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Abstract 

At Concordia Language Villages (CLV), learners choose and use L2 names, as 

they do in many K-12 language programs.  Though this is assumed to have 

beneficial effects on their learning and development, little research has 

investigated the actual effects of the practice or students’ perceptions of its 

purpose.  Using a participatory research design, six teams of adolescent student-

researchers in CLV’s Japanese program created their own interview-based 

projects to collect and synthesize student opinions.  In this paper, I re-analyze 

their data in light of Dörnyei (2009)’s L2 Motivational Self System, arguing that 

using L2 names can spark the development of students’ Ideal L2 Selves, and that 

these self-guides meet the requirements outlined by Dörnyei and Ushioda (2010) 

for exercising a motivational power over L2 learners.   

Introduction 

It is a longstanding tradition at Concordia Language Villages (CLV), where I am the 

curriculum coordinator for their intensive high school credit-granting Japanese program, for all 

participants (“villagers”) to choose and use L2 personal names for the duration of the program.  

Though similar traditions exist in many K-12 language programs, very little published research 

to date has investigated the possible effects or benefits of the practice.  In light of Dörnyei 

(2009)’s L2 Motivational Self System theory of language learner motivation, it seems feasible 

that the encouragement to choose a new name, and be referred to only by that name while taking 

part in a residential language immersion program, could formally encourage learners to begin or 

continue constructing “ideal L2 selves” and to live out those ideal L2 selves to the fullest extent 

possible within the program.   
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This investigation into ideal L2 selves took place within the context of a large 

participatory research project1 where a small group of interested villagers (“villager-researchers,” 

or VRs) designed interview questions based partially on my research questions, and partially on 

their own interests, in the area of L2 Japanese name usage and its possible influences on 

language learning, personal development, and other experiences inside and outside the program.  

These VRs then interviewed a large number of other students in the program, analyzed their 

findings, and presented them to their teachers and peers as their final academic projects for the 

summer.  

 I analyzed and coded the data using a grounded theory approach, and compared several 

of the categories that emerged to Dörnyei and Ushioda (2010)’s list of necessary conditions for 

imagined L2 selves to motivate learners (drawn from Oyserman et al., 2006; Pizzolato, 2006; 

Yowell, 2002, and cited in Dörnyei & Ushioda 2010, pp. 94-95).  Many of the necessary 

conditions are met, suggesting that ideal L2 self building can be sparked by L2 name usage, and 

that the ideal L2 selves created have the capacity to foster motivated learning behavior. 

 Though most if not all participants were and are unfamiliar with Dörnyei’s L2 

Motivational Self System, as I was too, in the interview data, they do describe, however 

indirectly, the facilitating effects that using a Japanese name has had on initiating, visualizing, 

and elaborating their ideal L2 selves.  Though Zentner and Renaud (2007) claim that children do 

not have stable ideal selves before adolescence (as cited in Dörnyei, 2009, p. 38), these 

adolescents show that despite the ‘youth’ of their ideal L2 selves, they are a very real aspect of 

their motivation to learn Japanese and participate in a program of this kind. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 More information about the project is available at 
http://web.me.com/meredithh/CLVnameproject. 
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Background  

The L2 Motivational Self System 

Dörnyei (2009)’s “L2 Motivational Self System” posits that L2 learners’ motivation 

develops from the interface between their L2 Learning Experience (as sometimes this itself 

sparks motivation for continued study) and two “future self-guides” they have constructed, 

which shape their future motivation: their Ideal L2 Self and their Ought-to L2 Self, based on 

Higgins’ (1987; Higgins et al., 1985) “ideal self,” “ought self,” and “self-discrepancy theory” (as 

cited in Dörnyei, 2009, pp. 13, 29).  The ideal L2 self replaces the more traditional construct of 

integrative motivation, also subsuming any language-learning motives directly tied to personal 

goals and the kind of person a learner wants to become (e.g., “I want to learn Japanese so I can 

understand my favorite band’s songs and get a job in Tokyo”) (p. 29).  Conversely, the ought-to 

L2 self describes the motivating forces from “outside” the learner, pressuring them to learn the 

language (e.g., “I need to learn Japanese to please my grandparents”) (p. 29).  As Higgins’ self-

discrepancy theory states that people are naturally motivated to become more like their ideal 

selves, an ideal L2 self can exercise a significant impact on motivation to learn another language 

(Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2010, p. 93). 

Additional Perspectives 

From an entirely different, more economically- and politically-oriented perspective, 

Kramsch (2009), synthesizing language learners’ reports of their experience, argues that 

adolescents turn to language learning precisely because it offers an alternative to the “real 

world”, where they “can be or at least pretend to be someone else, where they too can become 

‘cool’ and inhabit their bodies in powerful ways” (p. 16).   She argues that while teachers focus 

on developing students’ communication skills, the learners are focused on “inventing for 
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themselves other ways of being in their bodies and their imaginations” (p. 4). She makes no 

mention of ideal or ought-to L2 selves.  Furthermore, while some might argue that classroom-

based foreign language learning does not afford the opportunities for new identity construction 

that in-country second language learning does, she counters that the foreign language 

classroom’s isolation from the “real world” is what gives learners the space to dream of other 

possibilities and overlay those imagined worlds onto the L2 (p. 4).  I believe that the closed, 

residential, “learners-only” community of CLV provides even greater affordances of this nature, 

and that in this context, Kramsch’s views on learners’ motivation to become “multilingual 

subjects” work together with Dörnyei’s views about motivation driven by future self-guides to 

explain the motivational trajectories of CLV villagers.   

Ushioda (2009), in arguing for a socially-oriented view of motivation and possible selves, 

emphasizes how important it is for learners to have opportunities to “speak as themselves” 

(Legenhausen, 1999), bringing their own backgrounds, interests, and reasons for learning the L2 

into their classroom language practice (p. 224).  In her view, for language learners to be enabled 

to create possible (ideal) L2 selves, they must have the opportunity to be their current selves in 

the L2, not only playing roles assigned to them in teacher-centered classrooms and artificial 

textbook exercises (p. 225).  Noels (2009) concurs that the kind of exploratory behavior that 

accompanies ideal L2 self creation and development is best supported by a secure, caring 

environment that promotes authentic interaction (p. 303).  Interviewees’ repeated mentions that 

they can truly be themselves at Mori no Ike (corroborated in Seo, 2008) show that this is the 

normal state of affairs in their L2 environment.  Furthermore, if feeling a sense of ownership of 

the L2 helps learners claim L2 identities, (Noels, 2009, p. 305), L2 names would logically help 

establish a sense of belonging to the language. 
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Necessary Conditions for the Motivating Power of Ideal L2 Selves 

Dörnyei (2009) emphasizes that L2 selves are more than simple goals, and more than 

particular orientations toward language learning; at their best, they are a whole set of images, 

sensations, and behaviors that learners can visualize and feel (p. 16), and just as visualization 

training has proven to be effective for athletes, imagining one’s L2 ideal self in action, speaking 

the language and interacting with its speakers, may help language learners’ stated goals become 

concrete actions (Markus & Ruvolo 1989, as cited in Dörnyei, 2009, p.16).  Still, not all L2 

selves are created equal; people differ in their capacity to create vivid mental images (p. 19).  Al-

Shehri (2009) found that visual learners tended to be more skilled at developing strong ideal L2 

selves (2009, p. 168).  Furthermore, just having an ideal L2 self is not sufficient; for it to have a 

motivating impact, it must meet the following conditions (drawn from Oyserman et al., 2006; 

Pizzolato, 2006; and Yowell, 2002, and cited in Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2010, pp. 94-95): 

• It must exist. 

• It must differ from the current self. 

• It must be elaborated. 

• It must seem attainable. 

• It must require effort to achieve. 

• It must be somewhat socially acceptable. 

• It must be thought about often. 

• It must have connected strategies. 

• It must be offset by a feared alternative. 

Still, the development of an ideal L2 self is only one-third of the system.  Csizér and 

Kormos (2009) found that while the strength of their Hungarian students’ ideal L2 selves did 
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help determine the level of effort they would put into language learning, for high school students 

(as compared to university students), the effect of their learning experience was even more 

powerful.  Papi (2010) claims that his 2009 study with Taguchi et al. also shows that learning 

experience has the most significant impact of the three parts (2010, p. 469).  Furthermore, the 

role of the third part of the system, ought-to L2 self, was not even statistically significant for 

Csizér and Kormos’s high school students (Csizer & Kormos, 2009, p. 109).  This seems to be 

the case for my participants as well, who rarely if ever made reference to any kind of parent, 

school, or other pressure to learn Japanese, and who placed great emphasis on their learning 

experiences, bad and good, inside and outside of CLV. 

Research Questions 

The research questions for this study come from the research questions I created for the 

overall project, listed below.  The last three questions are especially linked to how use of L2 

names could relate to the construction and salience of villagers’ ideal L2 selves. 

• What do villagers see as the purposes of using Japanese names at Mori no Ike? What 

value, if any, do they ascribe to the practice? 

• How do villagers and staff members describe the meaning or importance of their 

Japanese names in their lives inside and outside the program?  

• What effects (if any) do participants say choosing and using a Japanese name has had on 

their language-learning experiences and motivations? 

• How do villagers position themselves as speakers of Japanese and participants in a 

Japanese-speaking community?  How might the use of Japanese names influence this 

positioning? 

For this study, I added an additional question, which I will focus on in the results and discussion:  
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• How do Japanese names at Mori no Ike help fulfill the necessary conditions described in 

Dörnyei and Ushioda (2010) for ideal L2 selves to have a motivating impact on learners? 

Method 

 This study uses data from a collection of 62 interviews conducted by 10 student 

interviewers (VRs), working in 6 teams, with 39 different interviewees (some of whom were also 

interviewers), at Mori no Ike, a residential immersion Japanese summer program, part of 

Concordia Language Villages, a program of Concordia College in Minnesota.  Many participants 

were interviewed more than once (up to four times) by different teams. Each team of VRs was 

conducting an independent, student-designed project on a particular theme within the larger 

concept of Japanese name usage, which served to fulfill their “final project” requirement for the 

program.  As both curriculum coordinator of the participants’ program and principal investigator 

on the project, I facilitated, but did not supervise or direct, data collection.  I had no teaching 

responsibilities, and had no role in grading the VRs’ projects or helping them analyze their data 

during the session.  The VRs had 10 days (about half the length of their program) to choose a 

project, prepare their questions, collect and analyze their data, and prepare their presentation.  On 

the tenth day, the VRs presented their results to their peers and teachers, poster-session style, in 

Japanese (see Images 1 and 2). 
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Image 1 
“Mori no Ike personality” project presentation 

 

Image 2 
Another Japanese name-themed project presentation (survey-style) 

 



L2 NAMES AND IDEAL L2 SELVES   10 

 I obtained IRB approval for the original project from both my university and CLV.  In 

cooperation with CLV, I obtained informed consent from all participants’ families, and assent 

from the participants themselves.  Explanations of the research project and conversations about 

informed consent/assent took place in English, the L1 of nearly all the students (and the 

dominant language of most of the others).  Participation was open to all 73 students in the 

intensive academic program; 54 students received parent permission, 51 gave their own assent, 

and 39 were eventually involved in the interviews (two VRs were never interviewed).  The 10 

VRs were given the list of the 51 available interviewees and made their own decisions about who 

to interview.  

Participants 

 The 41 participants’ language-learning backgrounds are rather diverse.  77% are returners 

to Mori no Ike (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1 

 

Roughly half (n=23) of them study Japanese only at Mori no Ike (or very minimally on their 

own); of the remaining 17, 8 have taken Japanese at their high schools or local colleges in the US, 
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most commonly for one or two years.  2 participants have lived abroad in Japan for extended 

periods of time.  5 study with private tutors, 1 is in an after-school program, and 1 reports taking 

online courses.   

Figure 2 

	  

(Note that data about language-learning outside the program were collected from program 

records, which are sometimes incomplete, especially in the case of returners.)  Three participants 

are of Japanese heritage; of the three, one has been tutored, one takes Japanese in high school, 

and the other has learned the language only at Mori no Ike. 

Projects 

 Participants who were interviewed were asked differing questions, depending on which 

of the six projects they were being interviewed for.  The VRs were allowed to develop their own 

questions, within the general scope of the IRB-approved questions, and were encouraged to 

follow up on participants’ answers, drop questions as needed, and add other questions that came 

up on the spot.  The six project topics were as follows: 
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• Describing villagers’ personal connections to their Japanese names, especially as they 

have developed over multiple years spent in the program 

• Exploring participants’ connections to anime, manga, or other characters they named 

themselves after 

• Exploring general connections between Japanese name use, villager experiences, and 

language learning  

• Investigating whether the ways villagers chose their Japanese names changed their 

experiences of having Japanese names 

• Comparing Japanese name use at Mori no Ike with L2 name use in villagers’ foreign 

language classrooms at home 

• Exploring possible links between Japanese name use and participants’ “Mori no Ike 

personalities” 

Data Collection  

 Per IRB requirements, I developed a list of sample questions in Japanese, with my own 

English translations (Appendix A); these were provided to the VRs as examples.  I felt it was 

unnecessary to back-translate the questions or solicit native-speaker input in their design, as the 

exact semantics of the questions were far less important than their comprehensibility to the 

villagers, and the vast majority of interviewees ended up relying on the English translations.  As 

the VRs were pursuing projects with differing goals, I allowed them to select and create their 

own questions, within the scope of the IRB-approved questions, and most used at least some 

questions they created themselves, often with help from their teachers (Appendix B). Though the 

VRs’ Japanese skills varied, all questions were asked in Japanese, due to the project’s nature as a 

language-using activity.  Most responses to interview questions were in English, due to 
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interviewees’ low language levels and the complexity of their responses, though villagers 

participating in a language pledge often strived to answer in Japanese.   

 VRs recorded their interviews with handheld digital voice recorders, which were 

“checked out” to them for the duration of the project; each recording began with a “header” 

containing the date, time, place, and names and assent of all participants present.  In a brief 

training session, partially in English, I taught the VRs how to use the recorders, what to say in 

the “header”, and encouraged them to ask open-ended questions and to follow up on participants’ 

answers.  All VRs made at least one practice recording during training.  Interviews were 

conducted during study halls, designated project work times, and free time, without direct adult 

or teacher supervision.  As project leader, I collected audio recordings and photographs or 

photocopies of the VRs’ final project presentations, and conducted reflective interviews with 

each VR individually, in English, after they completed their projects.  

Data Analysis 

 I used a modified grounded theory procedure, as described in Charmaz (2001), to analyze 

my data.  “True” grounded theory calls for re-interviewing or repeated data collection as themes 

begin to emerge, to clarify the findings, but my research context did not allow for this.  After the 

summer ended, I began listening to the recordings and making detailed notes on their contents.  

Statements that seemed more important, or especially relevant to the project, were transcribed 

more carefully.  After listening to all of the recordings, I reread through the notes several times, 

looking for common statements and themes, replaying the recordings as needed to clarify and 

check for additional details.   Themes were assigned colors and marked as I reread through the 

notes, and then marked sections were tabulated in Microsoft Excel to facilitate comparison 
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across participants, using sorting and filtering functions.  All names (Japanese and English) and 

identifying information, like school names, have been replaced with pseudonyms.  

Results 

Describing Ideal L2 Selves and Functions of L2 Japanese Names 

 Some manifestations of L2 ideal selves were quite direct and obvious in the data.  The 

literal meanings of some villagers’ chosen names reminded them of qualities they themselves 

wanted to have: to be free and fly away, to be fair, pure, clean, wise, or peaceful. Others chose 

names of actors, dancers, or fictional characters they admired.  Many of these interviewees 

mentioned specific talents (“I would love to be able to emulate [famous Japanese 

person]…dance like him, look like him, that would be so kakkoii [cool]”) or personal qualities 

these people or characters had that they themselves would also like to develop.   

 One student, Megumi, who was at the village for the first time, said to Chieko, her 

interviewer: 

Chieko: Kono kyarakutaa ni naritai desu ka? [Do you want to become this character?] 

Megumi: Hai, naritai desu. [Yes, I do.] Adopting their sense of stability wo shitai desu 

[is something I want to do] and overall how they tend to have this shizuka [quiet/calm], 

calm front about themselves is quite admirable.  That’d be cool to be onaji [the same] in 

that way.  

[…] 

Chieko: Saigo no shitsumon! Namae wo tsukau koto de, koudou ga kawarimasu ka? [Last 

question! Does using a name change the way you behave/act?]  

Megumi: Eee, chotto kawarimasu [Uh, it changes a little].  [character name] wa motto [is 

more] dignified and, she’s just overall a more relaxed, genki [happy, energetic] person… 
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just overall more sophisticated than myself and although adopting [that name] does not 

make me motto [more] sophisticated slash genki, it reminds me of how I strive to be like 

that, so I suppose it has in a way, served as, kind of motivation, or a prompting to 

like, help me improve my Japanese, and such.  (emphasis mine) 

Another of these villagers, who had chosen a name based on characters from manga (Japanese 

graphic novels), said: “[Mori no Ike] is a place where I can recreate myself, which is also part of 

why I chose those names, because it’s like [I can] recreate myself kind of like them.”  These 

sentiments are in line with Dörnyei (2010)’s assertion that “if the person we would like to 

become speaks an L2, the ‘ideal L2 self’ is a powerful motivator to learn the L2” (p. 96).  

 Over half the villagers also stated explicitly that their real-name self and their Japanese-

name self were “different people”.  Traits their Japanese-name selves had included assertiveness, 

extraversion, being “out” (openly gay), confidence, popularity, kindness, and being more 

“intense” or energetic.  Other villagers said:   

• “I feel like…I could start over, and become a new person, someone who uses Japanese, 

because at home [in a Japanese-speaking area] I don't use Japanese at all…”  

• “I think of it [my Japanese name] as my Mori no Ike self, which is different from my 

‘outside-world self,’ quote unquote…” 

• “When I came back this year I decided to picked the same name Reiko, because I really 

liked being that person, and not being—not having to be someone else.” 

• “I think [having a Japanese name]’s kind of created like a new personality for me…”  

• “Masami's like my other personality.” 

• “Every time I come here, I feel like I'm having a new personality take over and like I'm 

restarting my life, pretty much, and if feels good.” 
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 Many villagers have kept the same Japanese name for two, three, or more years; one has 

kept her name for all eight years she has participated in the program.  Nearly all villagers who 

were asked if they would keep the same name in the future said that they would.  Only one 

“outlier” villager makes a point of changing her name every single summer, stating that each one 

has a different meaning in her life, and that “every year is a different personality.”  A few other 

villagers had one name when they were younger, and changed when they became adolescents.  

Villagers choose names upon arrival, first-come first-served; returning villagers’ names are not 

“saved” for them.  Several returning villagers during this session arrived after their names had 

been taken by other villagers, and had to choose different names; they referred to this as having 

their names “stolen” or “taken”, and discussed the incidents quite dramatically.  Sayaka, whose 

name was not “taken”, discussed the situation with Satoru, whose name had been: 

Satoru: Anata no Mori no Ike no namae ga suki desu ka? [Do you like your MnI name?] 

Sayaka: Oh, I love it, and I would never change it, if I kept going back*.  It’s easy. 

Satoru: Nagai aida de, anata no namae to no konekushon ga kawarimashita ka? [Has 

your connection to your name changed over the years?] 

Sayaka: At first, I was like “Oh, Sayaka, that’s cool, yeah,” and then each year I chose it, 

I felt more strongly about it; so this year when I got here, I was like “People better not 

have taken my name, ‘cause I’m gonna be pissed!” Yeah. 

Satoru: Watashi mo [Me too]. 

Sayaka: Demo [but], yours was taken. Zannen [too bad]. 

 (*Sayaka is too old to come back as a villager.) 
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 Japanese names seem to make the Japanese language and culture more accessible for 

villagers; six stated explicitly that they feel more Japanese, or more “a part of the language,” 

when using their Japanese names.  

• “When I become Miyu, then I can be a person who actually can speak Japanese…” 

• “As Hideaki, I'm maybe a person that's like a tiny bit Nihonjin as opposed to, like, kinda 

that dude…”  

• “[My Japanese name] helps…[me] feel more Japanese.” 

• “When people call me Sachiko, I think more Japanese-like.” 

Hiroshi, who is new to the program, made an interesting statement: “[A Japanese name] helps 

identify us as a speaker of Japanese, and that we’re also interested in learning Japanese.”  In the 

first part, he seems to claim ownership of the Japanese language for all villagers, making 

speaking Japanese an expected, rather than an unusual, social activity; but in the second part, he 

seems to back off.  Takeshi also seems to approach the idea that speaking Japanese is more 

natural and expected with a Japanese name, in two different interviews, but does not quite 

explain how:    

To Yuuta: It's no longer  ‘oh, John's learning Japanese,’ it's ‘oh, Akio's learning 

Japanese,’ you know, cause it really fits the thing…it really helps a lot. […] [Hearing an 

English name in a sentence] really interrupts the flow of the sentence, whereas if you put 

a Japanese name in there, it sounds natural, it sounds like it’s supposed to be there.  So I 

really do think it helps with the learning. 

To Keiko: If you come here, and you’re John, and English is your first language; if you 

come here and you're John, then you’re John, trying to learn Japanese; if you come here, 
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and you become Daisuke, then you’re Daisuke, trying to learn Japanese; and for me, 

that’s really like picking up a whole new life… 

Are L2 Names Enough? 

 One area where the effect of Japanese names is unclear is their potential influence on 

measurably improving practical L2 proficiency.  Most villagers suggested that the benefits are 

more social, that Japanese names provide encouragement to use Japanese, help them feel more 

connected to Japanese speakers and Japanese-speaking cultures, provide a safe space for being 

one’s true self (or trying to be more like one’s ideal self), and so on.  When asked directly if 

having a Japanese name helped them learn the language, most gave vague answers: “it helps a 

bit,” or “I’m not really sure,” or mentioned social benefits like improved confidence speaking 

Japanese.  Many villagers stressed that Japanese names were important to maintaining the flow 

of conversation, as English names would stick out; a few mentioned that being called by a 

Japanese name helped remind them to respond in Japanese, rather than in English.   

 Keiko asked all her interviewees whether having a Japanese name made studying the 

language more fun; Sachiko responded,  

I guess; I don’t really know, I don’t think about it much, because when I’m here, it’s just 

who I am, you know.  I’m not—I’m not Sophie, because that’s my English name, I’m 

Sachiko, and that’s who I am here, so I don’t know—maybe.  I think it may be like it’s 

sort of a transition switch, ‘okay, I’m learning Japanese now; I’m not speaking English 

anymore’ type of thing. 

A very few villagers felt that Japanese names had little or no effect on their learning or 

experience: 

• “Absolutely not. I mean, yeah, it does keep me in the language…it’s just fun.” 
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• “No I don’t really think it’s had an effect on my Japanese learning…I just think of 

it kind of as a name, I mean I guess it gives me more of a Japanese flair…” 

• “I don’t really think it has an effect. (when asked if it affected her personality) I 

just act the same as I do at home.” 

• (after describing how it does affect his learning experience) “No, I don’t think it’s 

affected my personality at all, mostly because I’m always, well, for lack of a 

better word, a jackass.” 

 Yuuta made the point of asking his nine interviewees whether they considered themselves 

bilingual, and what they thought “bilingual” meant.  One villager, who was in a very low level 

class, said yes, she was, and that being bilingual was more about effort than proficiency: “To be 

bilingual…you actually go out of your way to learn another language. Even if you’re not fluent, 

that makes you bilingual, because you’ve tried another language….”  Of the other eight, six 

suggested that they were working on it, that they were “a little bit” bilingual, or that they would 

be or hoped to be someday.  This might suggest that although Japanese names do promote 

feelings of belonging to the Japanese-speaking community, villagers are still quite aware of the 

gap between their current and their desired proficiency.    

 Though villagers seemed to agree that Japanese names were not a shortcut to improved 

language learning, they were quite adamant that they were essential to the program and should 

not be dropped, at any cost.  In my follow-up interviews with the interviewers, I asked them to 

imagine that they were in charge of Mori no Ike, and then asked if they would keep requiring 

everyone to use Japanese names, and what they would say to a villager who wanted to use their 

real name.  All of them stated that they would keep Japanese names for everyone, and that they 

would counsel reluctant villagers to give a Japanese name a try.   
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 Only one of sixteen villagers in the peer interviews had a neutral response to the question 

“What if we were to stop using Japanese names at Mori no Ike?” and the rest argued passionately 

for the importance of Japanese names to the program, making the following comments: 

• Mori no Ike would seem different, not the same, less friendly and open, less Japanese, the 

magic would be gone (8 mentions) 

• It would be weird, sad, depressing, confusing (6) 

• “I would be mad”, “people would suddenly hate Mori no Ike” (3) 

• Mori no Ike would be less serious, people would take it less seriously, students wouldn’t 

treat teachers the same way (3) 

• It couldn’t be done; Mori no Ike wouldn’t work (2) 

• It would make Mori no Ike a cram school (1) 

• It would take away the “I could be a different person” factor (1) 

• People would be uncomfortable, because they liked the anonymity (1) 

• We should keep Japanese names, even if they don’t help (1) 

Nanako’s response was the most visceral:  

Noooooooooooooooooo iyaiyaiyaiya da iya da iya da iya da iya da iya da mou ikkai iya 

da takusan iya da. [Bad bad bad bad no way no way no way…one more time no way 

very much no way.] Hontou ni kakkoii. [It’s really cool.] Namae wa suki desu. [I like 

names.] (Yuuta responds: “Dude.”) Owari. [I’m done.] 

Keiko, who said that Mori no Ike would become a cram school, was also one of the ones who 

said that people would suddenly hate the program, which suggests that Japanese name use 

promotes development of ideal L2 selves, perhaps by “creating a playworld” as suggested by 

Hamilton and Cohen (2004), where the line between non-threatening “practice” and higher-
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stakes “use” is blurred, while deemphasizing ought-to L2 selves, which would be brought to the 

foreground in a cram school, and which have not been mentioned in any other interview. 

Discussion 

The Overall Project 

 In reviewing the research questions for the overall project, it appears that villagers attach 

great importance to using their Japanese names at Mori no Ike, but on the whole, aside from 

using their Japanese names with Mori no Ike friends (and often as pseudonyms or middle names 

on Facebook), very few use them outside the program, and many stated that friends at home, or 

native Japanese speakers, found their Japanese names or the practice of having Japanese names 

at camp strange.  Villagers described a variety of effects their L2 names have had on their 

learning experience, from reminding them to use Japanese to increasing their confidence, making 

them feel more Japanese, and providing a foundation for developing an L2 personality.  The 

qualities villagers attribute to their “Mori no Ike personalities” suggest that these are much like 

ideal L2 selves.  Many villagers’ comments also suggest that the use of Japanese names 

facilitates their positioning themselves as speakers of Japanese and participants in Japanese-

speaking communities, at Mori no Ike and beyond. 

Necessary Conditions for the Motivating Power of Ideal L2 Selves 

 As this study was not expressly designed to investigate this model, not all of its 

conclusions are easy to connect to Dörnyei and Ushioda (2010)’s list, but parallels still emerged.  

The first two conditions, that ideal L2 selves must exist and be different from the current self, 

are described by most participants in the interviews, in a wide variety of ways.  The degree of 

elaboration of villagers’ L2 ideal selves is not always clear, but statements like Reiko’s, that she 
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wanted to stay Reiko and not have to be someone else, show that for some villagers, the 

personalities attached to their L2 names are quite explicitly defined.   

 The fact that villagers associate qualities like increased confidence, popularity, and 

assertiveness to their Japanese name-selves (yet not to their real-name selves), rather than saying 

these are qualities they wish to have in the future, suggests that these ideal L2 selves do seem 

attainable, at least during camp, and that they are not identical to villagers’ current selves.  It is 

important to note that no villagers mentioned carrying these qualities over into their lives outside 

Mori no Ike, so they truly do represent ideal, not current, selves, even though they are actualized 

at camp.  The interviews do not entirely clarify whether these ideal L2 selves require effort to 

achieve, though they do specify that villagers have not yet merged all the ideal characteristics of 

their Mori no Ike selves with their current real-name selves.   

Image 3 
Examples of decorated wooden nametags 

	  
 Whether villagers often think about their ideal L2 selves is also unclear, though the 

project itself seems to have motivated many of them to do so, and my interviews with the 

interviewers found that some of them were interested in the effects of using Japanese names 
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before I proposed the project.  As far as connected strategies are concerned, the use of an L2 

name (and wearing a decorated nametag daily; see Image 3) may in itself be a strategy to trigger 

thinking about and developing an ideal L2 self, but strategies as such were not discussed in the 

interviews.	  	  

 Dörnyei and Ushioda’s list emphasizes that ideal L2 selves must be somewhat socially 

acceptable, that for them to have motivational power, they must not deviate too much from 

parents’, peers’, and society’s expectations for learners.  On one hand, increased self-confidence, 

openness, assertiveness, talkativeness, extraversion, popularity, “getting to be yourself,” and 

other traits villagers associated with their Japanese-name selves are typically valued in American 

society, and are considered important areas of personal growth for adolescents, especially the 

self-described “quiet” types who make up the majority of Japanese villagers.   

 On the other hand, villagers who described their “Mori no Ike personalities” as more 

crazy, flamboyant, or intense might experience more difficulty merging their current and L2 

selves, or less motivation to do so.  Villagers are strongly attuned to how social expectations are 

different at Mori no Ike; a villager who described their Mori no Ike personality as more 

flamboyant said, “I don't really have to worry about the ‘socially acceptable’…‘cause we don't 

really have any socially acceptable here at Mori no Ike!”  Seo (2008)’s participants, also Mori no 

Ike villagers, expressed similar sentiments, reinforcing my conviction that this atmosphere of 

acceptance is a lingering feature of the program’s environment, not limited to this summer’s 

group dynamics (p. 101).  While villagers’ comments suggest that they deeply appreciate this 

opportunity to escape the social pressures at home that keep them from “being themselves” or 

being the way they are at Mori no Ike, their strong aversion to using real names at Mori no Ike, 
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even in such a supportive environment, suggests that they are keenly aware that these L2 selves 

do not quite fit social expectations outside.   

 The final condition, that ideal L2 selves must be offset by a feared alternative, is 

indirectly referred to in villagers’ comments like “Satoru is a lot more assertive than Stephen, 

and Satoru is also more brave and responsible than [previous Japanese name] is,” when 

suggesting that their L2 selves are more mature or “better” people than their current selves.  It is 

represented in a very different way by Hideaki’s comment: “As Hideaki, I'm maybe a person 

that's like a tiny bit Nihonjin [Japanese] as opposed to, like, kinda that dude…”.  “That dude” 

seems to suggest some kind of cultural and linguistic outsider, perhaps a henna gaijin or otaku, 

or simply someone who does not have any business speaking Japanese.   

 Though the expression henna gaijin (literally “strange foreigner”) is not used at Mori no 

Ike, it is common in discourses related to proficient nonnative Japanese speakers. Nishizaka 

(1999) explains that it refers to “one who is not a native speaker and, nevertheless, can claim the 

same knowledge that the Japanese is also entitled to claim,” and that it “is an idiomatic phrase, 

designating, with some negative implications, foreigners whose behavior is very Japanese-like; 

for example, non-Japanese who always wear a Japanese yukata or who are good at using a non-

standard Japanese” (p. 246).  It can carry a sentiment approaching “no matter how much you 

learn about Japan or how good you get at our language, you will never be one of us.”  Otaku, a 

word roughly meaning “nerd”, and in the American context meaning (exclusively) an 

anime/manga nerd, is also a label that serious Japanese learners usually prefer to distance 

themselves from (Williams, 2006, p. 110).  At Mori no Ike, there is sometimes a noticeable split 

between villagers who actively avoid the label and those who adopt it proudly, though the older 

villagers and those with stronger Japanese skills tend to be among the avoiders; Hideaki fits into 
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the older/more proficient/“avoider” category.  So there are many possible “feared alternatives” 

for these villagers; if feeling “a little bit Nihonjin” feels safer than being “that dude,” this 

suggests that the more personalized ideal L2 self options may be quite difficult to access outside 

of Mori no Ike, which has potential negative implications for language learning motivation 

outside the program.   Overall, however, Japanese names as used at Mori no Ike satisfy most of 

Dörnyei and Ushioda’s requirements, suggesting that they can exercise a strong motivational 

power to help villagers learn and use Japanese in the program. 

Final Thoughts 

 In preparing this study, I had expected to find at least some villagers who disliked having 

L2 names, and who shared Eva Hoffman’s sentiment that their new [Japanese] names were 

“disembodied signs pointing to [themselves]” (as cited in Kramsch, 2009, p. 32).  In my previous 

experience in CLV’s French program, I had known several villagers who rejected their French 

names and instructed everyone to call them by their real names.  Mariko, who had also been a 

villager in CLV’s Chinese program, complained in her interview that although she had had a 

Chinese name there, everyone used English names, and “chotto downer datta” [it was kind of a 

downer].  Communication with a colleague at the Chinese village confirms that many villagers in 

their program call each other by their real names, and that Chinese names are assigned by 

modifying students’ real names to fit Chinese phonology, rather than allowing students to choose 

from a list of typical Chinese names or to propose their own names, as is done in the Japanese, 

French, and many other programs.  I was thrilled to find that Mori no Ike villagers felt so 

strongly about the practice, and I was impressed by the depth and thoughtfulness of their 

comments.  
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 Many questions still remain, as usual.  Determining what constitutes motivated behavior 

at Mori no Ike (activity participation? using Japanese? displaying qualities like assertiveness and 

confidence?), and distinguishing which aspects of ideal self-building are initiated through 

Japanese name use and which are stimulated by the program itself are lingering, and possibly 

unresolvable, challenges.  The “Mori no Ike personality” project group did sometimes ask their 

interviewees whether changes in their personality were due to their name, or due to Mori no Ike; 

interviewees also brought this up themselves.  They did not reach any real conclusions, and it 

might be impossible to do so.  Further interviewing with the 3 participants who use their legal 

names at camp (who are not all heritage learners), and participants who used to do so, could 

yield some insights here.  Still, the strong reactions to potentially stopping the use of Japanese 

names suggest that villagers do sense a distinct effect L2 names bring to their experience.  

Though more traditional forms of inquiry may provide clearer and neater answers to these new 

questions, the participatory research model used in this project provided a unique way to engage 

students with their own learning while collecting data in a localized, participant-centered way, 

without interruption to the program. 

Acknowledgements 

 This research was supported by a grant from the University of Hawaii Department of 

Second Language Studies Elizabeth Holmes-Carr Scholarship Fund, which provided funding to 

purchase the recorders.  I would also like to thank the Mori no Ike villagers, staff, and families, 

as well as the CLV administrative staff, who so enthusiastically participated in and supported the 

project.  Finally, this project would not have been possible without the patience, dedication, and 

cooperation of the villager-researchers; makoto ni arigatou gozaimasu.  Hontou ni yoku 

dekimashita!  



L2 NAMES AND IDEAL L2 SELVES   27 

References 

Al-Shehri, A. S. (2009). Motivation and vision: The relation between the ideal L2 self, 

imagination and visual style. In Motivation, language identity and the L2 self (pp. 164-

171). Bristol: Multilingual Matters. 

Charmaz, K. (2001). Qualitative interviewing and grounded theory analysis. In J. Holstein & J. 

Gubrium (Eds.), Handbook of interview research (pp. 675-694). Thousand Oaks: Sage 

Publications. 

Csizer, K., & Kormos, J. (2009). Learning experiences, selves and motivated learning behaviour: 

A comparative analysis of structural models for Hungarian secondary and university 

learners of English. In Motivation, language identity and the L2 self (pp. 98–119). 

Bristol: Multilingual Matters. 

Dörnyei, Z. (2009). The L2 motivational self system. In Motivation, language identity and the L2 

self (pp. 9–42). Bristol: Multilingual Matters. 

Dörnyei, Z., & Ushioda, E. (2010). Teaching and researching motivation (2nd ed.). 

Longman/Pearson Education. 

Hamilton, H. E., & Cohen, A. D. (2004). Creating a playworld: Motivating learners to take 

chances in a second language. In The power of context in language teaching and 

learning. Boston: Heinle & Heinle. 

Kramsch, C. (2009). The multilingual subject: what foreign language learners say about their 

experience and why it matters. Oxford Applied Linguistics. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Nishizaka, A. (1999). Doing interpreting within interaction: The interactive accomplishment of a 

“Henna Gaijin” or “Strange Foreigner”. Human Studies, 22(2-4), 235-251. 



L2 NAMES AND IDEAL L2 SELVES   28 

doi:10.1023/A:1005492518477 

Noels, K. (2009). The internalisation of language learning into the self and social identity. In 

Motivation, language identity and the L2 self (pp. 295–313). Bristol: Multilingual 

Matters. 

Papi, M. (2010). The L2 motivational self system, L2 anxiety, and motivated behavior: A 

structural equation modeling approach. System, 38, 467-479. 

Seo, M. (2008). Novice Language Teachers' Development in a Japanese Language Immersion 

Camp. University of Hawaii at Manoa, Honolulu, HI. 

Ushioda, E. (2009). A person-in-context relational view of emergent motivation, self and 

identity. In Motivation, language identity and the L2 self (pp. 215–28). Bristol: 

Multilingual Matters. 

Williams, K. L. (2006, May). The Impact of Popular Culture Fandom on Perceptions of 

Japanese Language and Culture Learning: The Case of Student Anime Fans. University 

of Texas at Austin. 

Appendix A 

Sample Questions for Student Researchers (Villager-Researchers) to use with Students 
(Villagers)  
Note: questions are listed and translated as used, grammatical or not. 

1. どうやって日本語の名前を選びましたか。あなたの日本語の名前が好きですか。ど
うしてですか。もし将来にまた森の池に帰ったら、同じ名前を使おうとしますか。

その名前を選んだ時から、そのコネクションは変わりましたか。(How did you 
choose your Japanese name?  Do you like your Japanese name?  Why?  Would you keep 
your name if you came back to Mori no Ike in the future?  Has your connection to your name 
changed over the years?) 

2. 他の日本語の名前を使ったことありますか。どうして変わりましたか。理由があり
ますか。(Have you had other Japanese names?  Is there a reason you changed your name?) 

3. 森の池の外にも日本語の名前を使いますか。どのふうに使うんですか。どうして使
いますか。日本人と使いますか。日本語が話せない人と使いますか。(Do you use 
your Japanese name outside of Mori no Ike? How? Why?  Do you use it with Japanese 
people?  People who do not speak Japanese?) 
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4. 日本語の名前を使うことは、日本語学習に影響
えいきょう

があると思っていますか。どんな影

響ですか。または、性格にとか、人生にとか、影響がありましたか。(Do you think 
that using a Japanese name has had an effect on your learning of Japanese?  How?  Has it had 
an effect on your life, or your personality?) 

5. 森の池で日本語の名前を使う習慣が好きですか。どうして？ 日本語の名前を使うこ
とは、どの感じですか。あなたの意見で、どのために森の池で日本語の名前を使い

ますか。言語の学習に影響があると思っていますか。(Do you like our custom of using 
Japanese names at Mori no Ike?  Why?  What is it like to use a Japanese name?  In your 
opinion, why do we use Japanese names at Mori no Ike?  Do you think it has an effect on 
language learning?) 

6. これは質問だけですけど、もし将来に森の池で日本語の名前を使わないようになっ
たら？(This is just a theoretical question, but what if we were to stop using Japanese names 
at Mori no Ike?) 

7. 日本語が話せますか。あなたはバイリンガルだと思っていますか。バイリンガルっ
て、どんな意味ですか。Can you speak Japanese?  Do you think that you are bilingual?   
What does “bilingual” mean? 

8. どうして日本語が習いたいんですか。将来にどこ(どんな状況)で日本語を使うつも
りですか。(Why do you want to learn Japanese?  Where/in what kind of situations do you 
see yourself using Japanese in the future?) 

9. ある人は、日本語をたくさん話すと、「私は日本人のようだ」と感じます。あなた
は、いつかそうと感じましたか。お話ししてくれませんか。(Some people feel like 
they “become Japanese” when they use a lot of Japanese.  Have you ever felt like this?  Can 
you tell me about it?) 

10. 終わる前に、何か言いたいことありますか。Is there anything else you’d like to talk 
about before we finish this interview? 

Appendix B 

Additional Student-Created Questions Used in Interviews 
Note: questions are listed and translated as used, grammatical or not. 
Comparing Japanese name use at Mori no Ike with L2 name use in villagers’ foreign 
language classrooms at home 
1. 名前をもらって、森の池で日本語を勉強することはもっと楽しくなりましたか。

(Has getting a [Japanese] name made studying Japanese more fun?) 
2. 名前をもらって、日本語がもっと習えると思いますか。(Do you think having a 

[Japanese] name makes it possible to learn more Japanese?) 
3. 学校で、外国語のクラスがありますか。何の外国語？ (Are there foreign language 

classes offered at your school?  Which language[s]?) 
4. 名前をもらったら、他の外国語と今習っている外国語の区別が付けやすいですか。

(Does getting a [L2] name make it easier to distinguish between languages you are 
learning?) 
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Describing villagers’ personal connections to their Japanese names, especially as they have 
developed over multiple years spent in the program 
1. 長い間あなたの日本語の名前をコネクションが変わりましたか。(Has your 

connection to your Japanese name changed over time? [slight rewording and grammatical 
simplification of a sample question]) 

 
Exploring participants’ connections to anime, song, or manga characters they named 
themselves after 
1. あなたの名前は、キャラクタから付けましたか。(Does your Japanese name come 

from a character?) 
2. どうしてこのキャラクタを選びましたか。(Why did you pick that character?) 
3. あなたとこのキャラクタは同じですか。(Are you the same as that character?) 
4. このキャラクタになりたいですか。(Do you want to become that character?) 
5. どうやって＿＿＿を読み（見）始めましたか。(How did you start reading/watching 

[name of book, anime, manga]?) 
6. ＿＿はあなたの一番好きなキャラクタですか。(Is [name] your favorite character?) 
7. 名前を使うことで行動が変わりますか。(Does using a [Japanese] name change your 

behavior?) 
 
Exploring possible links between Japanese name use and participants’ “Mori no Ike 
personalities” 
1. キャンプで、あなたの性格は違いますか。(Is your personality different at camp?) 
2. あなたの森の池の性格は同じですか。どうやって。(Is your Mori no Ike personality 

different? How so?) 
 

 
 


