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ABSTRACT
The study investigates how university students in Japan employ their linguistic resources in 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classrooms and the impact on their translingual identities. 
Translingualism in this context refers to the practice of using a diverse linguistic repertoire, including 
one’s first language (L1). Despite the global shift towards linguistic diversity, EFL education in 
Japan often adheres to monolingual norms, potentially fostering native speakerism, which limits the 
development of multilingual identities. In response to these challenges, this research explores how 
students navigate such environments and how their engagement in translingual practices influences 
their identity construction. Data were collected from 120 students via questionnaires and narrative 
interviews with 20 of them. These data underwent thematic analysis, with additional insights 
derived from a multilayered  framework of social activity. The findings suggest that embracing 
multilingualism could serve as a pedagogically enriching resource rather than an obstructive 
hindrance, contesting the entrenched discouragement against the use of students’ L1 Japanese in EFL 
settings. By offering a nuanced understanding of translingual practices among Japanese university 
students, this research contributes to the burgeoning discourse on multilingualism in language 
education. Consequently, it calls for a reconsideration of monolingual to multilingual pedagogical 
approaches in Japanese EFL contexts, thereby promoting a more inclusive and diversified language-
learning environment.

Keywords: EFL in Japanese university context, multilingual identities, monolingual norms, native speakerism, 
translingualism

INTRODUCTION 

In today’s ever-globalising society, English 
serves as a vital medium for communication 
across diverse cultural and linguistic 
contexts. The enhancement of English 
education has thus become a national 
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educational priority in Japan. There is a strong emphasis on fostering comprehensive 
communicative abilities that include not only an understanding of diverse cultures but also 
the maintenance of one’s identity as a Japanese national (MEXT, 2023). Therefore, it is 
essential to engage in classroom activities that nurture students’ global perspectives while 
respecting their sociocultural backgrounds. In line with this approach, this study views 
learners as translinguals, utilising a diverse linguistic repertoire that includes their L1. It 
investigates how Japanese university students employ their linguistic resources in EFL 
classrooms and how these practices influence their translingual identities.

RELATED LITERATURE

Current perspectives on language education emphasise learners’ multilingualism rather than 
solely on target language proficiency (Krulatz & Christison, 2023; May, 2019). This shift 
challenges the entrenched influence of monolingualism in language education, particularly 
English monolingualism, where learners’ existing languages are often excluded (Wei, 2018). 
In Japan, however, the perception that EFL learners are monolingual remains prevalent, 
influenced by a pervasive ideology of native speakerism (Turnbull, 2020). This often 
leads students to prioritise monolingual norms over the creative use of their multilingual 
resources, reflecting societal discourses that privilege English over linguistic diversity 
(Kato & Kumagai, 2022). While affirming learners’ identities facilitates language learning 
(Darvin & Norton, 2015, 2023), such monolingual biases may hinder the development of 
multilingual identities (Berthele, 2021).

Language learners are increasingly seen as utilising all their linguistic resources within 
an integrated repertoire that transcends linguistic boundaries (Blommaert & Backus, 2013). 
This perspective is reflected in the notions of language as a flexible resource, adaptable 
to sociocultural and communicative needs (Canagarajah, 2017; García & Wei, 2014; 
Jørgensen, 2008; Pennycook & Otsuji, 2015). Consequently, the goal of EFL education is 
more widely recognised as the integrated use of multiple languages, including learners’ L1. 
However, the idea that EFL learners are multilingual speakers has not gained significant 
traction in Japan’s educational context (Turnbull, 2019). Therefore, this study considers 
learners as language users who engage in translingual practices and aims to contribute to 
an educational environment that better supports the development of language and identity.

METHODS 

This study adopts a narrative inquiry methodology to investigate the translingual practices 
of Japanese university students. Narrative inquiry explores how participants make sense 
of their subjective realities, providing insights into how they interpret their experiences 
of identity construction both as individuals and in relation to others (Barkhuizen, 2014). 
This approach is particularly suitable for examining individuals’ navigation of complex 
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linguistic and social contexts, as it integrates personal narratives with broader theoretical 
frameworks. Data were collected through questionnaires administered to 120 students 
in compulsory general education English classes, complemented by interviews with 
20 selected participants. These students were part of an English-only curriculum as a 
compulsory general education course across departments, regardless of proficiency levels. 
The data were initially analysed using thematic analysis to identify key themes. The 
themes were then further examined, guided by the multilayered frameworks proposed by 
the Douglas Fir Group (2016) and Barkhuizen (2016), which align in their focus on social 
activity across different levels. The Douglas Fir Group’s framework is organised in terms 
of dimensions of social activity, represented by micro, meso, and macro levels, which can 
also be understood from Barkhuizen’s narrative perspective as three contextual levels—
story, Story, and STORY (Barkhuizen, 2016). These scales of context extend the analysis 
beyond individual micro-level interactions to consider broader contextual influences.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis revealed insights into three key areas. The first is the role of ideologies 
both within and outside the classroom. Many students reported that when they are 
required to use only English in the classroom, they feel considerable peer pressure to 
avoid making mistakes, which makes them even more reluctant to use the language. One 
student explained, “I don’t want to speak English in class unless I’m confident in doing it 
perfectly because I’m afraid of being embarrassed.” Additionally, as none of the students 
were language majors, they often questioned the necessity of immersing themselves in 
English. Another student observed, “We’re told we need to be able to speak English, so it’s 
[the course is] mandatory, but to be honest, I don’t really feel the need for it if I’m just in 
Japan,” particularly because they felt that their future professional contexts in Japan would 
not require use of English. These perceptions reflect underlying ideologies: the pressure 
to speak English flawlessly like a native speaker and the belief that English holds limited 
value in Japan, reinforced by societal discourses (Kato & Kumagai, 2022; Turnbull, 2020).

The second area is the impact of using Japanese during class activities. One student 
noted, “I can’t think in English, and I feel relieved when we’re allowed to discuss things in 
Japanese during class. I can confirm my understanding with my classmates, which makes 
learning more efficient.” This suggests that an English-only policy might inadvertently 
reduce learning effectiveness by limiting students’ ability to leverage their full linguistic 
repertoire. Such policies often fail to account for the multilingual realities present in 
classroom settings (Heugh, 2021).

Thirdly, the data brought attention to pedagogical and institutional constraints. The 
requirement to use English exclusively resulted in obstacles. One student shared, “During 
writing assignments, we have to do even the brainstorming and outlining all in English 
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because the native [English-speaking] teachers don’t understand Japanese. I feel like it’s 
not for our benefit.” This illustrates how a lack of accommodation for Japanese can make 
the learning process more challenging and counterproductive, exposing the limitations 
of monolingual norms in addressing learners’ diverse needs and goals (Anderson, 2023). 
Institutional policies enforcing monolingual practices, along with native-speaking teachers 
often framing their inability to speak Japanese as part of their role as English instructors, 
create a language barrier, limiting teachers’ capacity to fully support students’ learning, 
ultimately diminishing the overall classroom experience.

These findings underscore the importance of focusing on learners’ multilingual 
resources in EFL classrooms, revealed by the interplay between individual activity, 
classroom dynamics, and broader institutional and ideological structures. By promoting 
translingual practices within the multifaceted complexities that learners navigate, educators 
can create what can be termed a pedagogical safe house (Canagarajah, 2004) or translingual 
safe house (Qin & Llosa, 2023). Such environments provide legitimate participation 
opportunities for students (Lave & Wenger, 1991), allowing them to engage more fully 
in their learning process. Instead of conforming to native-speaker norms, it is crucial to 
value students’ potential bilingualism. 

CONCLUSION

This study demonstrated that Japanese university students desire to use their full 
linguistic repertoire, navigating between Japanese and English in their learning processes. 
Translingual practices were found to contribute to a sense of security and effectiveness in 
learning. However, the emphasis on monolingual norms in the classroom prevents students 
from fully embracing their translingual identities. By promoting more inclusive learning 
environments that recognise students’ linguistic resources, EFL education in Japan should 
empower students to engage in a world where linguistic diversity and the effective use of 
English are embraced as cornerstones of meaningful global interaction.
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