in this study explored the respondents’ imaginations and ICs while learning English 
language. It was developed based on a hypothesized model of a language learner's ICs with eight 
components (mentioned previously in the Purpose of the Study) and validated through confirmatory factor 
analysis. Its reliability index was 0.95 which is a high index of Cronbach alpha. The questionnaire 
contained 57 items including all the eight components of language learner's ICs. Each item in the 
questionnaire was based on a six-point Likert-type scale including strongly agree, agree, slightly agree, 
slightly disagree, disagree, and strongly disagree. It contained a demographic section inquiring about the 
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participants’ gender, age, English language proficiency level, English accent preferred, educational 
background, place of residence, and length of language learning experience. 

Data collection procedure  

To collect data, the questionnaire was administered to 1357 English language learners across Iran, 
however, only 1103 learners returned it. They filled it out either online through Telegram, WhatsApp, or 
email (84%) or by hand (16%) in their classrooms at institutes or universities. In order to increase the 
return rate, the researchers had also translated the items into Persian language so that the participants 
who belonged to lower language proficiency levels could complete the questionnaire easily. All the 
participants were free to participate. While administering the questionnaire, they were informed that their 
participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time they liked. 

Data analysis 

After data collection, descriptive statistics and t-tests were run using SPSS as the main statistical 
methods. The questionnaire data were examined for missing data, and of the 1103 questionnaires 
collected, 158 ones did not provide sufficient data and were deleted from the final data analysis. 
Eventually, the questionnaires returned by 945 respondents were considered in this study. 

Results 

The first research question: EFL learners’ investment in their ICs/identities 

To determine the students’ investments in their IC identities, the authors calculated the scores from the 
questionnaire. The scales were arranged from 1 to 6 with strongly disagree at one end of the scale with 1 
point and strongly agree at the other end with 6 points. Consequently, the minimum score possible was 
57 and the maximum was 342. Before running the SPSS, some items were reverse-coded since they were 
negatively keyed. 
The mean and standard deviation of the whole questionnaire were calculated to classify the scores 
statistically. The scores which fell one standard deviation below and above the mean were taken as low 
and high scores, respectively, and the scores falling between these two were considered to belong to the 
moderate zone. The scores were interpreted in this way: the higher the scores were, the more the 
participants showed investment in their ICs/identities.  
The findings showed that the mean score and the standard deviation gained from the questionnaire were 
280.42 and 54.22, respectively. Consequently, the scores between 226.20 and 334.64 were taken as 
moderate and those below 226.20 and above 334.64 belonged to the participants who showed low and 
high extents of investment in ICs/identities, respectively. The findings indicated that the majority of the 
respondents demonstrated a moderate level of investment in ICs/identities. More specifically, 60.3 % 
belonged to those who moderately invested in their ICs/identities and 14.8% and 24.9% were those who 
showed low and high extents of investment in their ICs/identities, respectively. 

The second research question: Iranian EFL learners’ extent of investment in ICs/identities and 
their demographic features 

The second research question of the study had three sub-questions, It was broken down into three distinct 
null hypotheses to facilitate data analyses and make results easier to understand. 
H01: There is no statistically significant difference between male and female participants and the extent of 
their investment in ICs/identities. 
H02: There is no statistically significant difference between teenagers and adults and the extent of their 
investment in ICs/identities. 
H03: There is no statistically significant difference between the low- and high-proficiency learners and the 
extent of their investment in ICs/identities. 
To test the first null hypothesis, a t-test was run to compare the scores of the male and female 
participants and conclude which group enjoyed a higher level of investment in ICs/identities. Table 2 
presents the descriptive statistics for the participants' gender. 

Gender Frequency Mean Std. Deviation  
Male 376 253.11 55.51 
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Female 569 298.47 45.08 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics for male and female participants 

The results in Table 2 show that the mean for the female participants was greater than the mean of the 
male (male= 253.11, and female= 298.47). However, an independent samples t-test was run to ensure 
the difference was significant. The results of this comparison are shown in Table 3. 
 
 
 

 Levene's Test for Equality of Variances t-test for Equality of Means  

 F Sig. T Df Sig.       
(2-tailed) 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 
Lower Upper 

Equal variances 
assumed 38.674        .000 -13.789 943 .000 -45.35925 3.28947 -51.81479   -38.90372 

Equal variances 
not assumed  -13.222 686.936 .000 -45.35925 3.43049 -52-09477    -38.62374 

Table 3: Independent samples T-test for gender 

As the results in Table 3 show, t(945) =-13.789, p=0.00. This finding indicates that there was a 
significant difference between the extent of investment in ICs/identities in male and female groups. 
Therefore, the first null hypothesis is rejected and it is concluded that Iranian male and female EFL 
learners show different levels of investment in ICs/identities in this study.  
To test the second null hypothesis, another independent t-test was run to compare the extent of 
investment in ICs/identities in the teenagers with that of the adults. Table 4 presents the results of the 
descriptive statistics for the participants’ age. 

Age Frequency Mean Std. Deviation 
Teenagers (11-19) 432 286.51 52.61 
Adults (19) 513 275.30 55.08 

Table 4: Descriptive statistics for different age groups 

As Table 4 shows, the mean of the teenage group was higher than the mean of the adult group 
(teenagers= 286.51, and adults= 275.30). An independent t-test was again run to make sure this 
difference was significant. Table 5 reports the results of t-test for age. 

 Levene's Test for Equality of Variances t-test for Equality of Means  

 F Sig. T Df Sig.      (2-
tailed) 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 
Lower Upper 

Equal variances 
assumed 1.636 .201 3.180 943 .002 11.20553 3.52409 4.28957 18.12149 

Equal variances 
not assumed  3.192 928.156 .001 11.20553 3.51027 4.31654      18.09452 

Table 5: Independent samples T-test for age 

Table 5 shows that t(945) = 3.180, p<.05. This finding indicates that the null hypothesis is rejected. It 
was concluded that there was a significant difference in the extent of investment in ICs/identities between 
the participants of these two age groups.  
To test the third null hypothesis, the extent of investment in ICs/identities between the participants in the 
HP group and those in the LP group was compared. In Table 6, the descriptive statistics for this section 
can be seen. 

Language 
Proficiency Frequency Mean Std. Deviation 

LP 380 276.86 53.17443 
HP 565 291.83 51.61123 

Table 6: Descriptive statistics of the participants from different language proficiency levels  
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Table 6 indicates that the means for the LP and HP groups were 276.86 and 291.83, respectively. The 
latter group showed a higher mean; however, an independent t-test was run to make sure the difference 
was significant. Table 7 illustrates the results of t-test for language proficiency. 

 Levene's Test for Equality of Variances t-test for Equality of Means  

 F Sig. T Df Sig.       
(2-tailed) 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 
Lower Upper 

Equal variances 
assumed 1.013 .601 -11.267 943 .006 -14.96 3.91673 -12.64798 -12.56798 

Equal variances 
not assumed  -11.282 499.043 .005 -14.96 3.87153 2.72504      2.64504 

Table 7: Independent samples T-test for language proficiency 

Based on Table 7, t(945) =-11.267, p<0.05. This result demonstrates that the third null hypothesis is 
rejected since there was a significant difference between the extent of investment in ICs/identities in the 
learners belonging to the LP and HP groups in this study.  

Discussion 
This quantitative study investigated Iranian English language learners' investment in their ICs/identities 
since little research on these communities had been conducted previously. The findings indicated that the 
majority of Iranian EFL learners possessed a moderate level of investment in their ICs/identities. 
Moreover, there was a significant difference between male and female participants in the extent of 
investment in their ICs/identities, females showing more investment in this regard. This significant 
difference was also true between the teenagers and adults since teenagers were more invested in their 
ICs/identities. The results also indicated that there was a significant difference between the LP and HP 
groups concerning their extent of investment in ICs/identities, with the second group being more invested 
in their ICs/identities. 
A possisble reason why Iranian EFL learners showed a moderate level of investment in their ICs/identities 
could be the close dependence of identity, investment, and ICs among language learners (Kanno & 
Norton, 2003; Mohammadian Haghighi & Norton, 2017; Norton, 2000, 2001, 2015, 2016; Norton & 
Pavlenko, 2019). .These EFL learners possessed a moderate level of language identity (Rezaei et al., 
2014) and investment in language learning (Soltanian et al., 2018). Hence, it is not surprising to see that 
these learners moderately invested in their ICs/identities. On the other hand, there can be various reasons 
why these learners demonstrated a moderate level of investment in their ICs and more in-depth research 
is needed to focus on an explanation of this issue. A more in depth study based on an ethnographic 
approach with a small group of language learners may be useful. 
The male and female learners in this study were statistically different in the extent of investment in their 
ICs, perhaps explained by the idea that learning English may lead to different outcomes and provide 
diverse opportunities for individuals of different genders. In numerous situations, English may provide 
learners with the chance of imagining diverse gendered identity options (Norton & Pavlenko, 2019). Many 
women across the world consider learning English as a way to liberate themselves from the restrictions of 
a gender-based patriarchy (Kobayashi, 2002; Mohammadian Haghighi & Norton, 2017). Women in Iran 
could be experiencing a different context in English language classrooms (Mohammadian Haghighi & 
Norton, 2017), because compared to males, many young women in Iran have less mobility since they are 
marginalized from mainstream Iranian society, and English classes are considered as a particularly ideal 
type of recreation for them. Such classes, in comparison to classrooms for other subjects, may provide 
Iranian EFL learners in general and females, in particular, with a broader range of ICs/identities. By 
attending language classes, Iranian women could improve their knowledge of numerous cultures, socialize 
with their peers, and develop the range of imagined identities which could exist for them (Kanno & Norton, 
2003; Norton, 2013b). Hence, learning English could provide Iranian women with opportunities to broaden 
their horizons and expand the range of opportunities available to them (Mohammadian Haghighi & Norton, 
2017). English also could represent the opportunity to provide gender equity for them (Norton & Pavlenko, 
2019).  
The findings of this part of the study agree with those of Mohammadian Haghighi and Norton (2017). 
These researchers concluded that female learners showed more investment in language learning and their 
higher level of investment was effective in their imagined identities. The learners’ imagined identities were 
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principally salient to their investment in the activities used in English classes. Iranian females, in general, 
may also have more investment in language learning (Soltanian et al., 2018). This higher level of 
investment may be influential in the females’ higher investment in ICs as indicated in this study.  
The findings of the study suggested that although the number of teenagers was fewer than that of the 
adults, the first group possessed more investment in their ICs than the latter one. The reason may be 
because in comparison to teenage learners, adult learners have shaped their identity and it is not so easy 
for them to create imagined identities for themselves. Although they may have ICs for themselves, they 
are not as strong as the ones developed by the teenagers. Adolescence is considered as an important 
phase of human development which is closely connected with identity issues (Harklau & Moreno, 2019). 
Moreover, teenage English learners are developing and leaning English at a time when some societal 
changes such as transnationalism, globalization, and the rapidly developing digital age have led to a 
significantly different social and virtual environment (Harklau & Moreno, 2019). Being at the “forefront of 
globalization” (Fuligni & Tsai, 2015, p. 413), and crossing the broadest scopes of social contexts in the 
process of identity development and formation, adolescents are assumed to be different from children and 
adults (Yoon et al., 2017).  
In this study, the EFL learners in the HP group were more invested in their ICs. This may be due to the 
perception that knowing English can affect their identities in noninteractive ways and that the language 
the individuals acquire determines the way they construct their vision of the world. Learning English allows 
learners to distance themselves from their own culture or singular cultural perspective (Kim, 2003). 
Seemingly, learners with a high level of language proficiency are more aware of other paradigms and do 
not limit themselves to their own native language's worldviews, so they can experience more complex 
imagined identities. In fact, a more reflective and critical attitude toward an individual's own culture 
accompanies knowledge of English (Kim, 2003). Another simple reason for demonstration of more 
investment in ICs on the part of the HP group may be the larger number of participants in the HP group in 
comparison to the LP group. Of course, this can be considered as one limitation in the present study and 
further studies are required with equal number of participants in each language proficiency group to see if 
this finding is confirmed. 
The results obtained in this section are partly in line with those of Kim's (2003) study. Although Kim did 
not directly refer to ICs/identity in her research and used words such as transcending cultural boundaries 
and accessing other worldviews through proficiency in English language, the findings of her study can be 
compared with this part of the study. Both studies showed that higher proficiency in English can be 
effective in broadening minds and becoming aware of other possibilities in the future. This finding can also 
be compared with those of Khatib and Rezaei (2013b). In their study, they concluded that the learners in 
higher levels of proficiency show more enthusiasm about English language and culture and that their 
higher investment and construction of ICs can contribute to better development of L2. It can be argued 
that the sense of belonging to certain groups can be effective for language learners since through this 
feeling they attempt to approximate themselves to the L2 norms (Khatib & Rezaei, 2013b). 

Conclusion 

This study aimed to address the researchers’ excessive focus on qualitative approaches in research on 
language learners' ICs. To this end, the authors employed a valid questionnaire measuring the extent to 
which Iranian EFL learners were invested in their ICs. The current study, which has provided a general 
image of some Iranian EFL learners’ investment in their ICs/identities, can inform teachers about the 
nuances of language learners. It focuses on the improvement of teaching practices by altering fixed views 
about language learners because they have their own interpretation of themselves and the practices in 
which they are engaged. For example, in Iran the learners have many reasons for going to English 
classrooms and they do the language activities with goals in mind. Some language learners do classroom 
activities and limit limit themselves to the classroom context, while others imagine contexts outside the 
classroom where they might use that task. The future projections of the second group of language 
learners lets them fly out of the four walls of the classroom and envision the future applications of the 
activities. 
Considering the significant point that students invest in practices that provide the opportunity to gain 
access to their ICs/identities (Darvin & Norton, 2019), teachers should know about their students' social 
status, language and cultural background, commitment to learn another language, and their imaginations 
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while language learning and value their aspirations, needs, and desires concerning their use of a foreign 
language. Hence, they should design activities through which the diversity of learners is appreciated and 
the numerous histories, identities, and imaginations that they have in the class are confirmed (Darvin & 
Norton, 2018). Through instruments such as interviews, surveys, classroom observation, and journal 
entries, teachers can identify the types of ICs their learners would desire to be connected to and the 
imagined identities they attempt to reconstruct (Tajeddin et al., 2021).  
The present study suffers from some shortcomings. The most important of which is the data collection 
instrument. Questionnaires have many advantages for conducting research, for example they are 
appropriate instruments for ongoing research and large-scale surveys in a short time, meeting 
generalizability in results, being scored objectively, providing rich data, and making it possible to 
extrapolate data simply. However, in conducting research studies it is often better to combine quantitative 
approaches with qualitative ones to collect a more complete source of data (Rezaei, 2017). 
Future research on ICs can explore how paying attention to language learners' ICs/identities within the 
class impact their investment in language learning and offer them chances for the future. Examining the 
effects of other variables, such as place of residence, economic status, and ethnicity on ICs is something 
which also requires further investigation. In addition, the participants in this study were learning English in 
private language institutes or language colleges. Other research studies can investigate learners’ ICs in 
state schools or universities. Another issue for future research is taking the contextual nature of 
constructs such as ICs into consideration, so future researchers could investigate this construct in other 
EFL contexts. 
Finally, it is restated that in EFL classes, teachers should be aware of the learners’ ICs and discuss them in 
the class (Tajeddin et al., 2021) because undervaluing of these communities on the part of the teachers 
may serve as a roadblock to attaining required continuity for the language learners’ learning and the 
feeling of belonging to particular communities (Przymus et al., 2020). Hence, the teacher should seek to 
recognize what investments the learners may have in the classroom, what their imagined identities are, 
and how the teacher can assist them in navigating their experiences in the most enriching and satisfying 
ways possible (Soltanian & Ghapanchi, 2021).  
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