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EFL students' perceptions of their multilingual English identities: A journal 

analysis to selected multilingual literatures 
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In English language teaching, literature is the most popular media to teach culture. One of 

the most cited reasons for using literature is because it provides examples of 'language

in-use' and depicts real-life experience of its users. In the past, English-as-a-native

language (ENL) literature.has been promoted in English classrooms as the "best" media 

to teach culture. As English is now the global language, the use of ENL literature is 

widely challenged. For that reason, this article aims to promote the use of selected 

multilingual literature, that is, personal narratives written by multilingual English users 

(ME Us), to teach culture. In particular, the study explores the contribution of multilingual 

literature to the students' perceiv~d understanding of their culture(s) and identities. The 

data were drawn from students' weekly journals in responding to selected multilingual 

literatures and questionnaires. The .paper will end with some teaching implications for 

developing students' evolving identities as MEUs by using multilingual literature. 

Introduction 

This study originated from a situation that was both an opportunity and a 

challenge. After completing a postgraduate study in TESOL, I was assigned to teach a 

course called Cross Cultural Understanding (hereafter, CCU). Because teaching such a 

course had long been a dream of mine and in accordance with my research interest, I 

eagerly accepted. 

In Indonesia, where I have been a teacher educator for the last ten years, a CCU 

course is a required course in a four-year pre-service program in an English department in 

the Faculty of Language and Literature, Indonesia. It is a three-credit course and run for 

fourteen weeks. The CCU course is commonly taken by third- and fourth-year English 

major students. Although it is a course in culture per se, the course is also meant to 

enhance students' overall English proficiency by focusing on developing students' 

writing, speaking, reading, and listening skills. 



In the department where the study is situated, several attempts have been taken to 

revise the content of the course. An email conversation that I have had with several CCU 

teachers showed that the course has undergone several modifications. Due to limited 

space, a detail modification of the course will not be discussed here. In short, the course 

has evolved from teaching~merican cultures (e.g. belief systems, values, educational 

system, and customs, among others) to "universal" topics encompassing all cultures. 

Recently, the course appeared to adopt a more comparative approach, contrasting and 

comparing students' own cultures with the so-called "Western culture." 

What is lacking in these approaches, I think, is an account of the agency of the 

students themselves to understand, negotiate, and even contest their evolving identities as 

multilingual English users. There are many terms for what I here refer to as multilingual 

English users (hereafter, MEUs). In the past, MEUs was known as 'non-native speakers.' 

However, because such term unfairly put emphasis on what MEUs do not have rather 

than what they have, several terms have been promoted in recent years: 

'multicompetence English users' (Cook, 1999), 'bilingual English speakers' (Jenkins, 

1996, 2000, 2003), 'language expert' (Rampton, 1997), 'international English 

professional' (Brutt-Griffler and Samimy, 1999), 'L2 users' (Cook, 2002) and 

'intercultural English speakers' (Kramsch, 1998). The plethora of terminology reflects 

the complexities in conceptualizing suitable terms for MEUs and is also an expression of 

the diversity of MEUs. For the purpose of the article, I am using the term 'multilingual 

English users' because of their multilingual condition. The term also suggests the 

significance role of 'English' to their language and culture repertoires. 

Literature in the teaching of culture 

The use of literature to teach culture is well-documented. McRae (1991) and 

Kramsch (1993) suggest literary texts provide 'cultural imagination' which represents 

'cultural reality' (Kramsch, 1993, p.207) of the target language community. Carter and 

Long (1991) note that literature enables students to understand and appreciate cultures 

and ideologies different from their o\\-n in time and space and "come to perceive 

traditions of thoughts, feeling and artistic form within the heritage the literature of such 

culture endows" (p.2). Risager (2007) contends that both written and oral forms of 



literature provides "foreign experiences" (p.6), that is, "other ways of living, other ways 

of seeing the world, other perceptions, perspectives and states of mind" (p.6). Other than 

illustrating differences, Risager continues, literature also features cultural universal; 

human experiences that are very similar to one's own. Risager concludes that reading 

literature can help target te'8:mers to apprehend the differences and similarities between 

learners' own cultures and the target cultures. Different from textbooks which offer 

"scattered references" and "decontextualized" information of the target culture, 

Pulverness ( 1996) argues that literature can vividly illustrate aspects of entire society of 

the target culture and show the lived relationship between the classes. Other than 

representing the target culture, a study conducted by MacDonald (2000) on the use of 

literature to introduce cultural topics found that learners not only able to position 

themselves in relation to the characters in the story, but in the process they became 

engaged of exploring and questioning their own worldviews in relation to those presented 

in the story. 

Why the use of multilingual literature? 

Now that the significance of literature to teach culture is established, one question 

that has loomed large is the question of whose literature should be taught with English. In 

the early days, the teaching of culture was employed under "the foreign-cultural 

approach" (Risager, 1998, 2007) or "the monocultural" (Murphy, 1988) approach. Within 

this approach, teaching culture was seen as a tool for learners to attain, though seldom 

achieve, native-speaker competence. The default materials within this approach were 

unquestionably English-as-a-native-language (or ENL) literature. Lazar (1993) and 

McKay ( 1982) maintain that exposing students to ENL literature provides students with 

access to native speakers' cultures which detrimental to students' communicative 

competence. 

As the status of English evolved, skepticism grew about whether ENL literature 

should be the media in teaching culture of an international language and if the purpose of 

teaching culture is to produce native-speakers' competence. Since then, attempts have 

been made to explore and conceptualize how teaching the culture of a world language 

should be. For authors such as Gonzalez ( 1995) and Pulverness (1996), culture in English 



language teaching should be "de-nationalized" (Gonzalez, 1995, p.58) and should not be 

"bound to culturally-specific conditions of use" (Pulverness, 1996, pp. 7) and be "easily 

transferable to any cultural setting" (Pulvemess, 1996, p.7). Others (Gupta, 1999; 

Jenkins, 2000; McKay, 2002; Richards, 2002; Widdowson, 1994) strongly assert that 

teaching the culture(s) of <tworld language should not be geared towards the culture of 

ENL countries. For Gupta (200 1 ), the teaching of culture of a global language should be 

placed according to the ways the learners use English within their own society. 

Despite the variety of orientation of teaching the culture of a world language, a 

consensus is emerging about the curricular aims of teaching the culture of a world 

language. Authors seem to agree that the teaching of culture in English should aim at 

cultivating some sorts of intercultural diplomats or speakers (Corbett, 2003; Kramsch, 

1998) and developing learners' "intercultural communicative competence" (Byram, 

1997; Guilherme, 2002). However, among these authors, the definition of 'intercultural 

speaker' and 'intercultural communicative competence' varies. For Corbett (2003), an 

intercultural diplomats are those who are able to negotiate between "the contrasting 

world-views of home and target culture" (p.208) and intercultural communicative 

competence as "the ability to understand the language and behavior of the target 

community, and explain it to members of the 'home' community-and vice versa" (p.2). 

In a similar vein, an intercultural English speaker, according to Cook (200 1 ), as those 

who "can stand between two viewpoints and between two cultures" (p.l79). Sercu (2005, 

p. 2) identifies the following competencies of an intercultural speaker: 

• the willingness to engage with the foreign culture; 

• self-awareness and the ability to look upon oneself from the outside; 

• the ability to see the world through the others' eyes; 

• the ability to cope with uncertainty, the ability to act as a cultural mediator; 

• the ability to evaluate others' points of view; 

• the ability to consciously use cultural learning skills and to read the cultural 

context; and 

• the understanding that individuals cannot be reduced to their collective 

identities. 

Whereas Corbett (2003, p.21 0) imagines an intercultural speaker as: 



• those who explore the beliefs of others without recourse to cash stereotyping 

• to respect these beliefs in their context (without necessarily subscribing to 

them); and 

• to respond to them in such a way that others will be inclined to understand and 

respect the spea'k'er's own position. 

These authors appear to agree that the culture of a global language needs to train learners 

to be "diplomats" (p.2) of the target language (L2) and home (L 1) community. 

Various media have been proposed in this regard. Movies (Champoux, 2007; Ho, 

2009; Prathoomthin, 2009), literary texts (Kramsch, 1993 ), greetings (Schleicher, 1997), 

role play (Kodotchigova), and drama scripts have been illustrated as providing students 

with cultural exposure and experiences. As far as media is concerned, there has not been, 

as far as I know, the use of multilingual literature or narratives as I chose to call it, as a 

media for learning the culture of an international language. In my opinion, teachers of a 

CCU course ought to try out all form of literatures to examine their different roles for 

culture learning. When suggesting the teaching of culture by means of multilingual 

narratives, I do not intend to deal with the more specialized form of literature pedagogy 

or "Literature with a big L" as its point of departure and focuses on such areas as literary 

critical competence and the development of insight into trends of literary history. 

This paper is based on a research project situated in a CCU course where I was 

the class instructor. For the purpose of the research, I set out to develop an approach to 

multicultural narratives that would pave the way to intercultural competence. This is 

particularly important considering a review of the literature on culture teaching in English 

education shows that, with notable exceptions (e.g ..... ),much of it has been concerned 

with teaching and learning languages and cultures in second language contexts (see, 

among others .... ). Among other media, I decided to work on multilingual narratives, that 

in my view was inter-culturally rich. Additionally, multilingual literatures foreground 

issues surrounding multilingual English users. Thus, they provide opportunity for 

students to see themselves as "research data" and narratively decide for themselves how 

they understand 'culture' in relation to their multilingual nature. 



I did not embark on this project, however, in the nai've assumption that 

multilingual narratives can be taken as the only media or "best method" to cultivate 

intercultural competence but certainly in the belief that multilingual literature has not 

been sufficiently utilized in the ElL culture teaching . 
...... 

Approaches to course design 

When I began to use the multilingual narratives, I incorporated it into an action 

research project, using one cycle of plan, act, observe and reflect (see Burns, 2010; 

Moser, 2005). At the planning stage of the action research cycle, I decided that I would 

ask the students to write a response journal in the form of a letter to the author (see 

Appendix A). I chose a letter as the genre of the journal because it highlighted the 

personal and informal nature of the writing. The journal also aimed to be a media where 

students can talk freely, without worrying about their grammar, about what they took 

away from reading the article. I hoped that the journal would help the participants to 

understand the significance role ofwriting in understanding and questioning their identity 

development. 

At the action stage in week 1, I began the lesson by asking the student to fill in a 

questionnaire addressing their biographical information such as gender, language 

repertoires, ethnicity, length of time oflearning English (see Appendix B). At the end of 

week I, students were asked to write a cultural autobiography where they describe their 

culture, the languages they speak, their language learning history and how English 

affected their culture and themselves. This autobiography was then, became the media 

through which the concept of identities, language, and cultures as well as the 

interrelatedness of the three were introduced in week 2. 

One challenge I experience was the availability of appropriate classroom 

materials. Ready-made coursebooks employing multilingual narratives as texts are rare, if 

not non-existence. Therefore, my attention turned to book chapters ( ..... ) and journal 

articles ( .... ). Throughout the course, I exposed the participants to ten multilingual 

narratives, however, the data for the present study were collected from response journals 

to six multilingual narratives. Table 1 below gives the title of the narratives, the authors 

as well as the number of response journals. 



Table 1: The multilingual narratives use in the study 

Journal Title ofNarratives Authors 
Number 

2 East meets West, or does it really? Wong (2007) 

7 Strangers at home Scott (2007) 

8 The making of a multicultural English teacher Widiyanto (2005) 

I decided to focus on these three narratives because these narratives illustrate how 

the writers reflect critically of what it means to be multilingual English users (Wong, 

2007, Scott, 2007, Widiyanto, 2005). In Wong's (2007) and Widiyanto's (2005) 

narratives, they describe how language shapes and be shaped by the identity of the 

speaker. Scott's narrative brings up the issue of mother tongue maintenance and how 

mother tongue affects one's sense of self. Together these narratives describe vividly the 

complexities of navigating identities among different languages and cultures. 

Specifically, I chose Widiyanto's (2005) narrative because he describes what it means to 

be a multicultural teacher. Since the participants in the present study were all pre-service 

English teacher, I see Widiyanto's narrative can be a springboard to discuss how culture, 

language, identity and a teacher intersect and contributes to one another. 

However, since all the multilinguals portrayed in these narratives were 

immigrants, one may argue that such texts might not be suitable for EFL students such as 

my students who might have different needs for learning English. Although I agree that 

the English needs of immigrants and EFL students might be different, I see these 

differences more as resource that EFL teacher can draw on rather than drawbacks. The 

difference provides effective and rich spaces for EFL students to compare and contrast 

the critical incident experienced by immigrant multilinguals with EFL multilinguals. 

Method 

Participants 

The participants for the study is 30 students registered in the CCU course in 

Semester 1/2010-2011. They were asked to participate in the study on a voluntary basis 

by filling in a consent form at the beginning of the course. The participants were either in 



the third year or fourth year of a four-year degree. All of them are at least trilingual with 

English, Bahasa Indonesia, which is Indonesia's lingua franca and one or two local 

languages (E.g. Javanese, Ambonese, Palembangnese, among others). All the names 

mentioned in this paper were pseudonyms. 

Research questions 

The present study aims to address the following research question: 

1. What are the participants' perceptions oftheir identities as Multilingual English 

speakers? 

2. What does the role of multilingual narratives in accommodating this 

understanding? 

Data collection 

To address the research question mentioned above, the data were collected through: 

• 30 students' biographical questionnaires related to their views of culture and 

ethnicity distributed at the beginning of the semester (see Appendix A). 

• 32 students' cultural autobiography. 

• 78 response journal entries from Joumal2, 7, and 8. Students were expected to 

write a journal according to the template provided (see Appendix B) and submitted 

electronically through googledocs prior to the class session. Throughout the 

course, each student submitted a total of ten journals on selected multilingual 

narratives. 

Table 2 below provides a visual of the data collection method and the time frame when 

the data are gathered. 

Methods 

Questionnaires 

Cultural 

Table 2: Data Collection Methods 

Data collection period 
(August 2010-December 2010) Data 

30 August 2010 The data were drawn from 30 
biographical questionnaires 

6 September 2010 A total of32 autobiographies were 



Response Journal 2, 20 September 8 November 
7, and 8 2010 

A total of 78 response journal entries 
were collected. 

The use of different data SQJ.lrces also enables the researcher to triangulate these data to 

create a rich data resource that will allow close scrutiny of participants' understandings, 

perceptions as well as conceptualization of their identities as MEUs. 

Data analysis 

Due to the small-scale nature of the study reported here, the data presented are not 

intended to represent the perspective of all pre-service teachers and the findings are not 

generalizable to contexts beyond these cases. Nevertheless the data provide valuable 

insights into the knowledge of thirty-five pre-service teachers with regards to the 

understanding of multilingual English identities. 

Findings 

Preliminary content analysis of students' biographical questionnaires and their 

cultural autobiographies demonstrated that all students did not see English as a part of 

their cultures. When asked in the questionnaire how many cultures they had, their 

answers varied. Ten students (out of 30) stated that they have more than two cultures, 

which were their L 1 and Indonesian. Four students admitted that they had more than 3 

cultures while the remaining sixteen students stated that they only had one culture. None 

of the students mentioned English as part oftheir cultures despite studying English for 

more than 15 years. Even though all the students did not see English as part of their 

cu1tures, most o[Jhe students admitted that English has affected their identities in 

different ways. 

In attempting to arrive at a systematic understanding of students' 

conceptualization of their MEU identities, I have organized and categorized my findings 

according to the following themes: 

(1) Ll cultural identity as the core identity of MEU identities; 

(2) The role of English to participants' MEU identities; and 



(3) The "becoming" of a multilingual English teacher 

Ll cultural identity as the core identity of MEU identities 

Although all the participants are trilingual with English, Indonesian and one or 

two local languages. they negotiate their MEU identities mostly around one cultural 

identity, driven from their mother tongue. The majority of the participants described their 

Ll cultural identity as the core identity, which they believed as the "true," "real," 

"original" and "authentic" identity. Underlying their word choice of describing their 

identity was the belief of one core identity instead of many. 

For example, Celly, a self-proclaimed Javanese, who believed that there was a 

one "true" identity, which was driven from her Javanese identity: 

I was born and live in a city with many cultures, it makes me confused with my 

true identity. I'm a Javanese because my family is all Javanese ... but since I was 

born I learn many languages and cultures that influences my languages and my 

behavior .. .I don't have Javanese accent, I can's speak Javanese fluently ... but I 

can speak in Betawinese fluently. My friends in Salatiga still don't believe that 

I'm really a Javanese people. I think I'm in danger because I start to loss my true 

identity as a Javanese. Even now, I also learn English deeper. It also affect my 

culture. 

(Celly, Cultural Autobiography) 

Celly' s Journal 1 problematizes the notion that language is "salient dimension of ethnic 

identity" (Olshtain & Nissim-Amitai, 2004, p. 32). Celly felt that he should be 

constructed as Javanese because his parents were Javanese and thus, first language 

maintenance become central to her identity as a Javanese. However, her identity became 

an issue because- her Javanese was not fluent. In addition, her Indonesian was free from 

Javanese accent. Because of this, she felt she was loosing her "true identity as a 

Javanese." Celly assumed that her true identity as a Javanese should be projected through 

her use of Javanese-accented Indonesian. 

Many participants believe that mother tongue is vital to the construction of core 

identity. Perhaps, this was the reason why many participants wrote in journal 7 that they 

were "appreciative," "thankful," and "grateful" of having read Scott's narrative. His 



narrative heightened their awareness of the importance of mother tongue to identity 

construction. This evidence was seen in the use of change-of-state words such as "raises 

my awareness," "reminds me," "made me think of' and "gives me knowledge." For 

instance, in Journal 7, Rocket man expressed his concern of loosing his Javanese and the 

need for a conscious attemp'l"to maintain his Javanese amidst learning English. In his 

words: 

... reading your story made me think of what should I do with my culture, 

language and identity. My study in English unconsciously has already put aside 

my Javanese language ... I hope I can develop my Javanese language and also 

English language go together with harmony. 

Rocket man's journal highlight the subtle tension between the maintenance of mother 

tongue, Javanese, and the 'new' language, English. Rocket man attributes his lack of 

fluency in Javanese to his learning English. 

In responding to Scott's narrative, Nidia shares "a critical incident" (Nunan & 

Choi, 2010) that reminded her of the importance ofbeing proficient in her mother tongue. 

Nidia was a Javanese but she claimed she could not speak the language well. Among the 

three levels of Javanese, Krama Inggil, Krama, and Ngoko, Nidia could only speak 

Ngoko. One day she wanted to order lotek (mixed vegetables with nut sauce). Instead of 

ordering the lotek with Krama, she used Ngoko. The lotek seller replied "oo ... lha ... cah 

wedok kok ra ngerti sopan santun. Wongjowo kok ra ngertijowone. Ngomong karo wong 

tuo ra iso boso" [what an impolite girl. As a Javanese you should speak a proper 

Javanese. When speaking to an older person, you should use a proper language]. Hearing 

this, Nidia was dumbfounded. She wrote in her journal, "I shocked at that time and ran 

home. I did not tell it to anyone, but it was full my mind." The critical incident with the 

lotek seller urged Nidia to learn Krama: 

I tried to learn 'Krama.' I realized that the lotek seller was right. I need to know 

my own culture, my own language. I got some lesson from school, and like Scott 

also learn from older people surround me about 'Krama.' ... When I felt that I 

was ready enough, I decided to go to the 'warung' again and proved that I was 

really Javanese and I know my culture. There although I still felt afraid with the 

seller, 1 tried to speak in 'krama' as fluent as I could. However, she did not give 



me a good respond about my development. I was rather disappointed, but I did not 

make me give up in learning 'Krama.' I want to prove to everyone that I am a true 

Javanese girl. 

(Nidia, Journal 7) 

Nidia's narrative above und~ines two important aspects of identity. First, her conscious 

attempt to learn Krama supports the view that language is a salient marker of identity (Le 

Page & Tabouret-Keller, 1985; Olshtain & Nissim-Amitai, 2004). Although Nidia felt 

she was Javanese, she felt the need to be recognized by others as a Javanese. Due to her 

inappropriate use of Javanese, Nidia felt she failed to be identified and constructed as a 

true Javanese. 

Second, Nidia's narrative illustrate the relatedness of identity with, what Butler 

(Butler, 2004), called 'norms of recognition,' that is, norms through which people can 

construct themselves to be 'intelligible' to others and thus, they can ascribe a particular 

identity. Her decision to go back to the lotek seller to show off her Krama can be said an 

attempt to achieve "authentication" (Bucholtz, 2003). Bucholtz (2003) defines 

authentication as "the assertion of one's own or another's identity as genuine or credible" 

(p.408). In her mind, her mastery of Krama would authenticiate her as "real" and genuine 

Javanese. Thus, when the lotek seller failed to notice her Krama, Nidia was disappointed 

because her effort to learn Krama did not lead to her being recognized or authenticate as a 

real Javanese by the lotek seller. 

In describing their core identities, some participants perceive the core identity as 

providing a sense of belonging to the multilingual self. Mythul, for example, wrote the 

following in her response journal to Scott's narratives, Stranger at Home: 

[M]y identity as Javanese is commitment that cannot be easily ... deny even me, 

myself, who deny it. Unconsciously whenever or wherever I go far away from our 

country/culture, I have a kind of special bond to my real identity ... I cannot deny 

and avoid my blood ... because, if I deny or feel embarrassed of my identity, I feel 

like I embarrassed myself. 

(Mythul, Journal 7) 

Journal 7 was written in response to Scott's narrative, Stranger at home. At the beginning 

of the journal, Mythul wrote that she could understand why Scott wanted to relearn his 



mother tongue. She shared to a certain degree Scott's "non-verbal sense of self' (p.l ). 

She was not fluent in Javanese but felt a strong attachment to the language. Thus, being a 

Javanese was a "commitment" and cannot be "denied." Mythul's conceptualization of 

core identity as a commitment, in fact, challenges postmodem assumption of identity as 

situated (Bucholtz & Hall, 2604). For her, identity was stable and provided an anchor for 

the self. 

Reconceptualization of L 1 identity??? 

Reading your story made me think of an issue in my culture. Today, people tend 

to forget, even eliminate their identity only to be better in their life. Once, I was 

thinking that to face modernization, we ONLY need to be open to any culture ... 

that will lead me to be a modem teacher. However being aware of our heritage 

identity can be a sign, that we respect ourselves because we respect our culture. 

The role of English to MEU identities 

In this section data is taken primarily from Journal 2. Journal 2 was written in 

response to Wong's narrative, East meets West or does it really? Among the three 

selected narratives, perhaps it is safe to say that Wong's story is the least that the 

participants were interested in. Wong's narrative gives examples of how language is an 

"act of identity" (LePage & Tabouret-Keller, 1985). In his narrative, Wong, a bilingual 

of Chinese and English, shows how different language constitutes certain identities. For 

example, ..... Throughout his narrative he eloquently describe the struggle of navigating 

between different languages and identities. To put it simply, his narrative depicts 

bilingual identity as "a site of struggle" (Norton, 1997, 2000). 

It was interesting to note that the majority of the participants did not seem to be 

engaged with Wong's struggle to navigate the different identities. This is evidence with 

the selection adjectives that most participants used to describe their feelings after reading 

the narrative. Those adjectives as "confused, "shock," "surprise," and "puzzled." A few 

students wrote in their journals that they felt "lucky" and "a little bit better" because they 

did not feel the conflicting identities even though similar to Wong, they were trilingual. 

1203015? 



Others wrote that reading Wong's narrative gives them "knowledge" of the kind of lives 

that bilingual leads. 

The participants' lack of identification to Wong's, in fact, underlines a conceptual 

difference between 'natural' and 'transitional' multilinguals (Olshtain & Nissim-Amitai, 

2004). Olshtain and Nissim-J!!tmitai (2004) explain that in natural multilingual context, 

such as Indonesia, multilingual situation is normal and acceptable. Thus, an individual 

that is born into a multilingual context grows up to be naturally multilingual. By contrast, 

transitional multilingual develops personal multilinguality as a result of transition such as 

migrating to another country that uses different language. 

English: Bringing chaos to coherent identities 

Although most participants appear to project somewhat coherent identities despite 

being multilinguals, a few participants admitted that learning English and using English 

actively have brought changes to the way they view their identities. One, Bowo, for 

example, wrote in his Journal 2 that projecting a favorable identity when using English 

was conflicting: 

Javanese children ... never keep their eye contact to the older person. They look at 

the speaker maximum under the chest. Javanese people believe this is used to 

show respect to the older person. In Javanese culture, look straight on to the older 

person ... (is] impolite ... and means "you challenge them." [However] nowadays 

children rarely do that. When they [students] talk to their teacher ... [they] will 

look straight on their eyes. This happens because English culture has influenced 

our [Javanese] culture. In English, ... you should keep eye contact to your partner 

to show the respectfulness. It is very impolite if you look down ... it means you 

are not interested with the topic of conversation. I got an experience ... in 

Speaking 4 course. She [the teacher] always told me to keep my eye contact to the 

audience in my presentation but I couldn't. I felt so afraid if I do that. May be it is 

caused by my Javanese norm which is inside me. 

(Bowo, Journal 2) 

Bowo is one participant that can identify with Wong's struggle to navigate his English 

and Javanese identities. In Journal 2, Bowo shares a critical incident when he was 



conflicted which identity he must take on when presenting in English. Bowo attributes his 

inability to keep an eye contact with the audience to his Javanese norm "inside me" even 

though he did acknowledge that Javanese culture was changing ("nowadays children 

rarely do that. When they talk to their teacher ... [they] will look straight on their eyes"). 

Bowo narrative above underlines an important aspect of being an MEU identities. 

Bowo was bilingual with Indonesia and Javanese. However, navigating between these 

two language was never an issue for him but this is not the case with English. When it 

comes to English, his identities became "an issue" as pointed out by Delanty (2003): 

Identity becomes an issue when the self ceases to be taken for granted ... The 

contemporary understanding of the self is that of a social self formed in relations 

of difference rather than unity and coherence. Identity becomes a problem when 

the self is constituted in the recognition of difference rather than sameness 

(p.135). 

For Bowo, English appears to bring different to somehow a coherent identity. He realized 

that he was different even from people within the same ethnicity because he could not 

"switch off' his Javanese identities and "tum on'' his English ones. When his teacher 

asked him to look at the audience when giving a speech in English, he took this as an 

imposition to his Javanese identities and thus, he struggled to do so. Bowo's critical 

incident also highlights the fact that MEU identities is "a site of struggle" (Norton, 1997, 

2000). 

The data in this section seem to illustrate that with the acquisition of English the 

participants need to "struggle" to project favorable identities as well as to achieve 

coherent identity. 

Projecting favorable-and coherent identities through controlled English use 

The majority of participants agree that English has affected their identities in 

different ways. In Journal 2, seven participants wrote that studying English has provided 

them with a space to be different from people with the same ethnicity. Some of the most 

cited differences were being more individualistic and speaking straight to the point. The 

majority of the students wrote that they needed to "control" English use so that they 

could b<;: perceived as 'proper' Indonesian. made the In RF's narrative below, for 



example, she felt the need to differentiate between studying English and applying English 

culture: 

Now ... I am a student of English Department in SW, I am still a Javanese. It 

means that, I just learn to study about English ... not apply the English culture in 

my daily life ... I think English is just the bridge to a better education and knowing 

its culture can enrich my knowledge. I myself try not to use many English outside 

campus ... because some people in here think that I am too arrogant, and show off 

in my capability of speaking English. It is enough for me to use my English in the 

right place and situation. 

(RF, Cultural autobiography) 

Here, RF' s narrative shows the need to restrict her English use only inside campus so that 

she negotiates favorable identities, those that are not "too arrogant" and not showing off 

her English competence. 

The perception that English needs to be somewhat controlled is pervasive in the 

majority ofthe participants' journals. In RF's cultural autobiography above she made it 

clear that she needed to "use" English because of the cultural and linguistic capital it 

offered but she was careful not to "'apply the English culture in my daily life." 

The "becoming" ofa multilingual English teachers 

The data in this section is taken specifically from Journal 8. Response Journal 8 

was written in response to Widiyanto's narratives, The making of a multicultural English 

teacher. Among the three narratives, perhaps, Widiyanto's narrative is the one that the 

participants like the most. The most common theme in the journals shows that reading 

and responding to Widiyanto's narrative created a space for these preservice teachers to 

reimagine a teacher-identities in TESOL. 

Fifteen out of 29 participants wrote that reading his narratives provides them a 

model of a multicultural teacher. For many of them, being a multicultural teacher means 

being aware and maintain one true identity as pointed out by Cimunz below: 

Reading your story made me think ofthe concept of identity. When you are 

learning English ... and living in Australia, you still keep you identity with you. 



You become multicultural but it does not affect your true identity in speaking 

using Bahasa Indonesia or Javanese in your life. 

(Cimunz, Journal 8) 

Similarly, Windut: 

Reading your story m2tkes me think of multicultural English teacher. I don't have 

to use Jakarta accent just to be perceived as higher rank and modem. I still can use my 

own accent to show my identity. 

Conclusion and Pedagogical Implications 

The analysis of themes commonly addressed in the participants' response journals 

suggests that exposure to multilingual narratives with themes such as the complexities of 

identity trajectories of bilingual speakers of English (Widiyanto, 2005; Wong, 2007), the 

dynamic concept of mother tongue (Scott, 2007) and the interrelatedness of mother 

tongue and identity created a fertile space for reflection and dialog on the vital role of 

mother tongue, identities, and English to identity construction. Reading the multilingual 

narratives has transformed and solidified the majority of the participants' knowledge base 

related to the concept and value of mother tongue to one's identities. The majority of the 

response journals to Scott's narratives (2007), in particular, show how his narrative 

enhances the participants' awareness of the significant value of mother tongue to one's 

identity. 

Perhaps the most cited benefits is that the selected narratives provides a reflexive 

lens to multilingual identities. 

Multilingual narratives provides "the language" to address multilingual identities 
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