
 
Received 3/20/2023; revised 11/1/2023; accepted 12/1/2023 

Empirical Article 

 
Volume 16, Issue 4 (2024), pp. 52-64 

Journal of Comparative & International Higher Education  
DOI: 10.32674/2fazvd02 | https://ojed.org/jcihe 

 
 

 
International Spouses’ Goals and Investment in Language Learning Programs 
 

Jade Sandbultea* 

 

University of Minnesota Duluth, United States 

*Corresponding Author: Email: jadesand@d.umn.edu  
Address: University of Minnesota Duluth, Minnesota, United States 

 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
Abstract 

 
International spouses, individuals who accompany a partner studying in a foreign country, are an important source of 
support for international students and scholars, yet many academic institutions overlook this population. Research indicates 
that many international spouses benefit from joining language programs; however, there has been no research on how to 
design such programs to support international spouses. By drawing on the theoretical constructs of investment (Darvin & 
Norton, 2015) and capital (Bourdieu, 1986), this study investigates the goals of international spouses, the relationship 
between these goals and English proficiency, and how international spouses perceived the language resources available to 
them. Semi-structured interviews with 15 (8 female, 7 male) international spouses in the U.S. revealed that the participants 
viewed English as relevant to their professional, social, and cultural goals, and that various factors influenced which ESL 
programs they joined. This study concludes with recommendations for designing programs to support international spouses. 
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Introduction 
 

The high numbers of international students and scholars studying in the United States have been a major benefit to 
American universities in terms of funds, recognition, incoming knowledge and skills, and providing a more intercultural 
experience for domestic students (Soria & Troisi, 2014; Teshome & Osei-Kofi, 2012; Vaughan, 2007). International 
students have been the focus of many research studies that help illuminate the difficulties they encounter while abroad 
(Johnson, 2019; Morita, 2009; Oyeniyi et al., 2021; Tubin & Lapidot, 2008; Zappa-Hollman & Duff, 2015). One finding 
from this body of research is that international students often benefit from the presence of family when they are studying 
overseas (Girmay et al., 2019; Lin, 2018; Shaffer & Harrison, 2001). In particular, many married international students 
travel abroad with their spouses, who promote the students’ wellbeing by maintaining their household, providing childcare, 
and offering emotional and social support. Despite their importance to international students’ success, the international 
spouses living in university communities are often “invisible” (De Verthelyi, 1995) to academic institutions due to their 
lack of an official status at the university where their spouse is enrolled. 
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International spouses have been traveling abroad with their partners for decades, yet only a few studies have 
examined this population. These prior studies have primarily focused on illuminating the difficulties that international 
spouses face. The most commonly-cited difficulty for international spouses is the social isolation they experience while 
abroad (Campbell & Prins, 2016; Chen, 2009; De Verthelyi, 1995; Lin, 2018; Teshome & Osei-Kofi, 2012). Another 
common issue is difficulty with the local language (Campbell & Prins, 2016; De Verthelyi, 1995; Grimm, Kanhai, & 
Landgraf, 2019; Lei et al., 2015; Lin, 2018; Martens & Grant, 2008; Teshome & Osei-Kofi, 2012). Only a few studies 
(Campbell & Prins, 2016; Grimm, Kanhai, & Landgraf, 2019; Shaffer & Harrison, 2001; Teshome & Osei-Kofi, 2012) have 
examined the steps international spouses take to overcome these challenges, typically through membership in informal ESL 
programs. 

Campbell and Prins (2016) and Grimm, Kanhai, and Landgraf (2019) extended the research on international spouses 
by examining the community-based ESL programs in which international spouses practice language. Both studies 
demonstrate that joining an ESL program was beneficial in terms of improving international spouses’ confidence in English 
and reducing feelings of isolation. However, there is still little information on how such resources can be improved to better 
support international spouses. In particular, although the goal of improving their proficiency in the local language has been 
mentioned in many of the studies on international spouses, there has been little investigation on international spouses’ other 
goals, particularly for their future, and how learning the local language is related to these goals. By focusing solely on 
international spouses’ desire to learn English (as opposed to discussing the unique life experiences and skillsets that 
international spouses can build upon by improving their English proficiency), prior studies cast upon international spouses 
the same deficit view that recent scholarship on international students has worked to mitigate; namely, that they are a 
population defined by a lack of a skill and therefore need to be fixed (Marshall, 2009; Tavares, 2021). Another shortcoming 
of the previous studies on international spouses is the lack of diversity, particularly in terms of gender. Of the studies cited 
in this study, the only ones that reported including male participants were Lei et al. (2015) (3 out of 9 participants), Grimm, 
Kanhai & Landgraf (1 out of 10 participants), and Campbell and Prins (2016) (2 out of 13 participants). 

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to fill this research gap by presenting data from interviews with a diverse 
group of international spouses in the U.S. to present a broader picture of how institutions can better support this population, 
especially by helping them to improve their language skills, and as a result improve the quality of life for international 
students and scholars. In particular, I will examine the various goals of international spouses, show the intersections between 
these goals and English proficiency, and analyze the factors that influence international spouses’ investment in ESL 
programs. I will also examine several ESL programs that international spouses accessed and the perceived benefits and 
limitations of those various resources. Based on the experiences of the international spouses, I will conclude with 
recommendations for institutions that want to better serve the spouses of international students and scholars. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 
In order to connect international spouses’ goals with their experiences utilizing various ESL resources, this study 

draws upon the notion of investment in language learning. As opposed to the static construct of motivation, investment 
recognizes that a language learner’s choice to engage with others in a target language is influenced by the context of the 
interaction (Darvin & Norton, 2021; Norton Peirce, 1995). According to Darvin and Norton (2015), an individual’s 
investment in a language resource results from the interplay between identity, ideology, and capital. In this model, identities 
refer to the various ways in which one positions themselves or is positioned within an interaction, and ideologies refer to 
systems that, often invisibly, influence human behavior and perceptions. Identities and ideologies interact to designate 
certain speakers and their contributions as legitimate while excluding other speakers. The third construct, capital, is based 
on the work of Bourdieu (1986), who argued that there is not only economic capital (such as money) but also cultural capital 
(such as knowledge or familiarity with cultural artifacts) and social capital (such as network connections). Language learners 
are more likely to engage in interactions if the cultural capital that they bring are recognized as legitimate (Darvin & Norton, 
2015) and if they view the interaction as leading them to gaining additional capital, particularly social capital (Cai, Fang, 
Sun, & Jiang, 2022; Moharami, Keary, & Kostogriz, 2022). 

In order to design effective language resources for international spouses, ESL instructors and program 
administrators within the university need to be aware of what international spouses want out of such resources; in other 
words, what forms of capital the resource can provide to the international spouses in order to increase the international 
spouses’ investment. This current study aimed to provide such awareness by interviewing a diverse group of international 
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spouses to learn more about their goals for their time abroad and the future and how they perceived the resources available 
to them, particularly resources connected to language learning. 

 
Methodology 

 
This is a qualitative research study which collected data through in-person interviews (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) to 

answer the following three research questions: 
1. What goals do international spouses have for themselves, both now and in the future? 
2. How do international spouses’ goals influence their investment in language learning programs? 
3. What qualities of these language learning programs influence international spouses’ investment in the programs? 

The data for this study are taken from a larger ethnographic research project on international spouses, which 
involved in-person interviews, year-long case studies, and observations of ESL programs (Sandbulte, 2020). In order to 
answer the above questions, I will be presenting data from the interviews. Interviews are a common method of data 
collection for research on investment as it allows the participants to describe their lived experiences, position themselves 
within their own narratives, and select the details that are most significant for them (Darvin & Norton, 2021). This is in 
contrast to quantitative approaches, such as questionnaires, that limit participants’ responses and seek to establish 
statistically significant patterns. Furthermore, interviewing multiple participants from diverse backgrounds allows the 
research to include unique perspectives that might otherwise be overlooked while also finding commonalities among 
different individuals. It should be noted that the aim of research on investment is not to determine a causal relationship 
between identity labels such as gender and the participants’ experiences as language learners but rather to draw from the 
experiences of a more inclusive participant base (Darvin & Norton, 2021). 

 
Research Site 

This study was conducted in a small city in the mid-Atlantic United States. During the academic year, the student 
population of the local university exceeds that of the city; thus, most people and businesses in the city have some connection 
to the university. 

 
Participants 

The participants for this study are all international spouses who traveled to the city to stay with a spouse who was 
either an international student or international visiting scholar at the university. At the time of the interviews, none of the 
participants were enrolled as students at the university, although several had participated in its intensive English program. 
Participants were recruited through a variety of means: the university’s research database, flyers in university buildings and 
housing, visits to ESL programs in the university and community, emails to religious organizations, and personal invitations. 
I had previously met some of the participants or their spouses, but I was unacquainted with most participants. It should be 
noted that, since most participants reached out to me based on my recruitment strategies rather than being directly asked to 
participate, the participants felt comfortable enough to have a conversation in English with a stranger. This may skew the 
results, as some international spouses lack the proficiency or the confidence to speak with a stranger in English. 

Sixteen individuals agreed to participate in this study. One of the individuals was married to an American, and her 
interview was not included in the dataset because her experience differed significantly from the other participants (who 
were all married to someone of the same nationality as themselves). Therefore, this study has a total of 15 participants (eight 
female, seven male) from 11 countries. At the time of the interviews, the participants had spent two months to five years in 
the U.S. All participants had some proficiency in English, ranging from high beginner to proficient. The details for all 
participants are shown in Table 1 below. The participants are organized by country to highlight the diversity within the 
sample. 
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Table 1. Participants’ Demographic and Background Information 
 

Home Country Pseudonym Gender Previous Job Time spent in U.S. 
when interviewed 

China Aiguo Male NA 5 years 
China Dong Male Mechanical Engineer 2 years 
China Biyu Female Geneticist 1 year 

Taiwan Yafang Female Office Assistant 2 months 
South Korea Woojin Male Insurance agent 9 months 

Japan Jun Female Biochemical Engineer 7 months 
Japan Fumiko Female Office Assistant 2 months 

Saudi Arabia Hamid Male Shop owner; Islamic teacher 1 year 
Israel Etta Female Pharmacist 2 years 

Germany Klaus Male Software developer 2 years 
Chile Claudia Female Midwife 2 years 
Brazil Paulo Male Philosophy teacher 2 months 

Colombia Ivan Male Finance professor 1 year 
Colombia Lucia Female Researcher; high school teacher 2 months 
Mexico Maria Female Kindergarten teacher 6 months 

 
Data Collection 

I conducted the interviews in-person with one or two participants at a time. The interviews were semi-structured 
with open-ended questions based on the participants’ experiences in the U.S., their goals, and the people they interacted 
with regularly (see Appendix). The interviews lasted 30-60 minutes. Most interviews were conducted in English, with one 
interview including a mixture of Portuguese and English. After obtaining verbal consent from the participants, I audio-
recorded the interviews and took notes. This project was determined to be exempt from a formal IRB review by the 
institution’s Office for Research Protections. 

Following the interviews, I transcribed the audio recordings. Since the goal of the study is to analyze the 
participants’ experiences rather than their speech, the transcriptions do not include filler sounds, false starts, pauses, etc. 
unless necessary for understanding the content. The recordings were stored on a secure hard drive and pseudonyms were 
used in the transcripts. The data were analyzed using the constant comparative method (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Polio & 
Friedman, 2017) with the program QDA Miner Lite. The constant comparative method mitigates researcher bias by allowing 
codes to emerge from the participants’ responses rather than applying a priori codes to the data. I conducted an initial coding 
that highlighted the most salient information and actions of each participant. Then, I identified recurring codes and organized 
them into categories that were used for a second, focused coding on the data. The categories for the focused coding were: 
goals, challenges, and resources. Codes that fell within these categories were present in all of the transcripts. 

 
Researcher Positionality 

Due to the personal nature of interviews, researchers’ own identities and biases shape the interactions. My 
experience with international spouses prior to this project came primarily from my involvement in various ESL programs, 
which meant that I encountered international spouses actively seeking aid with language assistance. To mitigate this bias, I 
asked open-ended questions that avoided language-related challenges, but I prepared follow-up questions if the participants 
mentioned these topics (which all of them did). In addition, since my identities as a native-born, English-speaking American 
could cause discomfort or intimidation among my study participants, I invited them to bring a friend or family member to 
the interview, but only two of the participants chose to do so. 

 
Results 

 
Below, I report what the dataset revealed about participants’ goals and their perceptions of the ESL resources in 

which they participated. 
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Goals 
Although the participants represented a wide range of backgrounds, cultures, and experiences, the interviews 

revealed recurring patterns in their lives as international spouses, particularly in the goals that they hoped to achieve while 
abroad. The goals of the participants generally fell into three categories: professional, cultural, and social. 

 
Professional Goals 

All but one of the 15 participants had been working at a job prior to moving to the U.S., and 12 of the participants 
described professional goals that they had for their time abroad. For example, Biyu, who had been working in a genetics 
laboratory in China before she moved to be with her husband, describes her goals in the quotation below: 

Biyu: At the beginning we want to find another postdoc position, but it failed so maybe with another be a 
student. There's something more I- my PhD major is genetics. It's biology. It's quite hard to find a job, 
only several choice: be a postdoc, go out the academy. I would like to be go out the academy but it's quite 
hard to find a position, to be a faculty. So we think nowadays maybe this computer science or statistics, 
they are two major easy to find a job. So I choose statistics. 

Biyu explains that she had wanted to find a temporary postdoc position for herself at the same university as her 
husband, but they were unable to do so. However, rather than simply wait for her husband’s postdoc to be completed, Biyu 
chose to increase her cultural capital by gaining experience that would be beneficial for her career: obtain a degree in 
Statistics. 

A characteristic of capital is that its value can change depending on the context (Darvin & Norton, 2015). For 
several participants, the cultural capital associated with their careers was not recognized abroad. For example, Claudia had 
been a midwife in Chile, and she had received authorization to work in the U.S. Unfortunately, her midwife credentials were 
not recognized in the local setting. According to Claudia, “If I want to do something related with midwifery here, I have to 
go through a nursery program. And I prefer to do a master program because it’s better for my career.” As a sojourner, 
Claudia did not see value in investing time and money for a nursing degree that she would not need when she returned 
home. Therefore, Claudia enrolled in a master’s program, which would provide more returns for her investment when she 
returned to Chile. 

For many of the participants, English proficiency was seen as a potential barrier that could prevent them from 
achieving their professional goals. For example, Dong from China stated, “At the beginning I want to apply to degree and 
maybe PhD, but I found my English is- I think difficult to progress.” Woojin from South Korea and Ivan from Colombia 
also stated that they wanted to enroll in graduate studies in their disciplines but needed to improve their TOEFL scores 
before they could be admitted. 

Apart from needing English in order to achieve specific professional goals while abroad, several participants viewed 
learning English itself as important for improving their career prospects. For example, Etta described why she views English 
as important for her career as a pharmacist in Israel. 

Ett:  English is everywhere. At work in Israel and you work with medical companies almost in a regular basis. 
I didn't have to do it back then when we were in Israel, but now if and when we are going back I'll have to 
find another job and then maybe I'll have to use English more. 

Etta explains that she did not need English in the past, but she saw it as being more necessary in the future. Since 
she, like many international spouses, left her position when she went abroad, she wants a competitive advantage when she 
returns to the job market in her home country, and learning English can provide her with that advantage. These findings 
show that improving one’s proficiency in English carries professional value for many international spouses after they return 
home. 

 
Social Goals 

A second goal, which was mentioned by 12 of the 15 participants, was to create social connections while in the 
U.S., or, to put it another way, to increase their social capital. Social capital was viewed as important for international 
spouses because of the many benefits that it provided, as described by Ivan below: 

Int: Why is it important for you to be meeting new people here? 
Iva: I think that for two main reasons. The first one is that being here I need to improve my English, yes. So I 

need to interact with people who speaks English in order to try myself and to yes to challenge myself to 
speak and hear people- real people because I can listen a lot of videos from YouTube from TED but it’s 
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different to interact with someone. So the first one is for my speaking abilities. And the second one is 
because I had the idea that being with people, interact with people helps you in a lot of ways. Being 
enclosed in my house is not- is something that I don’t something that could be like nice or something that 
I love to do the whole- for two years. [. . .] But we have really interesting people we have met here and I 
think that’s maybe a third reason that is that being here is also an opportunity to be like connected with 
with more places in the world to know more about other things in the world, so I never had spoken with 
someone from from the Middle East for example. But now I spoke regularly with people from Saudi 
Arabia. Also people from Africa. [. . .] Yes, I think that those three reasons. And also because people 
helps you as well. If you can be alone and try to do all by yourself but if there is someone that already 
knows how to do something they can help you. 

Ivan identified four reasons why it was important for him to meet other people while abroad: to improve his English, 
to avoid social isolation, to meet people from other cultures, and to receive assistance with daily tasks. When international 
spouses travel abroad, they lose access to much of their social capital, or to the networks that previously provided them with 
information and support. Therefore, finding new connections to make their transition abroad smoother are important. 

As with professional goals, one of the challenges that participants faced in accomplishing their social goals was a 
perceived lack in their English proficiency. For example, Woojin from South Korea described his first few months in the 
U.S. by saying: 

Woo: Actually I felt kind of lonely whenever I was in the room with white people. I felt like for whatever 
reasons, for maybe language reasons or something, I couldn’t feel I’m- I couldn’t be included with them.  

Woojin went on to describe a social event he attended with his wife, during which Americans were more likely to engage 
his wife in conversation because of her higher English proficiency. Similarly, Jun from China also found it difficult to 
engage with people because of her English: 

Jun: In the first month I feel very terrible and scary because I couldn't speak English, yeah worse than now so. 
I feel very scary to talk with others, and when I go to the [grocery stores] and some staff talk to me but 
always I run away because I thought I couldn't talk anymore. 

Whereas Woojin felt that Americans did not want to speak with him because of his low English proficiency, Jun 
describes the reverse: she avoided interacting with Americans because she was self-conscious about her poor English. Many 
of the participants fell into either or both situations in which their level of English was a barrier to achieving social 
connections. Therefore, improving their English would give them access to more social capital. 

 
Cultural Goals 

A third goal, mentioned by eight of the participants, was to gain cross-cultural experiences. Although similar to the 
goal of creating social connections, this goal was distinct as the participants were seeking knowledge and experiences about 
other cultures; thus, cultural capital rather than social capital. For example, Etta from Israel explained, “If I’m here, I want 
to experience something different, something new, and different perspectives and different language. There are many 
opportunities here it seems, so why not?” As seen in an earlier quote, Ivan also listed learning about other cultures as one 
of the reasons why he wanted to meet more people while in the U.S. 

This goal was not limited to their time in the U.S. but also included future cross-cultural opportunities as well. Many 
participants expressed the hope that learning English while in the U.S. would open up opportunities to travel in the future, 
such as Hamid: 

Int:  Why do you want to improve your English?  
Ham:  I have some plan in future. Read different books, English books, make friend in the world because the 

English more popular in world, more talking- people talking English more in China, Japan, yes. And I 
will go and visit some country and use this English, yes. 

Hamid wanted to meet with people in different countries around the world, and he believed that English would offer 
him the opportunity to speak with people from other countries even if they came from countries where English was not the 
dominant language. 

From these quotes, we see that learning English is not an end to itself but rather a means for participants to achieve 
their professional, social, and cultural goals. Of these goals, the social goals are more temporary, as the sojourners’ social 
connections are likely to weaken once they return to their home country. The professional and cultural goals, on the other 
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hand, will continue to be relevant for their futures. Therefore, programs that aim to support international spouses should 
consider how they can help the spouses reach their long-term goals. 

 
Resources 

Since most of the participants were invested in improving their English while living abroad, many of them had 
accessed ESL resources in the community. None of these resources had been specifically designed for international spouses, 
and the participants’ satisfaction with these resources differed from each other and (for those who joined more than one) 
between the resources themselves. In order to demonstrate how resources can better support international spouses, the 
following section showcases the factors that influenced participants’ investment in the various resources. 

In the interviews, four ESL programs were frequently mentioned. Nine participants joined religious-affiliated 
conversation groups which focused either on religious topics or daily vocabulary. These groups were led by individuals 
associated with a church or university ministry group. Another resource, which four participants joined, was the university’s 
intensive English program (IEP), which was taught by paid professionals either possessing or pursuing graduate degrees 
related to ESL education. Enrolling in the IEP did not guarantee acceptance into the university, but passing through all four 
proficiency levels of the program met the university’s language requirement. A third resource, which seven participants 
joined, was a community-based literacy program called Community Literacy. The instructors at Community Literacy were 
all volunteers and included community members, international scholars, and master’s students. Finally, eight participants 
attended events hosted by a non-profit organization associated with the university called World Hub. World Hub offered 
conversation groups, conversation partners, and classes on miscellaneous topics (such as cooking or arts and crafts), all led 
by volunteers 

 
Cost and Professionalism 

Two significant differences between these ESL programs are immediately apparent: the cost and the training of the 
instructors. The IEP courses cost approximately the same as regular college courses; Community Literacy had a modest 
cost to cover books and supplies; World Hub’s activities were usually free unless there was travel involved; and the religious 
groups were all free. Five of the participants listed cost as a factor in their decision to utilize an ESL resource, including 
Etta, as shown below: 

Ett: I decided to check to see if [Community Literacy] is something that would work for me, because when I 
searched at the beginning, all I could find was courses from the university, and it was very expensive. So I 
just decided to not go and then when I saw that it's something that I can afford, I decided to go for it. 

The courses from the university are likely the IEP classes, which several participants stated were too expensive for 
them. Since many international spouses are relying solely on their partner’s income, they must be careful with how they use 
their available financial resources, and for many this means not paying a high tuition for English classes. 

On the other hand, more expensive programs such as the IEP were recognized as being taught by qualified 
instructors. Five of the participants discussed how the quality of instruction impacted the value of an ESL resource, such as 
Jun: 

Jun: In IEP, this is my just opinion but teacher prepare the class. So in the Community Literacy, we can talk, 
only talking- there is no lesson. But in IEP, teacher prepare before the class so contents is very a lot and 
they useful for me. 

When comparing Community Literacy and the IEP, Jun views the teacher preparedness as one of the benefits of the 
IEP. By being more prepared, the instructor is able to give a more organized lesson with more content. This does not mean 
that all of the instructors in Community Literacy were ill-prepared to teach; Lucia from Colombia described one of her 
instructors as well-prepared and good at managing the class. However, this instructor was later replaced with a different 
volunteer, whom Lucia felt had not prepared for the class and could not keep the other students focused on the material, 
which caused Lucia to feel that the class was a waste of her time. 

Interestingly, although cost and instructor training were mentioned in a few interviews, most of the participants 
highlighted different aspects of the ESL resources. In particular, 8 of the participants valued resources that gave them more 
opportunities to speak and 13 discussed the importance of creating social connections. 
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Speaking Opportunities 
Participants recognized the importance of frequent practice in the target language in order to improve their 

proficiency. The quote below shows why Woojin, as an international spouse, found World Hub to be a useful resource: 
Woo: Because that was maybe my only way to make that environment to use English. I’m, you know, I’m not a 

student here. Yeah, I’m just F-2 visa holder so I couldn’t make any environment to use English. [. . .] It is 
so hard find the kind of environment but World Hub give a way to us. Give several ways to us to use 
English, so it was very helpful. 

As an international spouse, it was difficult for Woojin to find opportunities to use English. He uses the term 
“environment” to describe what he wants: a context in which English is continuously spoken by him and others. Even 
though many of the activities in World Hub were not focused on English teaching, they provided Woojin with the 
environment he was searching for. Similarly, Aiguo from China described the primary benefit of attending the IEP by 
saying, “We have to speak English all the time.” Based on the interview, Aiguo seemed to value the opportunities to practice 
English more than the specific language instruction that he received. 

Although it would be easy to assume that all ESL resources provide participants with plenty of opportunities to 
practice using English, this was not always the case. For example, Jun described how her opportunities to speak differed 
between the IEP and Community Literacy: 

Jun: In IEP I cannot talk a lot because I am shy and yeah teenager are very powerful and I have no brave to 
talk in the class. […] There are different advantage and disadvantage. In Community Literacy the number 
of the students is very small so we can talk more easily. But in IEP there are many student in that class.  

Jun points out two factors that limited her opportunities to speak in the IEP when compared with Community 
Literacy. First, she found it difficult to compete with the “teenager” students for speaking turns because they were more 
confident in their speech than she was. Second, the number of students in the IEP also limited her opportunities to speak, 
whereas the small class sizes of Community Literacy gave everyone more speaking turns. 

Another obstacle that prevented participants from speaking was the proficiency level of the other participants. For 
example, Jun found it difficult to speak when she attended a World Hub activity: 

Jun: Yeah at the first time I came here, I came here in end of the March so in March and in April I went there 
[World Hub] because IEP begin May so before that I went there. But the program is many people can 
speak English very fluently so yeah I cannot continue. So yeah the good things in IEP is there is a class 
that people separate level so but in World Hub there is only one class so I feel that language gap between 
people. 

The IEP has four different levels based on proficiency, so Jun could be placed with individuals who had a similar proficiency 
level as herself. In the World Hub group that she joined, the proficiency level was much higher, so she felt that she could 
not participate. Several other participants also described how difficult it was to attend an ESL program when the other 
speakers had a higher proficiency or that a program seemed unhelpful if the other speakers had a much lower proficiency. 

 
Social Opportunities 

Other than providing opportunities to speak in English, ESL resources provided international spouses with much-
needed opportunities to socialize. For example, Jun gave this recommendation for other international spouses: 

Jun: I heard from the many Japanese women they at the first time they stayed at home for long time and they 
feel very sick, so I advise others to go to outside and talk to people, but for us to find the place to talk 
other is very difficult so yeah. So they can go IEP or Community Literacy or other community like me. 
Yeah it is very good way for their English skill and their feeling or mind. 

Jun, as we have seen, tried three of the most common ESL resources (the IEP, Community Literacy, and World 
Hub). In this quote, Jun does not distinguish between the different resources but views all of them as useful for dealing with 
loneliness. Jun points out that these resources can help international spouses with their English, but this seems like a 
secondary concern. Similarly, Etta favored World Hub because she had made many friends and joined in fun activities 
through that organization, although she admitted, “But if you want to learn more how to speak correctly and speak English, 
then I guess Community Literacy is better.” These examples demonstrate that ESL resources provide international spouses 
with highly desired social opportunities. Considering that creating social connections is one of stated goals of many of the 
international spouses, it is understandable how this characteristic of an ESL resource could be considered more important 
than the quality of the language instruction. 
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Relevance to Goals 

 A final consideration when assessing the usefulness of an ESL resource is whether or not it helps the individuals 
achieve their goals. When asked about why they chose a specific ESL resource, six of the participants mentioned the 
importance of learning English language that was relevant for their lives and goals. The quotation below shows how 
important Claudia’s goals were to her choice to attend Community Literacy: 

Cla: Because I had the goal to learn English in order to give the TOEFL exam, so I decide to go. Like to put 
myself and try to do something high level. So I decide for Community Literacy at the first time because 
they offer a TOEFL class, and they offer like four classes with tutoring and with all like stuff. You have 
to pay obviously, but at least they have like a whole activity related with the thing that I wanted to do.  

As mentioned earlier, Claudia’s goal was to enroll in a master’s program while in the U.S. to build upon her midwife 
credentials. In order to do so, she needed a high score on the TOEFL, which is why she enrolled in Community Literacy. 
Although Community Literacy costs money, Claudia deemed it to be worth the cost if it helped her meet her goal. 

As a contrasting example, Jun discussed how a mismatch of goals impacted her experience using an ESL resource: 
Jun: If I don’t go to the IEP I will stay home and don’t talk anyone. So it is good, but IEP’s goal or aim is to 

enroll university so the lecture is focus on the academic contents so sometimes some of them are not need 
for me because I finish my master’s degree in Japan and I used to employee, so yeah. To be honest I don’t 
need academic English, but I want to speak English every day so I decide to go to the IEP. So if they have 
more casual talk class or daily conversation it will be helpful too. 

As Jun points out, the goal of the IEP is to prepare students for academic contexts. As a professional who already has a 
master’s degree, Jun did not see much use in academic English and preferred to learn English that would be helpful in daily 
interactions. However, since the IEP provided her with daily interactions in English (and, as described earlier, had 
professional teachers), Jun chose to continue using this resource. 

In summary, the participants in this study had access to several ESL resources, even though these resources were 
not specifically designed for them. The value that they saw in using these resources were impacted by several factors: cost, 
teacher preparedness, speaking opportunities, social opportunities, and relevance to their goals. Of these, the social 
opportunities were the most discussed benefits of joining a specific ESL resource. 

 
Discussion 

 
The data from this study confirms previous research on international spouses that demonstrated the importance of 

ESL programs for this population, particularly in terms of providing social interactions (Campbell & Prins, 2016; Grimm, 
Kanhai, Landgraf, 2019; Teshome & Osei-Kofi, 2012). This study connected these findings to scholarship in second 
language acquisition, specifically investment, in order to create a broader picture of the international spouse experience and 
to work against a deficit view of this population. As predicted by Darvin and Norton (2015), international spouses’ choice 
to participate in language learning programs are strongly influenced by the perceived gains in capital. Participants showed 
that they joined ESL programs to provide them with future professional opportunities (economic capital), to connect with 
other people while abroad (social capital), and to gain experiences in both the local country and other countries in the future 
(cultural capital). Their investment in each individual program was influenced by the cost, teacher preparedness, 
opportunities for speaking, social opportunities, and relevance of the practiced language to their goals.  

One interesting finding from this study is that the perceived relevance to the international spouses’ goals seemed 
less important among the interviewed participants compared to many of the other characteristics. One possible reason for 
this is that, due to the isolation that international spouses often experience (Campbell & Prins, 2016; Chen, 2009; De 
Verthelyi, 1995; Lin, 2018; Teshome & Osei-Kofi, 2012), forming strong social connections becomes a higher priority than 
obtaining the desired English repertoire. This in turn influences the international spouses’ investment in the different 
programs, with programs in which they formed strong social connections becoming more important to them. Another 
possibility is that international spouses are operating out of a structuralist orientation toward language (Canagarajah, 2018). 
From this perspective, English is viewed as a single, bound system that individuals gradually gain proficiency in, and 
therefore learning any English vocabulary is contributing to becoming fluent. In contrast, more recent scholarship in areas 
such as second language acquisition, English for Specific Purposes, and translingualism would argue that a language is a 
collection of semiotic resources that speakers use to accomplish specific purposes (Basturkmen, 2014; Canagarajah, 2018; 
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The Douglas Fir Group, 2016). In other words, practicing how to discuss certain topics such as holidays or food will not 
meaningfully contribute to individuals’ ability to converse in professional or academic settings. International spouses, as 
well as other English learners, can improve their strategies for developing proficiency in English if ESL program 
administrators and instructors communicate this important distinction in language perspectives. 

 
Implications and Conclusion 

 
A strength of this study is the diversity in the participant pool in terms of gender, national origin, and the duration 

of their stay abroad. Since research on investment seeks to gain diverse perspectives rather than identify causal relationships 
(Darvin & Norton, 2021), comparisons based on the participants’ characteristics, such as gender or national origin, were 
not conducted, and such comparisons would be complicated due to the small number of participants and the many different 
identities that differentiated them. Future studies could examine if some of these different identities influence participants’ 
experiences and their perceptions of language learning programs. In addition, the recruitment strategies likely attracted 
international spouses who were interested in conversing with a stranger in English and possessed the confidence to do so, 
which could skew the participant pool. Utilizing other data collection techniques, such as surveys, might result in less rich 
data but could reach a larger pool of international spouses compared to the 15 participants of this study. Finally, it is also 
my hope that future studies will expand on this study by piloting programs specifically designed for international spouses 
and assessing the programs’ benefits. 

On that note, I join with previous scholars who have examined this population in arguing that universities and 
surrounding communities should find more ways to support international spouses. This support will create a better 
environment for international students and scholars, particularly for women since they often face limitations within 
academia when simultaneously raising a family (Niu, Xu, Zhu, & Hunter-Johnson, 2022). In addition, international spouses 
bring with them resources and areas of expertise that need not lay dormant while they are abroad. Therefore, I close this 
study with recommendations for graduate student departments, international program administrators, ESL instructors, and 
other individuals in academic institutions on how to support international spouses. 

 
Recommendation #1: Create Welcoming Environments 

Although the site of this study had several resources that international spouses could access, participants expressed 
concerns about which places they were allowed to access. Many events in the university and community were advertised 
specifically to students even when other individuals were welcome to attend. Therefore, labeling programs and events as 
open to international spouses would alleviate this hesitation. For example, departments could create more family activities 
for international students and visiting scholars. Not only does this show international spouses that they are welcome in these 
spaces, but it allows them to socialize with others who are in a similar situation, and it allows them to bring their children 
along. 
 
Recommendation #2: Provide International Spouses Opportunities to Use English 

As mentioned in previous research (Grimm, Kanhai, & Landgraf, 2019), international spouses need spaces where 
they feel comfortable interacting in English. Part of creating a comfortable space for speaking, according to Darvin and 
Norton (2021), is to recognize the language learners as legitimate speakers. The data from these interviews as well as 
observations of the various ESL resources showed that some spaces deny language learners the position of legitimate 
speakers by asking them to simply read from a worksheet or answer basic questions rather than providing them the 
opportunity to produce spontaneous, non-scripted language. ESL programs should therefore examine their practices to 
ensure that they are providing opportunities for participants to express their own thoughts and ideas so that they can build 
confidence in using the language. 

 
Recommendation #3: Expand Services 

The data from this study showed that a wider range of targeted ESL resources would benefit international spouses. 
In particular, resources that are intended for different levels of English proficiency and that focus on English expressions 
relevant for specific contexts (such as academia, workplaces, or service encounters) would allow international spouses to 
choose and invest in the resource that is most relevant to them. Although this may be difficult depending on available 
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resources for ESL programs, some participants, such as Claudia, stated that they were more willing to pay to join programs 
if it had “a whole activity related with the thing that I wanted to do.” 
 
Recommendation #4: Provide Financial Assistance 

As pointed out earlier, international spouses are often reliant on their partner’s income, which may limit their 
options. Therefore, financial assistance for international spouses can provide them more opportunities to engage in local 
activities. For example, some university ESL programs offer reduced prices for the family members of international 
students, which can serve as a draw for more international students to attend the university. 
 
Recommendation #5: Acknowledge the Capital that International Spouses Possess 

Although much of this study has focused on the capital that international spouses are trying to gain, universities and 
surrounding communities can benefit from acknowledging the capital that the international spouses already possess. Many 
international spouses are highly educated and have professional experience. International spouses in this study indicated 
that they were interested in doing something that mattered while they were abroad and were open to volunteer opportunities. 
Therefore, universities should consider how they can tap into this motivated population. One suggestion would be to invite 
international spouses to departmental lectures, brown bags, and student clubs. In these spaces, international spouses could 
share their expertise while practicing their English – specifically, English that is relevant to their professions. Initiatives 
such as this have the potential to improve the experiences of international spouses while also benefiting the students enrolled 
in universities. 
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Appendix 
 
Interview Questions 

1. How long have you been in the U.S.? 
2. What made you decide to move to the U.S.? What are your goals while you are living in the U.S.? 
3. How was your first month in the U.S.? 

a. Why do you say that? Can you provide an example? 
b. What have you done to overcome some of these challenges? 

4. What resources (such as people, organizations, or places) have been helpful for you? 
a. How did you connect with that resource? 
b. How has that resource been helpful? 
c. Why did you choose to use that resource? 

5. During an average week, what kinds of people do you interact with? 
a. How did you connect with those people? 
b. How have these interactions helped you? 
c. Why have you chosen to keep meeting with those people? 

6. How does your life here compare with your life in your home country? What is similar or different about your 
activities and interactions? 

7. What support would you like to receive from the university or community? 
8. What suggestions do you have for other international spouses? 


