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Abstract
With the implementation of China's reform and opening-up policy in the past three decades, English learning contributes much to the China’s development. As English pronunciation plays an important role in communication, the requirement for Chinese students' English pronunciation to be intelligible is more stringent. However, English pronunciation is still a challenge for the English major students. This article reports on multiple case studies of three Chinese English major students’ lived experiences of English pronunciation investments across different contexts, including inside and outside the classroom. Multiple sources of data collected such as in-depth interviews with the student; classroom observations, diary, and documents yielded thick descriptions of the participants’ English pronunciation learning. Informed by Norton’s notion of investment, the findings that reveal the participants' diverse English pronunciation investments across contexts seem to be closely related to the identities constructed in corresponding contexts and influenced by the likelihood of good returns from their investment. Consequently, their selective English pronunciation investments were also found to be driven by the imagined identities in the future. This article calls for the importance of a holistic understanding of individuals’ English pronunciation learning in and out of the classroom for an in-depth understanding of the complexities of learners’ varied English pronunciation investments.  
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Abstrak

Dengan pelaksanaan pembaharuan dan dasar pembukaan China dalam tiga dekad yang lalu, pembelajaran bahasa Inggeris banyak menyumbang kepada pembangunan China.  Memandangkan sebutan bahasa Inggeris memainkan peranan penting dalam komunikasi, keperluan untuk sebutan bahasa Inggeris pelajar Cina supaya dapat difahami adalah lebih ketat.  Walau bagaimanapun, sebutan bahasa Inggeris masih menjadi cabaran bagi pelajar jurusan bahasa Inggeris.  Artikel ini melaporkan berbilang kajian kes mengenai pengalaman hidup tiga pelajar jurusan Bahasa Inggeris Cina dalam pelaburan sebutan bahasa Inggeris merentas konteks yang berbeza, termasuk di dalam dan di luar bilik darjah.  Pelbagai sumber data yang dikumpul seperti temu bual mendalam dengan pelajar;  pemerhatian bilik darjah, diari, dan dokumen menghasilkan penerangan yang tebal tentang pembelajaran sebutan bahasa Inggeris peserta.  Dimaklumkan oleh tanggapan Norton tentang pelaburan, penemuan yang mendedahkan pelaburan sebutan bahasa Inggeris peserta yang pelbagai merentas konteks nampaknya berkait rapat dengan identiti yang dibina dalam konteks yang sepadan dan dipengaruhi oleh kemungkinan pulangan yang baik daripada pelaburan mereka.  Oleh itu, pelaburan sebutan bahasa Inggeris mereka yang terpilih juga didapati didorong oleh identiti yang dibayangkan pada masa hadapan.  Artikel ini memerlukan kepentingan pemahaman holistik tentang pembelajaran sebutan bahasa Inggeris individu di dalam dan di luar bilik darjah untuk pemahaman yang mendalam tentang kerumitan pelaburan sebutan bahasa Inggeris pelajar yang pelbagai.  

Kata kunci: pembelajaran sebutan bahasa Inggeris;  Pelaburan;  Identiti;  Modal



 Translate to Malaysia bahasa melayu



1. INTRODUCTION 

With the implementation of China's reform and opening-up policy in the past three decades, foreign language education, especially English learning, contributes much to the China’s future development (Gil, 2016). Thus, the demand for Chinese students' to have a better English proficiency is getting higher, especially the requirements for basic English skills which is becoming stricter for the English majors. In 2000, the Chinese Ministry of Education (CMoE) promulgated the English Teaching Syllabus for English Majors in Colleges and Universities (hereafter refer to the syllabus 2000), which puts forward different requirements for pronunciation teaching and learning in each semester through four academic years. However, most Chinese English major students have many problems with their pronunciation and are unable to meet the requirements of the syllabus (2000) (Zhang, 2019; Pang &Gao, 2020; Xu, 2022; Yang, 2023 ). Good English pronunciation is a key element in expressing yourself to others intelligibly (Gilakjani, 2016) and poor pronunciation leads to poor communication skills (Cavus & Ibrahim, 2017), which indicates that mastering English pronunciation is not only significant but also complex as well as difficult (Gilakjani, 2016). In and out of China, numerous studies have explored English pronunciation learning from individual differences, such as motivation (Ploquin, 2020; Baran-Łucarz, 2017; Tan & Chee, 2021; Rad & Roohani, 2024). From the motivation perspective, language learners are regarded as having unchanged and fixed personalities. Darvin and Norton (2015) challenged the psychological structure---motivation---that doesn’t consider how social aspects and structures influence his/her academic performance (Collazos Mona & Gómez Rodríguez, 2017) and claimed that in addition to asking “Are students motivated to learn a language?” it will be more worthwhile to pose, “To what extent are students invested in the language and literacy practices of a given classroom and community?” 

Norton (2015) defines investment as the active use of symbolic and material resources by language learners in the language learning process, in order to increase the value of their cultural and material capital. That is to say, learners who learn a foreign language does not only learn it for the same of learning, but also to gain intellectual reputation and social recognition (symbolizing capital). Investment is structurally dependent on identity, ideology, and capital—three crossing aspects (Norton, 2015). For the past 20 years, there has been a surge in research employing this concept in a variety of circumstances, starting with Norton Peirce's investment research in 1995 (Darvin & Norton, 2015). However, those studies generally focus on the investment in English as a whole, limited studies involve "investment" in specific language skills such as English pronunciation learning.                                                          

English pronunciation is not only related to English listening and speaking (Cavus & Ibrahim, 2017) but also concerned with learner's identity construction (Müller, 2011; Huang & Hashim, 2021, Kong & Kang, 2022). That means English pronunciation acquisition is a psychological as well as a sociocultural process. To fill such a void in the literature, this paper reports on a multiple case study of English major undergraduates’ lived experiences of learning English pronunciation both inside and outside the classroom in a normal university in China. It aims to offer insights into the complexity of English pronunciation learning investment by achieving a holistic understanding of the participants’ English pronunciation learning experiences across contexts, offering some pedagogy implications for English education policymakers and teachers. Based on these objectives, the following questions were formulated: 
1. Why do the English major students invest in English pronunciation learning?
2. How do the English major students invest in English pronunciation learning?
  
   
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Investment and Identity         
The survey draws on the concept of investment as an important interpretative structure in language learning and teaching, providing a way to understand learners' variable desire to participate in social interaction and community practice (Cummins, 2006; Norton, 2013). In motivation research, the term "investment" refers to a change from the prevalent cognitive psychological approaches to a more sociocultural one that highlights the intricate connection between language learner identity and language learning commitment in the context of second language acquisition (Norton Peirce, 1995). It questions the idea that motivation is a binary, static, and unitary construct (e.g., that someone is either motivated or uninspired); instead, it takes a more fluid, dynamic, and situated perspective on language learners as socially and historically created people with a variety of goals and identities. This "social turn" (Block, 2003) encourages investigating the identities of language learners that are essentially varying in time and space and may coexist in contradictory ways within a single individual (Norton, 2013, 2). Tons of studies have focused on the relationship between investment and identity (Skapoulli, 2019; Shi & Guo,2021; Shahidzade & Mazdayasna, 2022). 

2.2 Investment and Capital         
The concept of investment is closely related to the metaphor of "cultural capital" (Bourdieu, 1977). Learners who invest in learning a second language understand that this can provide them with symbolic resources (such as education, reputation, social networks) and material resources (such as money, real estate). These resources include learners' social and economic capital, which in turn increases the value of their cultural capital, such as knowledge, credentials, and thinking mode (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). Norton (2013) notes that learners ‘expect or hope to have a good return on that investment–a return that will give them access to hitherto unattainable resources’(p. 50).In order to finally become whoever they want to be, this motivates students to use their agentive capacity to obtain maximal access to the symbolic and material resources in confined environments (Hajar, 2017; Lamb, 2013). In recent years, some scholars (Babino & Steward, 2017; Thapa; 2019; Massó & De Costa, 2023) have explored learners’ investment in specific language resources in multiple language learning contexts. 

2.3 Investment and Imagined Identity 
The imagined communities that language learners aspire to during the learning process may be the best way to understand individuals' investment (Anderson, 1991; Wenger, 1998). An imagined community is "a group of people, not immediately tangible and approachable, with whom we connect through the power of the imagination" (Norton, 2013, p8). The prior experience of the learners as well as the numerous communities they are currently involved in are the foundations of this power. These imagined communities can be native speakers of the target language that learners encounter in real life, such as the English speaking teachers. They may also be proficient L2 speakers who are content with their college experience or who are doing well at work. According to Norton (2013) and Pavlenko & Norton (2007), learners may form imagined identities and a sense of belonging in these communities, which may have a significant impact on their investments. For instance, a great deal of studies have focused on the relationship between investment and imagined identity (Sung 2019; Wang & Jiang, 2024; Huang & Hashim, 2021; Kong & Kang, 2022). It can be seen from the above literature review that almost all investment research focuses on overall English learning, and there is a lack of investment research on English pronunciation learning. By drawing on the construction of identity, capital, and imagined identity, this paper tries to answer the research questions:(a) Why and how do the English major students invest in English pronunciation learning?
 
3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY   
3.1 Participants  
This article presents part of the findings of a larger PhD multiple case study research report. In this study, participants were selected via purposive sampling. The selection criterion are their different language proficiency and academic background, which are two key factors that shape their different investments (Norton, 2015; Norton & Toohey, 2011). Hence, the participants selected are from different English pronunciation proficiency with various academic backgrounds. Table 4.1 summarizes the demographic information of the participants; students’ real names have been replaced by pseudonyms.
        
Table1. Participants’ demographic information
	Name
	Age
	Major
	Pronunciation proficiency
	Grade
	Family Background

	Chen
	19
	English Education
	High level
	Freshman
	Saleswomen

	Ping 
	21
	English Translation
	Middle level
	Sophomore
	Migrant workers

	Lan
	21
	English Business
	Low level
	Sophomore
	Businessmen


3.2 Data Collection      
The multiple data collection methods in this study were semi-structured interviews, classroom observation, diaries and documents. All the data were recorded to better compare and triangulate different sources to make the findings and interpretation credible (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The data were collected between March to June 2022. During data collection process, the researcher maintained regular communication with the participants via email and phone calls, although these data are not used for analysis, they increase the credibility of the stories that the participants share. 
      
3.3 Data Analysis 
The process of data analysis was iterative and dynamic, entailing several (re)readings of data collected from diverse sources (Patton, 2023). The interview material was translated into English after being verbatim transcribed. The translations from Mandarin to English were sent to the participants for verification and to authenticate the data. After that, they were encoded with the help of NVivo 12 software and analyzed using a paradigm analysis programme to generate taxonomies and categories from common elements throughout the database (Polkinghorn, 1995). To confirm the emergent findings, major themes from the interviews were identified and triangulated with other data. The recurrent themes and patterns found in the analysis were further examined in light of the theoretical framework. Finally, following a member-checking process, summaries of the initial findings were sent back to the participants for their feedback (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

4. RESEARCH FINDINGS        
4.1 Case Chen               
4.1.1 Necessity of English pronunciation          
Chen is born and grew up in Guizhou's provincial capital, Guiyang. Compared to her peers who come from rural areas, she had access to more English pronunciation learning resources. For example, since primary school days, she had been to learn English in extracurricular training institutions like ‘CC English’ and ‘Susan English’. The teachers in these institutions focus on cultivating learners’ English communicative ability so that spent a great amount of time lecturing English pronunciation skills. These experiences prompted her to realize the role of English pronunciation in listening and speaking. 

    
"Interviewer: Did you have experiences of learn English pronunciation in the English training institutions?
Chen: I remembered that my mother sent me to ‘CC English’ and ‘Susan English’. These training institutions paid more attention to communication skills. The teachers were responsible. In order to improve our listening and speaking skills, they spent time on explaining phonetic knowledge to us."
(CIT1-890-894)     



In addition, she has watched movies, Tiktok videos, sang songs and dubbed English short videos since childhood. These audio and video recordings made her realize the English pronunciation role in shaping characters and inspired her to be an English blogger, singer or actor. For instance, she dreamed of becoming a singer like Taylor Swift, or an English blogger as well as actor like Cardi B who shares cultural differences around the world. In short, these off-campus training institutions and informal learning experiences not only made her realize the role of English pronunciation in improving communication skills, but also enabled her to achieve her imagined identity.     

	

“Interviewer: Have you thought about what you want to do in the future?
Chen: I want to be a famous singer like Taylor Swift.
Interviewer: Any other plans?  
Chen: English actor and blogger like Cardi B. I have done some English dubbing exercises to imitate various characters. It made me know that if i want to achieve my dreams, I have to figure out what tone and intonation I should apply to best portray a character, and express emotions and personalities in different contexts.” 
(CIT2-557-578)


4.1.2 A strategic active English pronunciation learner in the classroom            
Based on the observation in the Spoken English class, there were limited direct activities related to English pronunciation learning. The foreign teacher often conducted pair work and topic discussion to cultivate social ability. Chen was positive in activities and adopted strategic investments. In the pair work, she helped correct her classmates’ poor pronunciation concerning single words. However, when it came to topic discussion, she chose the classmates with good English pronunciation to practice fluency. Chen believed that these different investment strategies could better sharpen her English pronunciation skills. The following illustrated Chen’s different investments to increase her pronunciation skills;   
   
“Interviewer: How do you evaluate your performance in different activities? 
Chen: In terms of the topic discussion activity, I would like to ask Zengqiao whose English pronunciation is good enough to start a sudden conversation. I think she is be able to accept challenges and we two can talk fluently and learn from each other. However, If it is a simple  pair work activity, I will finish it with Yaoyao who needs me to do some pronunciation correction. I will choose different partners based on the difficulty of the activity. ”
 (COEStI-303-328)


However, she complained that the foreign teacher didn’t understand Chinese students’ needs and often conducted worthless activities like simple question and answer activity. The teacher didn't provide students with feedback regarding the students’ performance but just to complete the tasks. Hence, Chen was unwilling to participate. Once she even shared her opinion with the teacher, wishing to be given more freedom for them to talk rather than forcing them to participate in activities without much creativity.

“Me: How did you feel the spoken English class?
Chen: Our foreign teacher was not easy to get along with and his instruction was always boring, without creativity. He didn’t know much about our needs and some activities are often too simple to participate in ” 
(COECStIT2-90-93)

Besides, based on English listening and speaking class observation, there was little guidance on English pronunciation except for one class. In the process of dealing with the listening exercise, the teacher included phonetic knowledge and Chen actively participated. To be specific, when the teacher explained about words that stress and unstressed in sentences, she listened attentively to the teacher's instruction, raised her hand to demonstrate, and received the teacher’s suggestions. The following interview extract showed Chen’s investment in suprasegmental feature learning, such as stressed and unstressed words in the sentence;  

[bookmark: _Hlk115553351]“Teacher: let’s look at the sentence. Chang was feeling very unhappy because a friend had died. The bold parts should be read loader and more clearly than other parts. Understand?”
Students: Yes. 
Teacher: Any volunteers read for us?
Chen: I want to have a try (hands up).
Teacher: okay.
Chen: Chang was feeling very unhappy because a friend had died. 
Teacher: a friend had died. Only the bold parts should be read stronger, and the other parts could be read weaker. Read again.
Chen: Chang was feeling very unhappy because a friend had died.
Teacher: Good. Sit down please.”
(CELSFN - 5 -15 )


During the class break, Chen approached the teacher to seek advice and to clarify her weakness. The teacher explained that some phonetic phonemes in the words she pronounced were too strong. The teacher explained when Americans speak, their pronunciation was not so strong and some phonemes are weakly pronounced.  Besides, the teacher advised her to focus on details such as the link between the former letter and the latter letter in a word. If these details are ignored, the teacher told Chen that it would be useless to imitate the pronunciation even though they are repeated many times. The following narrative showed Chen’s determination to overcome her problems related to English pronunciation;       

“Interviewer: After class, I saw you inquire about your teacher's questions. Why?
Chen: Because I wanted to ask her what can be done about the difficulties that trouble me, and then she asked me to read the sentences. After I read the sentences, she told me that some of phonemes in the words were read too strong. The native speaker usually didn’t pronounce as clearly as ours. They would omit some pronunciation. Then she said that I should pay more attention to these details. For example, how to connect the pronunciation of the last letter with the next letter. Otherwise, it was useless to imitate it even more than ten times.” 
(CLSStI-446-452) 


4.1.3 An autonomous English pronunciation learners out of classroom            
In her daily life, Chen invested in English pronunciation with multiple strategies like singing English songs, doing English dubbing, searching on the internet. For example, Chen often sang English songs to improve her pronunciation. Aiming to interpret the theme expressed in the song, she kept practicing the lyrics, listening to how the singer dealt with the liaison in the words and sentences, and certain phoneme sounds of the single words. For example, one day, when she rehearsed the song "Brave" to express the loss and despair conveyed, she listened to the original song, again and again to master how to sing each word and sentence. Chen described the experience of learning and singing this song in detail in her diary. 


“Before I sang this song, I would practice the lyrics again and again, and listen to how the singers sang and how they dealt with the liaison between words and sentences. My problem about this song was that the last word brave in the sentence was I want to see you be brave. I pronounced the ave as /e/ sound. But if I pronounced it out loud, it would sound very sharp and unstable. Through trial and error, I replaced it with the /ei/ sound. Then, the quality of my pronunciation improved, and the whole sentence sounded clear and stable. This experience enlightened me to pay more attention to the pronunciation of some phonemes in the words when I couldn’t sing English songs well in the future.”  
(CD-11-18-April-14)

4.1.4 Perceived difficulties in establishing social relationships with exchange students on campus          
Although Chen invested in English pronunciation with multiple strategies, the lack of chance to interact with advance English speaker learners bothered her. She was extroverted and social learner who was eager to communicate with other advanced learner like foreign students at the university to improve her English pronunciation. However, the university could not provide any space for free interaction between the local and foreign students.      

“Interviewer: I observe you didn’t do many social activities out of class.﻿
Chen: Yes. I couldn’t find a partner with good pronunciation to communicate with. I preferred to communicate with international students, especially native speaker students.  However, our foreign language faculty seemed to have no English corner to provide us with opportunities to communicate with international students. Hence, I let it go.”
(CIT4-140-145)


4.1.5 Unfair power relations affected investment in the foreign language
Chen hoped to improve her English communication skills but her efforts were hampered by the environment around her. Due to the influence of long-term exam-oriented education that does not emphasize oral communication, few students around her were willing to communicate in English with her. Whenever she took the initiative to communicate in English, her classmates satirized her for deliberately showing off her perceived English prowess. 

“Interviewer: You mentioned that it was influenced by the environment so that you rarely communicated with each other in the daily life. Can you particularly talk about the environment. 
Chen: For example, the first one I mentioned before some classmates would think I was showing off when I talked in English.” 
(CIT4-437-442) 


4.2 Case Ping        
4.2.1 Necessity of English pronunciation       
Ping was a typical child from a not-rich family. Her parents were migrant workers without a stable income to feed her and her younger brother. As a left-behind child, she has experienced the hardships of life since she was a child. Wishing to be an English teacher to share the burden of her parents and make her family live a better life, Ping followed the teachers’ suggestions to enter a normal university. Due to the fierce competition to be an English teacher, she observed that employers have increased their English pronunciation requirements for English teachers. Worried her poor pronunciation would put her at a disadvantage in future jobs, Ping believed it was necessary to invest in English pronunciation learning. 

“If I want to be a teacher, there will be a face interview. As soon as I speak, the employer will judge my pronunciation. If my pronunciation were not good, people would think that my comprehensive English was poor. I get rejected easily during interviews.” 
(PIT2-138-142) 


4.2.2 A receiver from the English translation teacher in the classroom 
From the observation in the Tourism Translation, the lessons were most of the time occupied by her teacher with lecture translation skills and exercises, such as Chinese-to-English translation and English-to-Chinese translation. To be specific, the teacher spent a large amount of time on translation knowledge and allowed 10 minutes for students to make an oral presentation. In terms of presentation, two students took turns performing an oral report on stage about their passion, birthplace, or some topics that they were interested in. In this activity, I noticed that Ping was browsing the mobile web page and wasn't interested in her classmates’ oral reports. However, when the classmates' oral presentations ended and the teacher began to comment on reporters’ English pronunciation, Ping immediately turned from inattentive to attentive. Driven by curiosity, in the stimulated recall interview, I asked her why she ignored her classmates’ oral reports but cared about her teacher’s comments. Ping stated that she didn't want to listen as she despised her classmates for having non-standard pronunciation. She did, however, think that her teacher’s remarks regarding her classmates’ pronunciation were accurate and may aid in her acquisition of English phonetic knowledge.        

“Interviewer: Why not care about your classmates’ English oral report?
Ping: What they shared I was so familiar with, and I thought their pronunciation was not standard. 
Interviewer: However, I found out that you concentrated on comments from Ms. Yan after their oral presentation. Why?
Ping: Ms. Yan would correct our pronunciation errors, and I could get to know what I should focus on. I thought it was a fast way to catch my attention and improve.”
 (PTStIT1-70-78)


4.2.2 An autonomous segmental learners out of classroom        
Ping sometimes did the English dictation that was part of the TEM-4. Despite her main goal being to practice listening skills and hope to improve listening scores in the written examination, she enjoyed learning pronunciation in the dictation exercises. For example, she usually chose a short article of about 5-10 minutes from an application called "XueXiQiangGuo" to listen to, write it down sentence by sentence, and look up the pronunciation of words she could not recognize. Furthermore, Ping claimed that her energy was focused on the pronunciation of words rather than sentences, even if she realized that weak forms, strong forms, or liaisons make it harder for her to listen and imitate. In the diary, she described the way to remember the pronunciation of many words. 


[bookmark: _Hlk154246928]“This afternoon, I dictated a short article about "Sanjiangyuan National Park" through the "XueXiQiangGuo" software in my dormitory. In the dictation process, if I didn’t understand some words and sentences after listening to them several times, I would read the original text directly, then write down the words I didn’t understand, check their phonetic symbols in the dictionary, and finally read along with the video. For example, I misheard stone /stəʊn/ as /snəʊn/, and pool /pəʊl/ as /pu:l/.”
(PD-1-7-April-2)


[bookmark: _Hlk154246986]Moreover, Ping persisted in reading after VOA Special English for around 20 minutes from Sunday to Thursday to cultivate her English sense and fluency. She enjoyed reading after the VOA in a low voice in her dormitory, where she felt free as no one would judge her pronunciation as good or bad. In her view, she was relaxed to feel the fluency of GA and tried to imitate without any marks, but never blamed herself for being unable to read the same as the pronunciation of the audio. She firmly believed “when there is a will there is a way” and didn’t require herself to master the phonetic knowledge that made her feel difficult at the current stage, such as intonation, liaison, etc. In her journal, she wrote like this.  

“In the dormitory, I randomly selected an article on the VOA homepage to imitate. The theme of the article was "Teachers Use Games for More Enjoyable Learning". In the course of reading aloud, I only required myself to master the pronunciation of words but never cared whether there was explosion, liaison, or intonation or not in the sentences, because I thought that if I insisted on reading after VOA for about 20 minutes every day, my pronunciation would improve. Although the speed was very slow, I was not in a hurry. It was a relaxed way for my roommates to never judge my pronunciation, good or bad, cultivating my sense of language in a comfortable and relaxed state.”
(PD-2-10-April-11)

4.2.3 A poor learner in English phonetic suprasegmental features   
Ping did not know how to deal with supra-segmental phonetic knowledge. She shared in the interview that the English phonetic course in the first semester was too short to cover enough phonetic knowledge, resulting in her lack of systematic phonological knowledge. Hence, although she shared some strategies to improve English pronunciation, she mostly depended on these strategies to learn pronunciation. Regarding her difficulties that she faces in word stress and other suprasegmental features, she could not find a way to deal with them. In her diary, she also wrote likewise,       

“To be honest, I don’t have systematic English phonetic knowledge and have no idea what the specific problem was with my pronunciation, and I didn’t have any idea how to deal with other English phonetic knowledge except segmental features."
(PD-35-April-9)


4.2.4 Written- examination culture   
 
English learning in China is filled with written tests. Since high-stakes exams like English major CET-4 and CET-8 did not test English pronunciation starting since her sophomore year, her teachers and classmates no longer focused on English pronunciation learning. Ping said that in an environment where exam culture is prevalent, he would follow the trend and spend more time preparing for exam-related exercises, making it difficult and useless to concentrate on English pronunciation learning, let alone super-segmental knowledge.                    


“Interviewer: What do you mean by following the public?
Ping: If the classmates around me have been studying hard, they would motivate me to learn. But if they were lazy, I wasn’t motivated. Now everyone is preparing for the TEM-4, and there is no English phonetic course involved so that I don’t have higher requirements on myself to overcome pronunciation difficulties, and I felt that it was almost enough to grasp the pronunciation of words.”
(PIT3-520-527)


4.3 CASE LAN  
4.3.1 Cinderella   
Since pronunciation is not tested in the written examination, it is ignored or treated like a Cinderella by Lan. She recalled that from elementary to senior high school, all her energy revolved around the written examination skills like vocabulary and grammar. Eventhough at the university, the first-year English phonetic teacher explained to them the crucial role of English pronunciation in listening and speaking, it still didn’t change its humble status in Lan’s mind as the high-stake exams like TEM-4 and TEM-8 that are significant for English majors students do not require test of English pronunciation. Hence, Lan and her classmates habitually chose to ignore it.    


“Interviewer: What do you think of English pronunciation in English learning? ﻿
Interviewee: It could be ignored. The examinations focused on written knowledge since we started to learn English. Even the TEM-4 and TEM-8 exams for English majors do not test pronunciation. If the vocabulary is not enough or the grammar is not up to standard, it will be very troublesome to pass these exams. However, if it's just poor pronunciation, it won't cause any negative influence on written examinations.”
(LIT2-478-480)


Another factor was that English pronunciation played little role in her career choice. Unlike her classmates who want to engage in English-related careers, Lan had an open attitude toward future jobs. She could either work as a teacher or a job that does not need much English usage. If she had to choose a career related to English, she would opt to be a junior or senior high school English teacher with low requirements for pronunciation but more focused on written exam skills like vocabulary and grammar. The following interview excerpt illustrates this;    


“Interviewer: You mentioned that you want to prepare to take the teacher qualification certificate exam. Do you want to be an English teacher?﻿
Lan: Well, I don't want to be a teacher. Even if I have to be a teacher, I don’t want to be a primary school teacher. The pronunciation requirement for a primary school teacher is strict. Maybe I will be a junior high or senior high school teacher who focuses on the written examination rather than pronunciation.”
 (LIT1-1254-1271)

4.3.2 An occasional learner of English pronunciation in the class                      
Through English listening and speaking class observation, the teacher paid more attention to listening exercises in the book required by the syllabus. Lan’s English pronunciation learning was gained from the scarce error correction activity. For instance, in the filling-in-the-blanks activity, the teacher asked a female student to read her answer to the questions. When the girl student incorrectly pronounced words, the teacher corrected her and required the student to repeat. The teacher’s error correction behaviors made the classroom atmosphere a little tense. I observed that Lan focused intently on the teacher’s corrections and wrote down the teacher's guidance to avoid making similar mistakes. The following narrative illustrates this point;        

“Interviewer: Your teacher corrected the classmates’ pronunciation several times. How did you evaluate this activity?
Lan: I thought it could attract our attention to pronunciation. I felt embarrassed at that time. The teacher corrected her pronunciation when she read each word. Next time, I would rather read it slowly, but I wanted to be as correct as possible.
Interviewer: Did you imitate when your teacher corrected her pronunciation?
Lan: I concentrated on listening to what he suggested. The girl swallowed some sounds in a word.
Interviewer: What do you mean by “swallow”? 
Lan: For example, with the word impressions, she just read  “I'm”, “im” and “im” several times. She was unable to read the whole word successfully. Then I spelled it myself in a low voice.
Interviewer: Emm.....
Lan: After the teacher corrected it, I checked whether it was different from my pronunciation.”
(LLSStIT1-364-375)


4.3.3 An examination- machine out of class 
To vividly describe her extracurricular English pronunciation investment, she recorded her English pronunciation learning behaviors in a diary. In general, Lan invested her energy in the TEM-4 examinations. For example, aiming to overcome the unfamiliar words in the reading exercises in the TEM-4 exam, she memorized vocabulary with the help of the MaiMemo app. When she encountered unfamiliar words, she would go to look up the pronunciation of the words. In her diary, she described this.          


“Today, as usual, I recited words with the app MaiMemo. I learned the word avenge/əˈvendʒ/ that meant revenge for, but I read it as /aˈvendʒ/. Meanwhile, I thought of another word arise /əˈraɪz/ which meant produced, appeared, so I adopted associative memory method to learn other words like away/əˈweɪ /, asleep/ əˈsliːp /, America/ əˈmerɪkə/. The letter A in all these words can be pronounced as /ə/.  I thought this method could make me understand and memorize unfamiliar words easier and faster. Besides, memorizing their pronunciations incidentally was helpful for spelling words.”
(LD-4-7-March-23)  

   
Furthermore, she sometimes invested her energy in English grammar exercises. Lan said in the interview that before college, her teacher did not systematically explain grammar knowledge, which resulted in many mistakes in her sentence expressions. To better deal with the grammatical knowledge test in the TEM-4, she had to make up grammar knowledge in her spare time.           

“I wanted to pass the TEM-4 in June. Thus, I did exercises about tense and voice in the twelfth section of "1000 Questions of TEM-4 Grammar and Vocabulary". I first outlined the key knowledge related to tense and voice and then finished the relevant exercises. As for the knowledge that I have doubts, I would ask the internet for help.”
(LD-2-6-April-18)


5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
5.1 Learners’ Different Identity Constructions Result in Varying Investments in English pronunciation across Time and Space        
The analysis indicates that Chen and Ping's differing degrees of English pronunciation investments across contexts appear to be closely intertwined with the various identities they constructed in particular contexts, which is consistent with Norton's (2015) claim about the integral relationship between investment and identity. For example, Chen likes to be the little teacher in the pair work and active learner in topic discussion activities in the Spoken English class, an model learner in the English listening and speaking class, as well as a self-disciplined learner out of class to promote her investment in English pronunciation learning. However, Chen appeared to restrain herself from participating actively in the question and answer activities because she thought it was boring and meaningless. She also made the decision not to actively look for opportunities to speak L2 with exchange students and classmates on campus due to lack of support from the institution and ridicule from classmates around. Similar to Ping, she was willing to be a dedicated learner who received guidance from her English translation teacher who did comments on oral report activities as well as an active learner reading along with the audio to gain segmental features in the free and relaxed dormitory. Nevertheless, Ping was a passive learner when her classmate did oral report on stage and poor learner in suprasegmental phonetic knowledge due to the low demand for it in the written exam and the perception that it was tough to master. It can therefore echo previous studies (Teng, 2018; Skapoulli, 2019; Shi & Guo, 2021; Shahidzade & Mazdayasna, 2022 ), that identity is complex, dynamic, fluid, and competitive and investments levels in various L2 activities seem to be closely linked to the identities people establish in certain situations, particularly in terms of the negotiability of desired L2-mediated identities. 
 
5.2 Social/Cultural Capital Influence Learners’ Strategic Investment in English Pronunciation.       
Language learners have the desire to achieve a positive return on their investment—a rise in the value of their cultural and social capital—by investing in a target language in order to acquire a greater variety of symbolic and material resources (Norton, 2000). For example, Chen wanted to improve English speaking and listening. Hence, she enthusiastically corrected her classmate’s phonetic error, actively read the weak and strong forms in the sentence and sought help from the teacher in the English listening and speaking class. Besides, she also persisted engaging in English phonetic knowledge by kinds of strategies out of class. Likewise, aiming to improve English listening and speaking, Ping actively wrote down the suggestions from her translation teacher in Tourism English class. Out of class, she kept on doing the dictation exercises and reading after the VOA to improve segmental proficiency. However, when faced with the super-segmental phonetic knowledge that could not achieve the improvement and significant for written examination although she spent time and energy, Ping chose to give up. Different from Chen and Ping who held positive belief, Lan chose to ignore English pronunciation as it couldn’t help her achieve high scores in the examinations. Thus, Lan just treated herself as examination machine who fully concentrated on TEM-4 and TEM-8 in and out of class. These findings here seem to resonate with previous scholars’ (Bourdieu, 1991; Babino & Stewart, 2019; Massó & De Costa, 2023) argument that learners' strategic choices to invest in different l2-mediated practices may be influenced by perceptions of whether particular investments will accumulate various forms of cultural and/or social capital, which in turn may influence identity (re)construction.

5.3 Imagined Identity Influence Investment in English Pronunciation Learning             
It's also critical to highlight the part that imagined identity plays in Chen and Ping's persistent investments in English pronunciation in a setting where English is not the primary language of communication (Kanno & Norton, 2003; Sung, 2019; Wu, 2017; Wang & Jiang, 2024; Huang & Hashim, 2021; Kong & Kang, 2022). It would seem natural that there would be less chances in a society where English is not the primary language for communication. For instance, Chen and Ping’s English pronunciation investments appeared to be restricted to a rather limited range of contexts, such as the university classroom and dormitory. Furthermore, it seems that Ping and Chen's access to English-speaking possibilities was limited to a few, fleeting localities. Both of them perceived that there were limited social activities in the classroom and the difficulties in establishing social relationships with advanced English speakers like exchange students on campus, which could make continued English pronunciation investments seem unprofitable, at least in the short run. This suggests that the L2 identities Chen and Pings established in a non-English-speaking society might be more brittle than the L2 identities created by L2 learners in English-speaking contexts, where opportunities to speak the language are more readily available and their L2 investments typically yield quicker returns (Block, 2007; Norton, 2000; Sung, 2019). It is noteworthy to observe that Chen and Ping's continued L2 investments in a context where English is not the primary language seem to be mostly based on the imagined identities they envisioned for the future, as opposed to the immediate contexts' short-term rewards. Chen, “through the power of imagination” (Kanno & Norton,2003, p. 241), envisioned being an English blogger and an English teacher. Similarly, Ping desired to be an English teacher with standard English pronunciation. In other words, Ping and Chen's English pronunciation expenditures, both within and outside of the classroom, appear to have been motivated by the hope of reaping positive rewards in the long run, specifically in terms of gaining the kinds of cultural capital that would be required for entry into the community they envision in the future. However, Lan did not think that English pronunciation has much to do with the work she wanted to engage or the people she desired to become in the projected future so that she tended to be a passive learner of English pronunciation learning. 

5.4 Learners’ Agency Influences Investment in English Pronunciation Learning   
[bookmark: _Hlk153916961]In addition to addressing people's willingness to act, agency also entails taking specific steps to accomplish objectives (Duff, 2012; Pavlenko, 2000). In the current study, as a high-level participant, Chen actively exerted her agency to construct numerous positive identities such as a little teacher in the Spoken English class, an active learner in the English listening and speaking class, and a self-disciplined learner out of class to learn segmental and suprasegmental features. At the same time, when she believed the question and answer activity was boring, she chose to not to participate in. Likewise, due to poor English pronunciation and introverted personality, Ping tended to be a listener rather than a speaker in the Tourism English class and avoided participating in oral report steps because of her classmates accented English.  Meanwhile, in the relaxed dormitory, she was an active learner to read after the audio to learn segmental features. They could be interpreted as exhibiting personal agency given their deliberate and selective investments in various L2 practices. However, it was also critical to recognize the different contextual limitations on participants' exercise of agency in investing in acquiring English pronunciation, since agency was by no means “socially unfettered free will” (Ahern, 2001, p. 112). That is, according to Block (2007), agency can both constitutive and constituted by social institutions. In this study, Chen's access to the networks of exchange students and L2 interactional chances on campus was limited by the abusive authority and the absence of institutional support for cultural exchange between local and foreign students. Moreover, the difficulty of English suprasegmental features and written-examination culture prevented Ping from moving towards fuller investment. Hence, it can be said that although agency may be involved in guiding L2 investments, a variety of contextual limitations may affect how agency is used in L2 investments and development, which may then affect the results of the L2 learning trajectory (Sung, 2018).

6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION        
The multiple case study has demonstrated that the three participants' varying investments in learning how to pronounce English in different contexts seem to be closely linked to the various identities that are constructed in those contexts, and that these relationships are mediated by the perception of a good return on investment. Besides, their imagined identities and the exercise of personal agency in response to particular contextual situations appear to have an impact on their strategic and selective L2 investments. Therefore, in order to fully comprehend the intricacies of learners' varied investments in English pronunciation, the article emphasizes the significance of having a comprehensive interpretation of individuals' English pronunciation learning both within and outside of the classroom.
The findings of the study could have potential pedagogical implications. Firstly, the school should organize more intercultural communication activities for students to practice English pronunciation. Secondly, schools can arrange social practice activities as early as possible to extend students’ imagined identities that motivate them to keep investing. Thirdly, teachers should try to create a supportive and kind learning environment in the classroom for introverted and poor students.
At same time, there are limitations in this study: firstly, the study was not a longitudinal study and could not observe the evolution of the participants' investments well. Secondly, the main source of the participants in this study is from a normal school, hence, future research could perhaps compare participants from the normal schools and non-normal schools to explore their English pronunciation investment behavior. 
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