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This qualitative study investigated Japanese private university students’ perceptions of their identities as English speakers. Students
responded to written questions concerning the ways in which speaking English affects and is affected by identity and community issues.
Questions focused on 1) the idea that English-speaking ability enables a student to join a wider English-speaking community and 2)
personal identity changes and development related to use of English. The results showed that students feel that they are more expressive
and assertive when using English, that English affords them a greater connection to the world community, that English is seen as “cool”
and “international,”and that meaningful communication with other English speakers (both native and nonnative speakers) was a major
motivating factor for some students.
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his project began when a university student asked a question about American politics and in the

ensuing discussion mentioned that she never talked about politics in Japanese. When asked why,

she said that she was too shy to discuss it in Japanese, but felt that she was a “different person”
in English and was willing to talk about a wider variety of subjects. She stated that this feeling of being a
different person when speaking English was a major factor in her continuing study . . . and she is one of
our best students. This exchange made me wonder if I had been overlooking identity-related factors when
considering the motivation of my students.
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Why do Japanese college students study English? The obvious
answers are elements of what Gardner calls “instrumental
motivation”: the mandatory nature of the subject, better job
prospects, and the ability to travel and study overseas (Gardner and
Lambert, 1972). Although these reasons are certainly important,

I believe that there are other issues involved, especially for the
more successful learners: issues of identity. Some students desire
to become part of a larger community, although not necessarily the
community usually assumed when thinking in terms of Gardner’s
“Integrative motivation.” Integrative motivation has usually been
viewed as a desire to fit into the culture of the second language.

In the case of many learners, however, this is not exactly the case.
Unless they are willing to move overseas, Japanese students have
little opportunity to become part of an English-speaking culture
(Benson, 1991, p. 34-48).

Learning another language can have far-reaching social,
personal, and interpersonal effects, and I think part of the
answer lies in what Bonny Nelson calls “imagined identity,”
the personal vision that learners have of what kind of a
person they want to become. This study attempted to identify
some of the identity factors that may affect Japanese students’
motivation to learn English.

The results suggest that some students want to become
fluent speakers of English not only for the obvious reasons
(test scores, etc.) but because of the kind of people they will
become. Many of the subjects saw English language fluency
as desirable not because they wanted to become Americans
or Brits, or because they saw English as integral to their
careers, but because in their eyes fluent speakers of English
of whatever nationality are cosmopolitan, international
people who are part of a larger world culture.

I suggest that perceived identity changes when speaking
English may play an important role in motivation to learn
English for at least some Japanese students.

One important caveat is that while this study focuses on
English, I make no claim that English is any more suited to
self-expression than other languages, or indeed to making
one feel more “international.” In my experience Americans
find anyone who can speak French or Italian to be a step
up on the sophistication ladder. I leave the question of
exactly what combination of linguistic features, individual
personality differences, social pressure, and cultural norms
may be responsible for these feelings. This study focuses
only on the immediate beliefs and experiences of the
subjects, and how we as English teachers in Japan can take
them into account in our teaching.

Subjects

For this study I recruited 11 Japanese university students
whose English is advanced enough to converse easily and to
understand the questions. Several of the students had been
abroad for at least a short time, and all were fluent enough
to have extensive conversations in English about various
topics. In some cases, the subjects were currently studying
in the United States. Student ages ranged from 19-25, and
most (eight) were female. As my focus is on motivation

of Japanese university students, I limited the subjects to
Japanese students.

The selection of higher skilled speakers was made for
two reasons. First, this study was designed to uncover
motivating factors of successful learners and to see if some
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of these factors are related to identity issues. Second, it made
translation of the questions unnecessary, although in a wider
study, translation of questions into Japanese would likely be

helpful.

Instrument

While a more thorough study with far more participants and
a carefully focused instrument would no doubt be desirable,
resource and time limitations dictate that this be a pilot
project, a preliminary investigation to determine how to
more narrowly and usefully focus a larger study. Because I
wanted to cast a wide net, more likely to bring in many ideas
and thoughts, I decided to present subjects with many open-
ended questions and let them respond as thoroughly as they
felt able.

I prepared a list of questions that I felt were likely to elicit
useful responses and were broad enough to allow subjects to
add other comments. The questions were:

*  Why did you start studying English?

*  Why do you study English now? Have your
reasons changed?
*  What do you like about studying English?

* Do you think being able to speak well in English
has changed your life? In what ways?

* Do you feel that it has given you more
opportunity? In what ways? Or is it just a required
subject?

*  Are there any negative effects from speaking
English well in Japan? Does it affect your
relationships with other Japanese people? If it
does, explain.

*  Are there things you feel more free to talk about
in English? In Japanese?

*  What do you feel is the biggest difference between
speaking in Japanese and speaking in English?

*  In which language do you feel more free to speak
your mind? (Don't think about vocabulary.)

*  What topics are easier to discuss in one language
or the other?

* Do you feel that your personality is different when
you are speaking English?

Subjects were emailed the list of questions to think
about a few days before the answers were collected. They
were asked to answer as many questions as they felt they
understood well and had meaningful answers for. Some
answered via email, and some were interviewed face-to-face.
As this study is concerned with broad themes for further
investigation, more rigorous data collection techniques were
not considered necessary but should be designed for a more
thorough study.

Results

Due to the open-ended nature of the questions, results will
be presented as broad-brush categories, illustrated with
quotes from subjects. The quotes selected are representative
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of answers received. Most subjects answered most of the

questions, some in more detail than others. The question about

changes in motivation was answered by almost all subjects,
and in surprising depth. Some questions were seldom
answered in depth. For instance, no subjects mentioned any
negative social effects from speaking English, although one
did suggest that this may have been true in the past.

Responses fell into three main themes: perceived
personality changes when speaking English, greater
perceived connection to the world through English, and
changes in motivation.

Perceived personality changes

The majority of the subjects felt that their personalities
were indeed different, or that different aspects of their
personalities came to the fore when speaking English. Most
subjects reported feeling a certain freedom from social
constraints, especially in regards to controversial subjects.
Several felt that speaking English with native speakers
provided a greater depth of expression and allowed them to
express their opinions more freely. This suggests that the
difference lies in the cultural characteristics of the speakers
rather than in English itself.

I feel more free in speaking English. English
speakers express emotions more than Japanese, so
I can express also my emotions. ..

I become a little more stable and firm when I speak
English. Because I learned quiet modesty is virtue
in Japan, but it’s not necessarily in other countries.
I can give my opinion clearly in English.

But in some cases, subjects reported that in speaking
English with both English native speakers and other
Japanese, she felt freer to talk about controversial subjects.

I'talk with my friend in English about some difficult
topics, like Koreans in Japan. When we speak
about such things in Japanese, we feel nervous and
embarrassed, because we don’t usually talk such
things in Japan. It is very interesting to me.

In my classes we have to discuss things Japanese
don’t easily talk about. We talk about homeless
people and politics, and I never spoke to others
except for my friends before. In Japanese, 1 feel
it’s rude to speak about these things except my
family or close people. But I can talk about it to
foreign people and Japanese in English without
trouble. English is useful for solving problems.

Greater perceived connection to the world through
English

Most subjects reported feeling more connected to the world
through their knowledge of English and stated that this had
been a major motivating factor in their studies. Several
students said that as English is the major international
language, they needed to speak English well to be really
prepared for the world. A few students mentioned that they
needed English for employment because companies are
looking for employees who can communicate with foreign
contacts.
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If I can speak English, I can talk with billions of
people. That is the most attractive thing.

I feel like I can go out into the world now. I’m part
of something bigger, not just limited to Japan. I
can hear new ideas and new thoughts more easily.

We must be able to speak English well. We have
a global economy, to be part of it we need to
communicate well with foreigners.

Two students discovered the neutral language advantage that
English can offer to people of differing cultures (Kachru,
2005, pp. 11-36).

I began to speak to Korean students in English, and
it’s a wonderful experience. If we speak Japanese,
maybe they feel nervous, and I don’t speak much
Korean. But in English we are both beginners.

In English class, Asian students and Japanese are
the same, just students, so we are equal. I made a
good friend with my journal partner from China.
We could help each other with English.

Despite the fears of some of linguistic imperialism forcing
Western culture on students, subjects did not see English
coming at the expense of their native culture. In fact, one
student felt he was now able to represent Japan to the world

After 1 began speaking to foreign people in
English, maybe I could have a more cosmopolitan
outlook than before. Because we can talk about
our own countries, each other and know the way
of thinking and change the opinion. Many Asian
people do not like Japanese, but they have never

met Japanese. If we can speak to them in the world
language, we can become friends.

Changes in motivation

One of the more interesting and useful results of this project
was the data regarding changes in motivation. Although only
one question asked directly about changes in motivation to
study English, nearly all subjects responded to it at length.
All subjects reported positive motivation changes, and none
said their motivation had decreased, although this may be
due to sample bias.

Most subjects reported that English was originally seen
as just another required subject and one they dreaded. As a
difficult, mandatory subject, they spent a great deal of time
studying, but motivation was largely external: the pressure
to pass exams and gain scores that would help them graduate
and find work.

Most could locate a particular time when they became
more motivated to study English, and, significantly, nearly
all said that communication with native speakers was a
precipitating factor.

I felt English was hard and boring. I thought why
do Japanese have to learn it. But when I met my
American teachers, I found they wanted to know
about me, and about Japan, and asked them to talk
about Japan in English. This made me have a new
mind about English.

I don’t like studying English then, but talking
to foreigner at (university) was really fun for
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me. Because when I could get through to the
native speaker, I thought my efforts paid off.
The impression moved me to study more. I love
English.

I met a Canadian student at my high school, and
we became friends. She was so different, but
inside the same. After that year I wanted to know
all the world’s people, so I began studying English
more.

In one case, hearing a Japanese teacher joking with a foreign
teacher in English spurred her on; this anecdote touches on
a bias I have always had toward nonnative-speaker English
teachers seeing themselves as models of successful learning.

When I could hear a Japanese teacher telling a
joke and laughing with foreign teacher at my high
school, I felt she was so cool. I wanted to be able
to understand and talk in English, too. If they are
Japanese and they can do it, so can L. I felt I could
be an international person.

Some students felt that although they could not effectively
speak during their early studies, once reaching a skill level at
which they could meaningfully communicate, they suddenly
began to enjoy talking in English.

For long time, teachers pushed me to speak, but
I was not ready. I could understand, but I didn’t
know the words. After a while I could talk back.
When I could talk back, I could be in a real
conversation, and it was fun. I could speak to a
Canadian, and she could understand me!

Conclusion

This study, while anecdotal, did highlight the issues I set
out to examine. Factors related to identity did indeed have
a strong impact on motivation to study English. Subjects
reported that they feel more free to speak about some topics
in English, that access to a wider community gives them
more opportunity, and that meaningful communication with
foreigners helps them to become more open and develop
their personalities. Most of the students did see their
personalities change when speaking English, and they saw
this change as empowering and invigorating. Recognizing
factors that motivate our students can help us tailor our
instruction to the goals of the students and introduce students
to some reasons they may not have thought of before.

Another aspect of this research that can be directly
applied concerns Japanese English teachers. Meaningful
communication in English is not limited to conversations
between Japanese and foreigners. Japanese English teachers
should become more involved in interactions between
students and foreign teachers. One subject reported her
attitude toward her Japanese teacher shifted when she saw
that teacher joking with a foreign teacher; the Japanese
teacher became “cool” and “international.” We should
not neglect the influence of being cool on young people!
Japanese teachers provide an important model of successful
learning, including demonstrating that an accent does not
necessarily hinder communication (Bailey, 2005, p. 51).

One of the most striking features of many of the replies
was the effect that a brief incident could have on motivation.
While attitudes toward second language learning may
be formed over a long period of time, several subjects
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noted a particular incident or time that transformed and
solidified their desire to learn English. This occurred when
they were able to meaningfully communicate in English,
either with native speakers or other nonnative speakers. A
recurrent theme was that they saw themselves as different,
as international people, as cool people who could speak
another language. Whatever the exact mix of factors that
went into each subject’s experience, we as teachers should
be mindful of the power of self-image and help our students
see themselves as people who can learn English and who
have something to say.

Frank Bailey received his MA in TESOL from the
University of Texas at Arlington in 2005. His interests
include learner motivation and identity, extensive reading
and listening, and learning strategies. He currently teaches at
Baiko Gakuin University in Shimonoseki and can be reached
at <furanku2@yahoo.com>.
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