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Abstract: 

Teaching and learning English in communities of practice within multinationals 
epitomise the social dimension of learning, outlined by Lave and Wenger (1991). 
Based on the author’s experience in teaching English for Specific Purposes to 
business professionals in Ford Romania, this paper focuses on the connection 
between language, culture and socialisation, with the aim of analysing how course 
participants, learners and trainers alike, negotiate and construct an identity in 
practice. The research outlines that English language proficiency, engineering and 
workplace knowledge, seniority and social roles are important factors in this process 
of identity construction and negotiation.  
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Introduction 

The advent of technology and the increasing speed of globalisation 
have made English become everyday practice in multinational companies. 
According to Harvard Business Review, „English is now the global 
language of business” and the corporate language in many multinationals 
– Airbus, Daimler-Chrysler, Renault, Samsung etc. (Neeley, 2012). The aim 
of adopting English as a lingua franca of international affairs is to facilitate 
communication and increase performance across geographically diverse 
functions and business endeavours. HR directors are consequently 
looking for English speaking employees or investing in English training 
courses for their current employees to benefit their business. In this light, 
English for Specific Purposes (ESP), as a branch of English as a Foreign 
Language, has emerged to meet this learning need, its goal being, as Marcu 
emphasises, „the formation of professionals ready to work for 
multinational companies and perform well on the international market” 
(Marcu, 2020: 118).  
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As an ESP teacher, the author has acquired experience in teaching 
Business English to undergraduate students, the course goal being to train 
them in the practices, knowledge and language of the target communities, 
and to develop the communicative skills that will enable them to integrate 
in those communities. Teaching Business English at Ford Romania in 
Craiova (2014-2020) was a different kind of experience, challenging and 
enriching at the same time. The great advantage of teaching in a 
multinational company is that trainers come to understand the 
communities of practice for which they prepare undergraduate students 
in universities.  

The aim of this paper is to present a workplace ESP classroom in 
Ford Romania as a community of practice consisting of a language teacher 
and engineering professionals. We shall investigate how classroom 
members negotiate their identities amongst the tensions of English 
language proficiency, engineering and workplace knowledge, seniority 
and social roles.  

 
Communities of practice 

Discussing communities of practice and their role in the process of 
learning, Etienne and Beverly Wenger-Trayner point out that this is a 
relatively recent coined term, which nevertheless refers to an old 
phenomenon of people who worked and learned together: „Communities 
of practice are groups of people who share a concern [domain] or a passion 
for something they do and learn how to do it better [practice] as they 
interact regularly [community].” (Wenger-Trayner, 2015: 1, our emphasis) 
The shared domain of interest, the community of members who work 
together, help each other and learn from each other, as well as the shared 
practice in the domain of interest are the main characteristics of a 
community of practice, and „it is by developing these three elements in 
parallel that one cultivates such a community” (Wenger-Trayner, 2015: 2).  

Nowadays, communities of practice can virtually be found 
everywhere, connecting people within business, education, government, 
professional associations and other organisations. Business people were 
among the first who adopted this concept, because they understood the 
importance of knowledge creation and sharing, as well as the collective 
responsibility for managing the knowledge. Another important aspect of 
these communities refers to the fact that they create connections among 
practitioners that cross over hierarchical structures and geographical 
borders. The result is that: 

 
… the knowledge of an organisation lives in a constellation of 

communities of practice each taking care of a specific aspect of the 
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competence that the organisation needs. However, the very characteristics 
that make communities of practice a good fit for stewarding knowledge – 
autonomy, practitioner-orientation, informality, crossing boundaries – are 
also characteristics that make them a challenge for traditional hierarchical 
organizations.  

(Wenger-Trayner, 2015: 4) 
 

In spite of the fact that learning within a community of practice is 
considered to be decentralised, there are several studies which theorise 
classrooms as communities of practice (Barnawi, 2009; Morton, 2012). 
Thus, the learners are gathered by a shared concern in the subject matters, 
participate in classroom activities, and negotiate and construct identities 
through social participation. According to Lave and Wenger identities are 
„long-term, living relations between persons and their place and 
participation in the community of practice” (Lave and Wenger, 1991: 53). 
The newcomers in a group are initially assigned the peripheral position of 
novices who are about to start their „fight” for community integration. As 
the students legitimately take part in the community of practice, they 
undergo a process of change from being „peripheral/novices” to full 
participants or old-timers. This process, articulated by a mechanism of 
learning, enables students to acquire an identity in practice.  

The idea that newcomers develop an identity through legitimate 
peripheral participation brings into focus the significance of „legitimacy”. 
Davies pointed out that legitimacy is linked to hierarchy and the 
„mechanisms by which the boundary and the internal structure of the 
community of practice are controlled” (Davies, 2005: 571). As Davies put 
it, „not only is there a hierarchy, but it is also the case that those within the 
community of practice are extremely aware of those at the top, and the 
power that those wield over the other members” (Davies, 2005: 571-2). 
Lave and Wenger acknowledged the connection between legitimacy, 
power and social structures, but did not investigate power relations. What 
they did, was to „suggest a redefinition of the nature of mastery in contexts 
which rely less on the abilities of skilled individual craft workers and more 
on people’s abilities to co-operate in situations of high interactive 
complexity” (Blackler and MacDonald, 2000: 836).  

Investigating basic adult education in the UK, Harris and Shelswell 
showed that legitimation conflicts occur where „the legitimacy of a 
participant – whether central or peripheral – is brought into question by 
community members” (Harris and Shelswell, 2005: 168). Based on 
Wenger’s notion that experience triggers competence (Wenger, 1998), 
Harris and Shelswell emphasised that the skills and experience of 
community members can have both positive and negative effect on their 
social participation. This depends on their ability to negotiate and form 
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identities, as well as on the degree of acceptance by their peers within that 
particular community of practice.  

Learning in a community of practice is holistic, as it relies on the 
interdependence of the learner, the community, and the environment, or, 
as Lave and Wenger point out, it „implies emphasis on […] the view that 
agent, activity, and the world mutually constitute each other” (Lave and 
Wenger, 1991: 32). Since students learn from observing others and 
practising themselves, they become cognitive apprentices within the 
community (Kurt, 2021). From this perspective, knowledge cannot be 
separated from practice, and this idea constituted the foundation of the 
situated learning model, advocated by Jean Lave, Lev Vygotsky, John 
Dewey and Etienne Wenger who emphasised that learning occurred 
within situational contexts.  

In what follows, we shall first discuss the power structure of the ESP 
classroom at Ford Craiova in which legitimacy conflicts take place. Then, 
we shall analyse how classroom participants negotiate and construct their 
identities among these conflicts. Conflict resolution revolves around the 
issues of legitimacy, power and social structures, the key elements which 
define learning in communities of practice.  

 
The power structure of the ESP classroom at the workplace 
The ESP classroom under study was part of the English language 

training project, run by Ford Romania and the University of Craiova, with 
the aim of improving the language proficiency of Ford employees. It 
features a community of practice which consists of an English language 
instructor and engineering professionals.  

In the context of this classroom, some clarifications need to be made 
in relation to the „legitimacy” of the course participants, as well as to the 
definition of „newcomer” and „old-timer”. First of all, the formal classroom 
context of the training entails that the teacher and the students, as 
members of the community of practice, are assigned formal social roles. 
In Romanian culture, teachers are respected, and this respect, 
traditionally grounded in the belief that knowledge is associated with 
position, status and age, is evident in the way students address teachers, 
using the pronoun of politeness „dumneavoastră”. In the ESP classroom, 
the teacher already has the legitimate status of being respected and the 
students pay respect to the teacher initially due to this social role. Apart 
from this, the teacher has the role of the „expert” in English language and 
skills, and the students often seek his/her guidance, correction or 
approval during classroom activities. 

On the other hand, the ESP classroom requires interdisciplinary 
knowledge, that is, knowledge of both language and subject matters. 
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Whereas the teacher is the expert in language, the students have the 
subject knowledge and skills acquired while working in the engineering 
field, the situation being different from a university ESP course where 
neither the ESP teacher nor the students are experts in subject matters. 
Legitimation conflicts thus emerge. As mentioned previously, in Lave and 
Wenger’s community of practice model, newcomers have to negotiate 
their identity on the periphery until they are perceived as old-timers. In 
the Ford classroom, the teacher acquires the role of the „expert 
newcomer” (Harris and Simons, 2008) who has knowledge of English, but 
is new to the engineering context. The student participants are expert in 
subject matters, and some of them have a good level of proficiency in 
English; therefore, they can be regarded as „semi-expert newcomers”. 
Consequently, it can be argued that there are no true newcomers in the 
context of this ESP classroom.  

Other important factors that influence the power relations among 
the group participants are cultural, and refer to age and status within the 
Ford plant. The social interaction in the classroom revealed deference to 
seniors in age, which proves that age is a factor that confers legitimacy to 
a participant. Older participants in the classroom were listened to and 
treated with respect by their younger peers. It should also be mentioned 
that the age of the teacher makes a difference in the way she/he is 
perceived by the trainees. The trainer may be legitimate as a teacher and 
as an expert, but, being in her thirties does not confer her age-related 
legitimacy. The same deference was observed in the case of hierarchy 
within the company, implying that legitimacy is granted to the 
participants with higher positions. The trainer, as a teaching academic, is 
perceived from the beginning as having a high position. Age and hierarchy 
are also related to experience at the workplace, that is, the period of time 
a participant has worked in the company. As a result, trainees who had 
been in the plant since Daewoo time were treated with much respect.   

In this context of different power relations, participants, teachers 
and students alike, must negotiate their identities in order to take part in 
the ESP classroom.  

 
Identity negotiation and construction 
As it has already been argued, no participants in this ESP classroom 

are competent in both knowledge of the English language and knowledge 
of the subject matter, i.e. engineering. Discussing identity negotiation and 
construction in a workplace ESP classroom in Thailand, Pimsiri Taylor 
identifies the roles of the participants as being the expert newcomer, the 
semi-expert newcomer and the non-expert old-timer (Pimsiri, 2015: 159). 
Drawing on Taylor’s research, we shall investigate each typology in order 
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to understand the ways in which course participants manage to construct 
their identities.  

 
The expert newcomer/teacher 
From our experience, the teacher can resolve the conflict (expert in 

language vs. newcomer in engineering/business knowledge) and 
negotiate his/her identity by relying on the students’ subject knowledge, 
thus making them „partners” in the process of teaching/learning, and 
increasing their motivation to engage in genuine communication in the 
class. The teacher acts as a language consultant, accepting equal status 
with the learners who have authority on subject matters. 

At the social level of the ESP classroom at Ford Craiova, in order to 
solve the tension between being an expert and a novice, the teacher used 
the mother tongue, i.e. Romanian. The mother tongue constituted a 
„shared repertoire” (Wenger, 1998) in the studied group, being largely 
used in classroom humour and gossip. According to Holmes and Marra 
(2007), humour, an important component of workplace discourse, 
requires shared cultural understanding, and therefore contributes to 
transgressing some barriers. Throughout the training course in Ford, the 
teacher joined numerous humorous talks in order to show that she was 
willing to build relationships and be accepted as a community member.  

As the class progressed, gossip began to emerge, despite the fact that 
it is regarded as totally unsuitable and utterly undesirable in classroom 
discourse (Brown 2012). In the community of practice under 
consideration, negative gossip led to friendship ties which helped the 
teacher become a community member with whom the students could 
share their workplace stories, thoughts and feelings. Thus, the teacher had 
the opportunity to learn more about the workplace, the trainees’ duties, 
the company policies etc. and to be accepted as one of them. 

 
The semi-expert newcomer  
Some of the students in the analysed group at Ford had never 

participated in English training courses before. They joined the classroom 
as newcomers; yet, many of them had good English knowledge and skills, 
which turned them into „semi-expert newcomers”. Their linguistic abilities 
led to their pedagogical role, discussed by Fuller and Unwin (2005). During 
classroom activities, the semi-expert newcomers helped their peers 
complete the tasks, thus gaining respect and legitimacy within the group. 

The role of semi-expert newcomer is therefore grounded in peer 
acceptance. However, this acceptance did not rely exclusively on the 
member’s level of English language proficiency, but also on his/her status 
in Ford Craiova. There were certain relationships among members who 
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had worked together in the same departments for many years, and the 
pattern of those relationships was somehow brought to the class. 
Therefore, it was observed that some members negotiated their 
legitimacy in the community of practice from the perspective of seniority 
and/or their position within Ford hierarchy of power.   

 
The non-expert old-timer 
The „non-expert old-timer” refers to the members who did not excel 

at English despite the fact that they had been working in the company for 
a long time (Taylor, 2015: 161). They were the older people in the group 
who began working in the plant before Ford bought it, at a time when 
English skills were not required. Although they had knowledge about the 
workplace culture as well as job-related knowledge, their level of English 
proficiency was below the required standards. They had to work hard to 
improve their language skills in order to comply with Ford policy which 
demands employees to speak English in order to keep up with the 
corporate work.  

Having been in business for a long period of time, the non-expert old-
timers had the age legitimacy, and were thus respected by their peers; yet, 
unlike semi-expert newcomers, they did not have the right level of English 
for the training course, and consequently, performed at the periphery of 
the community of practice, that is, they did not participate much in 
classroom activities. They managed to sustain their legitimate peripheral 
participation with the aid of humour (Mak et all, 2012). 

The non-expert old-timers frequently used jokes in order to 
negotiate their identity in the classroom. The mistakes they made were 
taken lightly, and quickly turned into jokes, in an attempt „to save face”. 
There were also cases when non-expert old-timers resorted to self-
denigrating humour, with the same aim, of minimising their errors. This 
strategy ensured the „jokers” the legitimate participation in the 
community of practice because their peers simply liked them.  

At times, the old-timers who had higher position in Ford than some 
of their group colleagues, attempted to turn their jokes into teasing 
(Schnurr and Chan, 2011), thus somehow „attacking” the others and even 
the teacher who was considerably younger. In these situations, their 
power was often challenged by the semi-expert newcomers who teased 
them back on account of their low English language skills. Humour 
therefore served to negotiate one’s identity.  

 
Conclusions 
This investigation of a workplace ESP classroom shows that 

legitimation conflicts occur in the power structure of communities of 
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practice, and consequently the members must negotiate their identity and 
participation in the community. Legitimacy is not only related to English 
language proficiency, engineering and workplace knowledge, but also to 
one’s position within the organisation hierarchy, age and social relations.  

There were several identities constructed in the process of 
teaching/learning English in the workplace classroom: the expert new 
comer, the semi-expert newcomer, the non-expert old-timer. These 
identities were negotiated by using various tools: English language, the 
mother tongue, humour, gossip, or even teasing.  

To conclude, the workplace ESP classroom at Ford Craiova is a 
community of practice which epitomises the participants’ power conflicts, 
and their strategies to negotiate an identity and gain legitimate 
participation in the community. The vital role in this negotiation is, of 
course, played by language.  
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