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Ecological approaches to language 
learning and teaching have captured the 
interest of  language educators as both 
native and non-native speakers fi nd 
themselves operating in increasingly 
multilingual and multicultural 
environments. This paper examines 
transcripts of  exchanges between 
Yucatec Maya immigrants and Chinese, 
Vietnamese and Anglo residents in the 
Mission District in San Francisco. It 
supplements the analyses afforded by 
conversation analysis and sociocultural 
theory with insights from complexity 
theory (Larsen-Freeman 1997) and 
interactional sociolinguistics (Rampton 
1999, Blommaert 2005). It outlines the 
components of  a language competence in 
multilingual encounters that has not been 
suffi ciently taken into consideration by 
language educators and that I have called 
‘symbolic competence’ (Kramsch 2006).


