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ABSTRACT 
The learners of English as a foreign language commonly have a variety of linguistic and cultural background and the 
learning of a new language will influence how they construct their identity. The present narrative case study attempted 
to explore how English learning has shaped the learner identity of two Indonesian postgraduate students of English. 
Two participants, Hera and I, were included in this study. To collect the data, interview was conducted to gain Hera’s 
stories about her identity construction journey, and autobiography narrative was used to describe mine. The data 
collected covered our reflections of several significant events in constructing our learner identity. The result was 
revealed through three themes: our learning experiences which covered our initial encounter with English, teaching 
approaches, and the challenges we found during English learning; source of motivation in learning; and cultural 
influence.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Since learners of English come to the classroom 
with a variety of linguistic and cultural repertoires, they 
will have different, complex, and continuing negotiation 
of identities [1], [2]. Identity encompasses how one 
perceives oneself and how others view oneself, as well 
as how one puts oneself in regard to one’s existing 
background (home culture) and the new settings (target 
culture) [3]. It seems identity has recently been an 
intriguing problem in second/foreign language study [4], 
[5]. García-Pastor [6] argues that it is unsurprising if 
education is seen as person shaping aimed to expand 
and perhaps in some ways modify learners’ identity and 
the idea that language is a tool for learners’ identity 
building.  

The identity of language learner is perceived and 
theorized as multidimensional, a site of development 
and transformation, and changeable [7]. Exploring 
identity of learner becomes important because it 
influences or is an aspect of how humans make sense of 
the world and their experiences in it, including their 
interactions with texts (McCarthy & Moje, 2002 as cited 

in [1]). What teachers need to understand is that learners 
have multiple and changing identities, rather than 
merely as people with English learning needs [1]. Due 
to the importance of identity in learning English, this 
study examines how the learning of English has shaped 
the learner identity of two Indonesian postgraduate 
students of English.  

1.1. Identity in Language Learning 

Norton [8] defines identity as “how a person 
understands his or her relationship to the world, how 
this relationship is constructed across time and space, 
and how the person understands possibilities for the 
future.”. The concept of identity encompasses all parts 
of life, including the individual, social, cultural, and 
political, and encompasses a wide range of terminology 
and meanings [9]. Constructing an identity consists of 
negotiating meanings of our experiences as members of 
social communities [10].  

Identity is never isolated, fixed, or stable; rather, it 
evolves and changes throughout time, and it includes 
methods of linking oneself to the world and to other 
people [11]. Gandana [9] summarizes Gomzina’s theory 
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of identity construction. It is explained that individuals 
seem to have a ‘core’- a static element- while everything 
else around them is dynamic and constantly evolving, 
depending on the situation. These contexts, in turn, can 
give individuals with different interpretations of life as 
they engage with others, modifying their perspective of 
the world in a dynamic and continuous way. In addition, 
[5] suggests that mastery of foreign language should be 
“a bridge to explore the wider world and reflect on our 
own identity with more mature perspectives”.   

1.2. Classroom interaction 

For students who do not see English being used in 
their community, they will find it only in the classroom 
through the school curriculum [12]. Since English in 
Indonesia is more likely to be taught and learned as 
foreign language, it can be understood that most English 
learning and teaching takes place in classroom rather 
than in everyday communication [13]. [14] viewed the 
classroom interaction as the primary setting for this 
process of language learners constructing their identities. 
It composes both the social context as well as the means 
by which the students develop their individual identities 
and struggle to re-create themselves within the 
community to which they belong: the community or 
EFL students. 

 A variety of approaches are implemented for 
teaching and learning a foreign language. Language 
teachers are charged for interpreting and applying 
language policies that affect their teaching methods. 
They are also in charge of transforming the national 
language policy into a school or classroom policy that is 
appropriate for the local context of teaching practice 
[15]. It can be understood that teachers play important 
role in providing a more active, free learning 
environment for the students to develop their positive 
attitudes towards English learning [16]. Students need to 
have wide exposure to English to be engaged in English 
discursive activities [12].  

If teachers want the students to view themselves as 
proficient second language users in the future, or to 
ignite the vision and build an ideal second language self, 
teachers need to provide the students the ability to 
engage their current selves and identities in their second 
language interactions with others [17]. A variety of 
intrinsic and extrinsic motives influence the learning 
situation level. For instance, in extrinsic motives, 
courses are related to the curriculum, instructional 
materials, teaching technique, and learning tasks [18]. 

1.3. Culture and Foreign Language Learning 

[19] asserts that “the term cultural has often been 
associated with the term ‘social’, as when one talks 
about the ‘socio-cultural’ factors affecting the teaching 
and the learning of foreign languages.” Brown [20] 

argued that culture, as a rooted set of behaviors and 
patterns of perception, has a significant role in the 
acquisition of a second language. He stated that “a 
language is a part of a culture, and a culture is a part of a 
language: the two are intricately interwoven so that one 
cannot separate the two without losing the significance 
of either language or culture.” It seems that learning a 
different language is the same as learning a different 
culture. It simply is the context for language use [21]. 
Lessard-Clouston [21] also argues that outside of the 
classroom, communicative skills, language, and culture 
continue to work together among L1 and L2 users. In 
addition, among the possible motivators, the desire to 
integrate with the culture of the language’s speakers 
corresponds most closely with learning success [22]. 

As students grow up, they need to identify with 
something, and a large percentage of them select 
popular culture, which, since it is broadly available and 
widely accepted by young people, serves as a bond 
between them, offering meanings that are relevant to 
their life [23]. However, Prastiwi [24] noted that 
learners of English as a foreign language are suggested 
to study and accept the second culture as a knowledge 
rather than embracing and internalizing it as standards 
and values that apply to their daily lives.    

2. METHOD 

This study used narrative inquiry as the 
methodology. It focuses on how people use stories to 
make sense of their experiences to understand a 
phenomenon [25]. Hera (pseudonym) and I were the 
participants of the study. We are postgraduate students 
in the same university in Bandung. We both speak 
Sundanese but we come from different province. Hera 
lives in a big city named Bandung, West Java. She lives 
with a family with have a mixture of Sundanese and 
Bahasa Indonesia as their daily language. She studied in 
public schools for her primary, secondary, and graduate 
study. She started having exposure of English when she 
was in the fourth grade of primary school. I live in a 
small village in Brebes, Central Java. I studied in public 
primary school, and I enrolled in Islamic boarding 
school for my secondary study. I started having regular 
English class when I was in junior high school.   

To gain the stories of Hera’s experiences in learning 
English, interview was conducted lasting for about 
thirty-six minutes. To add some missing stories, the 
stories were also told through voice note WhatsApp. 
Meanwhile, I shared my experiences which I considered 
as the significant events in my identity construction in 
learning English through autobiographical narratives. 
Wirza [12] argues that individual narratives are one of 
the most powerful approaches to explore identity 
construction.  
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3. RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

This study examines how learning English shaped 
two Indonesian postgraduate students as a learner. The 
findings and discussions will be elaborated into three 
themes which are the English learning experience, 
motivational factors, and cultural influences. 

3.1. English Learning Experience 

Hera and I first met English when we were in 
primary school. My first initial encounter with English 
is when I was in primary school. English in my primary 
school was not taught regularly. I only learned it twice 
when I was in the sixth grade. Meanwhile, Hera started 
her first encounter with English when she was in the 
fourth grade of primary school. English in her primary 
school was not taught as a mandatory school subject, yet 
it was only local subject. She had hardly exposure with 
English in her environment before it. For example, 
when her parents sing lullaby, they had never sung 
English songs or read English stories. We both enjoyed 
our initial English classes. For me, the difference of the 
phonology and pronunciation between English and 
Indonesia created a big curiosity. I thought English 
sounded so good and cool. For Hera, she enjoyed 
learning English because she enjoyed the way her 
teacher taught. 

“At that time, I did not know the role of English 
language in this globalized era, and I did not have any 
idea about the importance of learning another language. 
What made me love English at the first sight was 
because it sounded so cool and wonderful.” (Ai) 

“Usually, after we read some stories, the teacher 
would ask us to find some words in some paragraphs to 
be translated. We were required to bring dictionary. 
However, although she is not from English educational 
background, she is the one who made me realize that I 
like English since I really enjoyed the way she taught. I 
enjoyed translating words because the moment when I 
looked up in the dictionary and found the words and I 
wrote it on the book was the best moment of my life.” 
(Hera) 

In our secondary school, the teachers of Hera and I 
mostly taught us grammar. The teachers were the ones 
who led the learning situation. They did not encourage 
us to use the language. It is stated by [26] that when the 
teacher focuses on more grammatical rules, students 
will rarely get the opportunity to listen to and 
communicate in the target language. 

In this era, we can find a lot of things related to 
English language and its culture such as music, movies, 
or stories easily. Hera and I enjoy its culture for both 
pleasure and fun English learning outside the classroom. 
It is relevant to what [23] stated that students need to 
identify with something as they grow up, and a 

significant proportion of them select popular culture, 
which, since it is widely available and widely accepted 
by young people, serves as a bond between them, 
providing meanings that are relevant to their life. 

“Since I could not bring electronic items to Islamic 
boarding school, I rarely watched or listened to English 
movies or songs, but some of the teachers sometimes let 
us watch movies or used movies as the medium of the 
learning, or songs to practice students’ listening. 
Movies or songs could cheer me up since it was a 
pleasure way in learning English. It is an amusement.” 
(Ai) 

“I like a music group named one direction which 
makes me want to learn English more. When they sing, 
of course they tell lyrics. So, I try to find out what the 
meaning is. I want to see the interview which means I 
should understand what they are saying. I also read a 
fan fiction in English. I need to find the meanings. That 
what makes me learn English again and again.” (Hera) 

During our English learning, we found some 
challenges. Both Hera and I perceive speaking as the 
challenge of our English learning. [27] view that one of 
the most challenging language skills for learners is 
speaking. One of the possible reasons is that speaking 
requires complex skills, not merely conveying ideas 
verbally. For me, what makes English is so difficult is 
related to my limited English practice. I had difficulties 
in finding partners to speak English. According to Wirza 
[12], from a pedagogical standpoint, learners with little 
exposure to English will have less possibilities to 
engage in English discursive activities that are required 
to build their identities as English learners and users. 

“I realize that it is so difficult for me to find partner 
to speak English. Even when I was in my graduate study. 
I speak English only when I was in the classroom.” (Ai) 

Meanwhile, for Hera, what makes English a 
challenge in her English learning until now is because 
she needs to switch the language in her head. She thinks 
that English is not her language, so she has no sense of 
ownership of English. Hera and I had the same fear 
toward speaking English since I argue that speaking 
English needs a lot of courage and make us often feels 
anxious of making mistakes and judgements. [28] 
argues that it can be caused by students’ perception 
regarding good English students who are like the 
idealized native speaker. It will arise a feeling of 
inadequacy and self-doubt because of the pressure. In 
addition, the finding of a study conducted by [29] 
revealed that students were more afraid of receiving a 
negative evaluation. It could be due to the cultural 
tradition, hating receiving low evaluations or criticism 
about themselves.  
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3.2. Motivational Factors 

Hera and I believe that learning English has given us 
benefits. For me, it was at my senior high school, when 
I got chosen to join a comparative study to abroad. That 
opportunity was given to students who learned and 
speak English for their daily activities. Being able to 
speak English helped me so much in that agenda. While 
for Hera, English helps her academic, social, and culture 
comprehension.  

“Of course, basically English helps me understand 
the language itself. I can blend in with people from 
abroad. And learning English helps me understand 
different culture, respect their culture and implement 
some of them.” (Hera)  

The findings are supported by [30] who said young 
generation English learners perceive English as a critical 
tool for improving their lives, such as expanding work 
opportunities, earning money, becoming global citizens, 
communicating with foreigners, and gaining access to 
higher educational opportunities. Hera and I believe that 
motivation that we have is what makes us bear in 
learning English. What motivates me the most in 
learning English is the willing to speak like native 
speakers. I love their accent, so I want to speak like the 
way native speakers do. For me, speaking like native 
speakers is cool and will make the speaker look like an 
expert. It corroborates to the finding of the study 
conducted by Rini [31] that revealed talking like a 
native speaker elevates their social position and gives 
them a more distinct identity. It will also expand their 
network to more open career opportunities such as 
manager, businessman, and similar positions. 
Nevertheless, Sa’d [32] found that it is conceivable that 
I see myself as an outsider in the English domain and try 
to identify with the language norms to reduce the feeling 
of ‘outsiderness’.  

Meanwhile, for Hera, the role of teachers plays 
important role in motivating or demotivating her in 
learning English. She loved learning English at primary 
school because she liked the way her teacher taught, but 
she hates learning English in junior high school because 
she hated the way her teacher taught. 

“When I was in the seventh grade, I was less 
motivated since I have enrolled in popular public junior 
high school and expected great qualities in English 
learning, but I did not get that. The English teacher 
asked us to memorize so many vocabularies in English. 
Within a week, as I recall, we must memorize 50-100 
vocabularies. We also must memorize grammatical 
rules, Verb 1, Verb 2, and so on. and I don’t like being 
forced to do that. When we don’t memorize or 
remember it, he would punish us, asked us to stand up 
outside of the classroom until the class ended. It made 
me demotivated in learning English. Being early 

teenager back then, I was like hating English because I 
hated the teacher.” (Hera) 

The excerpt above is in accordance with what [18] 
have stated that teaching technique can be students’ 
extrinsic motivation in learning. Besides teachers, she 
also gets motivated more in learning English when she 
got achievements as the acknowledgement from other 
people to her English competence.  

“When I got accepted in my college through 
SBMPTN, I feel like the college acknowledge my 
English comprehension. Or when I got accepted to be 
the moderator of an international conference at my 
college. I joined the test without any preparation since I 
had lots of assignments, and I got accepted. And when I 
was graduated, I was announced as the best graduate 
student at my study department. And that was one of my 
motivation to continue my degree. Like, I still have 
many things to learn, and I have not had sufficient 
knowledge of English.” (Hera) 

It is similar to what [33] said that students’ positive 
experiences and achievements in foreign language 
learning influence their confidence and further 
motivates them in learning. It seems that Hera’s learner 
identity is constructed through the teaching approaches 
the teacher used and the supports such as achievement 
or acknowledgment given from others. 

3.3. Cultural Influences 

We believe that when we learn a language, we also 
learn its culture since we believe that a language is a 
part of a culture. It is as what Brown [20] stated that 
“language is a part of a culture, and a culture is a part of 
a language.” We perceive English and its culture as a 
cool and prestigious language. Hera believes that when 
we learn the culture of the language, we can get deeper 
meanings of the language and connected more with the 
native speakers. It corroborates with Scoon [22] has 
argued that the desire to engage with the culture of the 
language’s speaker is the most possible motivators that 
can corresponds most closely with language learning 
success.  

Hera and I felt some changes after we learn English. 
With or without our realization, how natives behave and 
think influence us as well. Some of the cultures are 
absorbed, some of them are not if the values are not 
relevant to what we have hold. It is in line with what 
Gandana [9] has summarized from Lin’s (2014) 
explanation that when people use a particular language 
to interact with others, not only linguistic forms, but 
also values and ideologies are encoded, constituted, and 
embedded in the language which might alter one’s sense 
of identity.   

For me, English influences how I think which is 
different from how my family does. It opens my mind to 
the world. I acknowledge that it sometimes distorts my 
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own cultural identity. However, the more I learn, the 
more I know that there are some values or beliefs that I 
cannot follow. It is in the excerpts below:  

“I started to be aware that I cannot interfere other 
people business if I am not asked. I try to respect other 
privacy. As far as I know, western people are secularists. 
I think that is one of the ideologies that I cannot adopt 
since I’m a Muslim.” (Ai) 

“Of course, I acquired some cultures of western 
countries, yet there are some values that I don’t accept. 
I start to be aware of other privacy. I now understand 
that there are so many things that I do not need to ask to 
other people, such as asking about income to my close 
friend or even strangers. I feel that is weird. I know that 
western people will not ask about other people’s 
income.” (Hera) 

When we can select what values or beliefs we need 
and do not need to adopt, we use English as “a bridge to 
explore the wider world and reflect on our own identity 
with more mature perspective” [5].  In this era, English 
is used everywhere. As a result of globalization as a 
growing influencing force, English has become the 
world’s lingua franca [34]. With the use of English in 
this globalized world, some instructions on how to do or 
install something using English only are often found. It 
makes Hera think that understanding English eases her 
life and her surroundings. For me, it is simply as eases 
me in understanding west movies or videos that do not 
have subtitle in Bahasa Indonesia.  

However, despite the benefits Hera and I felt during 
learning English, we were aware of where we can or 
cannot use English. We have the similar perceptions that 
sometimes, in some phrases, it is nicer to express it 
using English than Bahasa Indonesia, yet we 
acknowledge that many of our friends still do not 
understand English much and the use of English for 
conversation in public place is still rare. It is pointed out 
by Onishi [35] and Pramono [36] that the practice of 
English in public places in Indonesia might be 
interpreted as a lack of nationalism and arrogance. It 
means we are aware of our identities as Indonesian [28].    

4. CONCLUSION 

From the findings above, it can be seen that Hera 
and I believe that learning English has a positive impact 
on our identity construction. We perceive English as a 
cool and prestigious language that provides us with 
many benefits. As an English learner, the way teacher 
taught influenced us in learning and understanding 
English.  

From the story above, it can be seen that our English 
learning is implemented through form-focused and 
teacher-centered instruction that highlighted simple 
grammar, repetition, and memorization [37], [12]. That 

kind of learning process rarely encourage us to use the 
language which create limit speaking practice and 
incapable to communicate using it. It led us to the 
tension in learning English. However, it was also 
explored how I truly want to speak like native speaker, 
or the acknowledgment from others for Hera’s English 
competence highly motivated us in learning English. As 
we learn English and its culture, we also learn what 
beliefs or values that we can or cannot adopt based on 
our religion and country. It indicates we are aware of 
our identities as Indonesian and also Muslims.    
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