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Developing a multilingual identity in the languages classroom:
the influence of an identity-based pedagogical intervention
Karen Forbes a, Michael Evans a, Linda Fisher a, Angela Gayton a,b, Yongcan Liu a

and Dieuwerke Rutgers a

aFaculty of Education, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, UK; bSchool of Critical Studies, University of Glasgow,
Glasgow, UK

ABSTRACT
It is natural to assume the languages classroom to be a key site for the
construction of learners’ linguistic and multilingual identities. Yet, an
underlying assumption exists that this will occur regardless of whether
teachers explicitly raise learners’ awareness about the nature of
language and how language is implicated in their lived experience. We
argue, therefore, that a new dimension of languages pedagogy is
necessary in order for learners to understand their own and others’
linguistic repertoires (whether learned in school, at home or in the
community) and so to recognise their agency in being able to claim a
multilingual identity. In this paper, we present a rationale for and
explore the effect of an innovative programme of participative
multilingual identity education which was implemented by teachers in
languages classrooms across four secondary schools in England over
the course of one academic year. Data were collected through
questionnaires administered before and after the intervention and
sought to trace the formation of students’ multilingual identity.
Evidence from this study suggests that while more traditional
interventions focusing on raising awareness about the benefits of
languages can be beneficial, effects can be enhanced by an additional
‘identity’ element, i.e. actively promoting reflexivity.
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Introduction

Language learning is a vital part of school curricula. It not only provides opportunities for individual
students to develop communication skills and broaden their mental horizons, but can also enhance
national social cohesion and enable future participation on the global stage (British Academy 2019).
Yet, in England less than half the student population study a foreign language beyond the compul-
sory phase. In communities viewed as traditionally ‘monolingual’ some may struggle to see the per-
sonal relevance of language learning, both now and in the future. Similarly, students in more
multilingual communities may lack awareness of the ways in which the various languages within
their repertoire relate to them personally. It is also important to note that the current national curri-
culum for languages in England predominantly centres on developing skills in the particular target
language (e.g. in grammar, vocabulary and linguistic competence) and fails to acknowledge the
potential for drawing on and developing students’ wider multilingual repertoires (Department for
Education 2014). In this paper, we, therefore argue that a new dimension of pedagogy for the
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languages classroom is necessary in order to help learners understand their own and others’ linguis-
tic repertoires (whether learned in school, at home, or in the community) and so to recognise their
agency in being able to claim a multilingual identity, by which we mean individuals’ explicit under-
standings of themselves as users of more than one language. We hope that this can, in turn, posi-
tively influence students’ uptake of and investment in language learning.

In this paper, we draw on data gathered as part of a large-scale, longitudinal, mixed-methods
study which aimed to investigate the link between multilingualism, and the extent to which one
identifies as multilingual, and learning in school. We focus here particularly on the development
and effects of an innovative intervention of participative multilingual identity education which
was implemented by teachers in languages classrooms across four secondary schools in England
over the course of one academic year. We begin by providing an overview of our conceptualisation
and operationalisation of multilingual identity and consider the potential for identity-based inter-
ventions in schools. We then provide an overview of the development of the intervention itself
and the questionnaire used to collect data. The findings presented and discussed focus on the
extent to which this pedagogical intervention in the languages classroom supported the develop-
ment of students’ multilingual identity.

Background

Multilingual identity

Research in identity, which can be broadly defined as ‘how a person understands his or her relation-
ship to the world, how that relationship is structured across time and space, and how the person
understands possibilities for the future’ (Norton 2013: 45), has flourished in recent years across a
wide range of disciplines. It has been researched in relation to constructs such as ethnicity, class,
gender, culture, and political and religious affiliations, amongst others. However, within the fields
of applied linguistics and languages education, analytic primacy is given to language as an integral
part of identity; after all, it is through language that we think, define ourselves, and represent our-
selves to others.

Yet, the sheer diversity of research traditions within the field has led to a plethora of diverse (and
often competing) theoretical lenses through which to explore this relationship. Dominant frame-
works to date include psychosocial perspectives which consider identity to be developed rather
than constructed (e.g. Erikson 1968); sociocultural perspectives where identity is seen as relational,
mediated and shifted i.e. it is socially-constructed rather than developed (e.g. Vygotsky 1978), and;
poststructuralist perspectives which view identity as dynamic, multiple and shifting (e.g. Norton
2013). While there are undoubtedly differences between these various perspectives, there are also
areas of intersection and it is precisely at this nexus where we situate the current study by adopting
a multi-theoretical perspective. As such, we consider identity as both individual and social, and as a
process with the potential for self-transformation (see Fisher et al. 2020 for a full account of the
theoretical background of this study).

As noted above, we focus here particularly on the relationship between languages and identity.
While the term ‘linguistic identity’ has commonly been used to refer to the way one identifies in each
of the languages in one’s repertoire, we instead use ‘multilingual identity’ as a more inclusive
‘umbrella’ term which encompasses individuals’ explicit understandings of themselves as users of
more than one language (Fisher et al. 2020; Henry 2017). We use the term ‘multilingual’ here in
its widest sense to include not only proficient bi/multilinguals, but also ‘monolingual’ speakers
who are beginning to learn a foreign language in school (and who, consequently, may have relatively
low levels of proficiency in this language), dialects and varieties of language and non-verbal forms of
communication such as sign languages.

We further operationalise multilingual identity as being shaped by learners’ experiences of
languages and language learning, their evaluations of languages and of themselves as language
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learners (and, by extension, others’ evaluations of languages) and, by their emotions relating to
language learning. This ‘3Es model’ (see Figure 1) is grounded in data collected from over 2,000 stu-
dents as part of the wider study on which this paper is based. Analysis conducted using structural
equation modelling revealed these ‘3Es’ as the key dimensions underpinning multilingual identity.
While we present a simplified form of this here, full explication of this model is the focus of a
paper currently in preparation by the research team.

By experience, the first ‘E’, we refer here to a learner’s exposure to and interaction with languages
across their lifespan. This could include languages encountered in a range of different contexts such
as in the home, at school, in the wider community, on holiday, or through books or other forms of
media. In line with Aronin’s (2016) definition of the related construct of ‘multilinguality’, we similarly
argue that a person’s multilingual identity is shaped by their family history, social activities and per-
sonal life scenarios. This, in turn, aligns with the emphasis on the role of historical, contextual and
social factors which are prioritised in sociocultural and poststructural perspectives on identity (e.g.
Norton and Toohey 2011). While we fully acknowledge the importance of such experiences in con-
structing one’s multilingual identity, the emphasis of this paper, however, is predominantly on the
remaining two ‘Es’ (evaluation and emotion) as these are the factors most likely to undergo change
through the process of a classroom-based intervention. Yet, we do not preclude the possibility that
the intervention itself could indeed be classed as a transformational ‘experience’.

The next ‘E’ focuses primarily on students’ evaluations of languages and of themselves as
language learners. This broadly relates to what Vignoles et al. (2011) refer to as individual or personal

Figure 1. The 3Es model of multilingual identity.
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identity which encompasses a person’s beliefs, attitudes, values, self-efficacy, self-esteem and goals.
Indeed, beliefs in particular have long been recognised as being highly influential in the language
learning process. They have the potential to exert a powerful influence on students’ learning
(Fisher 2013) and are intrinsically related to other evaluative self-concepts and to emotions (Barcelos
and Kalaja 2011). However, a relational aspect is also key here and we focus not only on learners’
evaluations of languages, but also on their evaluations of others’ beliefs about languages. As
suggested by Taylor (2013: 13), ‘it is both intuitive and supported by a substantive body of literature
that the main relational contexts shaping adolescents’ identity are their family, their friends, their
classmates and their teachers’. If those around a learner are seen to value languages, for example,
this may in turn influence their own evaluations.

The third ‘E’ is similarly crucial in light of the widely accepted view that ‘identity formation and
emotion are inextricably linked’ (Zembylas 2003: 223) and is closely related to evaluation. Emotions,
in addition, are an important factor in language learning. Aronin and Laoire (2003: 22), for example,
speak of the ‘emotional changes accompanying the process of acquiring a new language while
moving from amono- or bilingual state to a multilingual one’ and Dewaele (2011) similarly highlights
the emotional dimension of the language learning process and, crucially for this paper, the role that
the teacher can play in shaping these emotions in the classroom. Yet, in spite of the existing
acknowledgement in the literature of the importance of emotions in identity more broadly and in
the process of language learning in particular, Henry (2017: 549) highlights that the emotions
attached to ‘self-identifications as being multilingual’ (our emphasis) have received little research
attention. Our focus on the emotional aspects of multilingual identity therefore constitutes a
timely response to this call.

Having considered briefly how we both theorise and operationalise the construct of multilingual
identity in this study, we now turn to the importance of issues related to identity and, by extension,
the role of identity-based interventions, in the classroom context.

Identity-based interventions

There is a well-established body of literature which suggests a strong link between education and
identity. Wenger (1998), for example, conceptualises learning as an aspect of identity and identity
as a result of learning. Here, learning is considered as ‘not just an accumulation of skills and infor-
mation, but a process of becoming’ (215). Lestinen et al. (2004: 6) similarly consider that a basic
goal of education ‘is to contribute to the construction of an individual’s identity’ which is achieved
by recognising social and cultural identity as an integral part of the educational process. Such a con-
nection also emerged in data collected by Nasir and Cooks (2009) in the US context and Lamb (2011)
in the UK context. Yet, while there is much evidence to suggest that the process of going through
schooling can influence a student’s identity, too often there is an underlying assumption that this
will occur tacitly, without the teacher drawing explicit attention to such processes.

While the potential for school-based curricula interventions to promote identity formation has
long been recognised (e.g. Waterman 1989), there has been surprisingly little research investigating
‘the role of school and of teachers as agents in their students’ identity formation’ (Kaplan et al. 2014:
249). Indeed, it is only in more recent years that this has been investigated empirically in the form of
explicit identity-based education, defined by Schachter and Rich (2011: 222) as ‘the purposeful invol-
vement of educators with students’ identity-related processes or contents’. Such identity exploration
can be promoted through activities which encourage both reflection and reflexivity in the classroom.
As suggested by Kaplan et al. (2014), self-relevance is a key part of identity exploration within the
curriculum; this entails both establishing an explicit connection between a certain aspect of the cur-
riculum (i.e. knowledge) and an aspect of the self (i.e. identity), and encouraging learners to question
and examine those self-aspects. This is a multifaceted process and, as cautioned by Sinai et al. (2012:
196), ‘identity exploration is not a single behaviour. It may involve different cognitive, emotional, and
behavioural actions’.
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To date, there are only a small number of empirical studies which have explored the influence of
identity-related interventions in the classroom. One group of such studies has focused on developing
more general learner characteristics. Sorenson et al. (2018), for example, examined the effects of an
identity-based motivation intervention (see Oyserman 2014) on 380 high school students in
Chicago. The students took part in small-group activities for 30–45 min twice weekly for the first six
weeks of the school year. Grounded in social psychological theory, these activities focused on
helping students to set goals, develop possible identities and overcome difficulties. Findings indicated
positive academic outcomes for the intervention group students. Another study by Perez et al. (2020)
focused on piloting an identity-based intervention to develop college students’ educational commit-
ment, values and persistence. The intervention was conducted in a study skills course and used iden-
tity-focused prompts within journal assignments to promote reflection and to encourage learners to
explicitly connect course content to their current and future identity. An example of a prompt used
was: ‘how do your academic goals relate to how you see yourself now?’. Analysis revealed positive out-
comes for the intervention group students with regard to their task value and commitment; however,
no differences emerged between groups in relation to future course registration.

Another group of studies are more subject-specific. Chapman and Feldman (2017), for example,
examined how participation in an authentic science experience helped to develop high school stu-
dents’ science identity. It is important to note that the construct of ‘science identity’ was used here
more as an analytical tool rather than as a foundation for the intervention itself, nonetheless, useful
insights are provided. The researchers noted that learners’ science identity developed from being
able to do science (performance), to knowing science content and practices (competence) to
being recognised by themselves and others as a scientist (recognition). Identity-based interventions
have also proven successful in mathematics contexts (Heffernan et al. 2020) and in a developmental
writing course (D’Antonio 2020). Yet, little is known about the potential for similar identity-focused
interventions in the language learning classroom.

The need for an identity-oriented pedagogy in the languages classroom

While there have been a number of intervention studies designed to improve motivation and mind-
sets in foreign language lessons (e.g. Lanvers 2020), to the best of our knowledge there are currently
no studies in this context which specifically take an identity-based approach. In line with Kramsch
(2009), we argue that foreign language classrooms are key sites for the construction of multilingual
identities and that, in turn, the development of such identities may positively influence learners’
investment in (and potentially also their attainment in) language learning. In addition, we consider
this to be particularly pertinent for adolescent, secondary school learners who are at a crucial stage
of their identity construction (Taylor 2013).

We similarly argue that for this to be effective, any intervention must be explicit and participative,
that is, learners need to engage in the active and conscious process of considering their linguistic
and multilingual identities and to become aware of the possibility of change in relation to these
identifications (Fisher et al. 2020). We therefore hypothesised that developing a classroom-based
intervention which focuses on developing students’ knowledge, awareness and reflexivity about
languages could have positive effects on the development of their multilingual identity. This led
to the following research question which is the focus of the current paper: To what extent can a ped-
agogical intervention in a languages classroom support the development of multilingual identities?

Research design

Context and participants

As noted above, the data presented in this paper are taken from a much larger project involving over
2,000 students in seven state-funded secondary schools across the East of England and London. This
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included collection of student demographic and attainment data from schools, as well as student
self-report data from questionnaires, interviews and drawing tasks in order to explore what multilin-
gual identity is, how this can be developed, and how this relates more broadly to attainment in
school. In this paper, we focus on the intervention dimension which involved 268 Year 9 (age 13–
14) students and their languages teachers in four of these schools. The schools were chosen to rep-
resent a range of geographical locations (urban/rural) and student demographics (e.g. first language
background and socioeconomic status) (see Table 1). The students were in their third year of second-
ary school which is the final year of compulsory foreign language education in England. As such, they
not only represented a broad range of attainment levels and attitudes towards languages, but they
were also a crucial group to target as they were making decisions about which subjects to continue
(or not) the following year. Three parallel Year 9 classes were selected in each of the four schools and
were designated as either the full intervention group, the partial intervention group or the control
group (as explained below). Table 1 provides an overview of the number of participating students in
each group. For the purpose of analysis for the current paper, the number includes only those stu-
dents who completed both the pre- and the post-intervention questionnaires.

Quasi-experimental research design and intervention

As noted above, the focus of this paper is on the influence of a pedagogical intervention on the
development of students’ multilingual identity. As such, a quasi-experimental design was adopted
based on the framework for generating a participative approach to multilingual identity formation
proposed by Fisher et al. (2020). This suggests there are three key elements in developing an iden-
tity-oriented pedagogy for the languages classroom: (a) cultivating students’ knowledge about multi-
lingualism (i.e. the cognitive and social benefits); (b) raising their awareness of the potential for these
issues to interact with identity and; (c) encouraging reflexivity and personal reflection. These
elements align closely with the ‘3Es’model outlined above and, in particular, target students’ evalu-
ations and emotions relating to languages and language learning. We therefore devised a quasi-
experimental design involving three classes in each school, as shown in Figure 2.

The control groups continued with their normal language lessons, while the intervention groups
were exposed to six one-hour intervention lessons over the course of one academic year (approxi-
mately two lessons per term). These took place during their normal timetabled language lessons
(equivalent versions were created in each of French, German and Spanish to accommodate
differing language provision in the schools) and were taught by their normal class teachers who col-
laborated with the research team in developing the materials. The lessons firstly focused on devel-
oping students’ knowledge in a range of topics including languages in various contexts (e.g. the
classroom, school, community), links between culture and language, and sociolinguistic knowledge
such as the use of dialects. While some elements of the lessons involved some discussion in English,
each also included input (text, audio and/or video) and various tasks in the relevant target language
so as to complement (and not detract from) students’ language learning.

While the ‘knowledge’ elements of the lessons outlined above remained broadly the same for the
full and the partial intervention group students, the nature of the subsequent activities varied. The
partial intervention group students completed follow-up activities which encouraged them to

Table 1. Overview of participating schools and number of students per group.

School Description

Number of students

Full Partial Control

A Semi-rural area, high level of linguistic diversity, below average levels of social deprivation. 27 28 30
B Rural area, very low levels of linguistic diversity, below average levels of social deprivation. 24 27 27
C Urban area, average levels of linguistic diversity and social deprivation. 15 25 9
D Urban area, very high levels of linguistic diversity and social deprivation. 21 19 16
Total 87 99 82
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engage with the knowledge presented, whereas the full intervention group students were explicitly
encouraged to be reflective and reflexive and to consider how the knowledge presented related to
themselves as users and learners of multiple languages. The rationale for the two intervention
groups was to explore whether the knowledge element alone was sufficient, or whether incorporat-
ing an identity-focused pedagogy was more effective. An outline of the lesson objectives and
example activities can be found in Appendix 1 and an extended set of resources for languages tea-
chers developed from this study is freely available to download at www.wamcam.org.

Method of data collection: questionnaire

Researching identity and, by extension, multilingual identity is inherently complex, and researchers
have adopted a wide range of methods and approaches. While some use questionnaires (e.g.
Haukås, Storto and Tiurikova, this volume) or semi-structured interviews (e.g. Ceginskas 2010),
others rely more heavily on drawings or visual narratives (e.g. Dressler 2015; Melo-Pfeifer 2015). In
the wider study from which this paper is drawn, the research team used a combination of these
methods and also collected demographic and attainment data from schools. However, given that
the focus of this paper is on quantifiable change arising from the quasi-experiment, we draw here
only on data collected from the pre- and post-intervention questionnaires which incorporated a
range of question types in order to access data on key dimensions of multilingual identity. As
noted above, the construct of multilingual identity is conceptualised here as being influenced by stu-
dents’ experiences of languages (i.e. their exposure to and use of languages both in and out of the
home), both their own and others’ evaluations of languages and their emotions towards languages
and language learning. While the questionnaire addressed each of these dimensions, this paper will
focus on data related to the latter two ‘Es’ (i.e. evaluation and emotions) as these are the dimensions
most likely to be directly influenced by the classroom-based intervention (which, as suggested
above, could itself be considered as a transformational experience).

Evaluation: We drew on two key question types to collect data relating to evaluation: the multi-
lingual visual analogue scale (mVAS) and Likert-scale responses to a series of statements about

Figure 2. Quasi-experimental research design.
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languages and language learning. The mVAS consisted of a 100 mm straight line with the labels of
‘monolingual’ and ‘multilingual’ at each end and aimed to provide an insight into how participants
identify themselves in relation to these terms. Students were asked to put a cross on the line to indi-
cate where they would position themselves and to provide a reason. Visual analogue scales have
proven useful for measuring attitudes or characteristics which are believed to exist on a continuum
and are therefore particularly useful when researching a phenomenon as complex and multifaceted
as identity (see Rutgers et al. under review, for more information). Students were also asked to
respond to a series of statements on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly
agree (see Appendix 2). The statements related to three key constructs:

(a) Language beliefs: These statements focused on students’ own views of languages more broadly,
for example, whether they felt they were useful or important.

(b) Language self-beliefs: These statements focused on students’ views of themselves in relation to
languages and language learning and incorporated items related to self-efficacy, for example,
whether they felt they had a talent for learning languages.

(c) Others’ beliefs about languages: Given that the views of students may be influenced by those
around them, participants were also asked to indicate their perception of their parents’ and
their friends’ beliefs about languages.

Emotion: Given the complexity of researching emotions, we gathered data on this through three
question types. The first asked students to respond to the following statement on the same 5-point
Likert-scale as above: ‘I like learning other languages’. The aim here was to capture a sense of stu-
dents’ enjoyment of languages and language learning. Next, we sought to explore students’
sense of pride in relation to each of the languages in their repertoire. As stated by Van Osch et al.
(2018: 404), ‘pride is an interesting emotion because it simultaneously focuses on the self and on
others’ and is therefore highly relevant to our focus on identity. Students were first invited to list
any languages they knew (including those spoken at home, learned in school or which they were
exposed to in any other way). For each language listed, they were asked to indicate (by ticking a
box) whether they were proud to be able to speak this language. An overall ‘pride score’ was
then calculated by dividing the number of languages they were proud of speaking by the total
number of languages identified. Finally, data on emotions were elicited through an open-ended
metaphor elicitation task and two sentence completion tasks. The use of metaphors has proven
promising in accessing learners’ emotions and beliefs (Barcelos and Kalaja 2011; Fisher 2017) as
an indirect means of encouraging participants to ‘articulate beliefs that they might previously
have been unaware of’ (Fisher 2013: 376). Students were therefore asked to complete the following
statement: ‘Learning a foreign language is like… because… ’. To complement this, students were
asked more directly about their feelings through completing the following sentences: ‘When I
speak in a foreign language I feel like… because… ’; and ‘When I’m in the foreign language class-
room I feel like… because… ’. While this data will be analysed qualitatively elsewhere, for the
purpose of this paper each statement was coded as either positive, negative or neutral (examples
are provided below).

The data were entered into SPSS and were analysed using a series of non-parametric Wilcoxon
signed ranks tests to explore change within each group over time. Non-parametric tests were
selected due to the non-normal distribution of the data as indicated by Shapiro–Wilk tests. Given
restrictions of space and the overall aim of this paper to explore the potential for identity-based
interventions in the languages classroom more broadly, we consider here the data across all four
schools. We acknowledge that the school environment itself will influence the implementation
and outcomes of any intervention; however, to fully explore this requires a case study approach
which draws on a wider range of data sources.
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Ethical considerations

This study gained institutional ethical approval and was also conducted in line with guidance from
the British Educational Research Association (2018). However, in addition to following appropriate
procedures in terms of gaining informed consent from school leaders, teachers, parents and stu-
dents, there were also particular ethical considerations to be taken into account given the focus
of the study in shifting students’ identity. An identity-focused intervention in itself may be viewed
as ‘an overstepping of the teacher’s legitimate social role’ or, at the extreme, as ‘an educational
stance with sinister Orwellian connotations’ (Schachter and Rich 2011: 234). In order to combat
any such negative effects or perceptions, we worked closely with classroom teachers to develop
the activities and they took particular care to adopt a dialogic approach to the intervention
lessons so as not to impose their own particular versions of (multilingual) identity on students. As
cautioned by Waterman (1989: 399), we did not seek to ‘undermine existing identity commitments’,
but rather to encourage students to reflect on these.

Results

Evaluation

This section will present results relating to students’ evaluation of languages according to their
responses to the multilingual scale (mVAS) and their responses to a series of Likert-scale statements
relating to their language beliefs, self-beliefs and beliefs of others.

(a) Identification as multilingual
As noted above, the mVAS was used as a general indicator of the strength of students’ overall
self-evaluation of themselves as multilingual (or not). A mean score for each group was initially
calculated based on where students placed their cross on the line in both the pre- and post-
intervention questionnaires (as measured in millimetres), with scores closer to 0 indicating an
evaluation as more ‘monolingual’ and those closer to 100 as more ‘multilingual’. As shown in
Table 2, the mean score of the full intervention group students increased by over 11 following
the intervention, with a very small positive change for the partial intervention group and
minimal change for the control group.

A Wilcoxon signed ranks test revealed that the increase among the full intervention group stu-
dents was significant, while the differences were not significant among the partial group or the
control group. To further explore this, a scatter plot was created to visualise the change in the
mVAS scores from pre- to post-intervention for each student (see Figure 3). This provides further evi-
dence that the full intervention group students experienced a greater shift towards multilingual
identification than the other two groups. However, it is also worth noting that the spread is also
broader compared with the partial and control group students and that a small number of outliers
in the full intervention group experienced a substantial negative shift. While this was certainly not
the intended outcome of the intervention and does not reflect the majority of students in the
group, it perhaps illustrates the power of the identity-related elements of the intervention to encou-
rage students to engage with these issues one way or another.

Table 2. Pre- and post-intervention results for the mVAS.

Group

Mean score Wilcoxon signed rank results

Pre-intervention Post-intervention Change Z p r

Full 44.97 56.22 +11.25 −2.742 0.006* −0.23
Partial 49.13 51.65 +2.52 −1.926 0.054 −0.18
Control 49.89 48.88 −1.01 −0.910 0.363 −0.09
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(b) Language beliefs and self-beliefs
This section draws on data from the Likert-scale responses about students’ language beliefs (i.e.
their beliefs about languages and the value of language learning) and their language self-beliefs
(i.e. their beliefs about themselves as language learners) as detailed in Appendix 2. A composite
mean score for ‘language beliefs’ and ‘language self-beliefs’ was calculated for each student
based on their responses to the corresponding statements and a series of Wilcoxon signed
ranks tests were conducted as shown in Table 3. The pattern of results for both of these evalua-
tive constructs was largely similar; while all groups showed some increase in their mean scores
after the intervention, this was greater for both the full and the partial groups. A series of Wil-
coxon signed rank tests confirmed that this increase was significant for both groups in relation
to their language beliefs and language self-beliefs. While effect sizes are small, these results
are nonetheless encouraging.

However, while it is certainly encouraging to note the significant increases over time within
both the full and partial groups, it is important to acknowledge that the differences between
these two groups are small and non-significant. Yet, even these small differences are of interest.
On the one hand, the partial group students demonstrated a slightly greater increase than the
full group students with regard to their language beliefs. We could hypothesise here that the
‘knowledge’ component of the intervention and the subsequent activities undertaken by the
partial group to engage with that knowledge may have been sufficient to shift students’
beliefs about languages. Yet, ratings for language self-beliefs improved slightly more for the

Figure 3. Change in mVAS responses from pre- to post-intervention.

Table 3. Pre- and post-intervention results for language beliefs and self-beliefs.

Construct Group

Mean score Wilcoxon signed rank results

Pre-intervention Post-intervention Change Z p r

Language beliefs Full 4.04 4.24 +0.2 −2.531 0.011* −0.22
Partial 3.90 4.20 +0.3 −3.425 0.001* −0.30
Control 4.09 4.15 +0.06 −1.643 0.100 −0.16

Language self-beliefs Full 2.86 3.03 +0.17 −2.469 0.014* −0.21
Partial 2.96 3.12 +0.16 −2.337 0.019* −0.20
Control 3.02 3.10 +0.08 −1.643 0.100 −0.15
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full intervention group students which might suggest that the identity-focused activities played a
facilitating role in shaping self-beliefs.

(c) Others’ beliefs about languages
Students were also asked about their perceptions of others’ beliefs about languages and responded
to separate sets of Likert-scale statements relating to their parents and their friends. An overall mean
score was calculated for each and a series of Wilcoxon signed ranks tests were conducted as shown
in Table 4. Of particular note here is that only the partial intervention group experienced a significant
shift in responses from the pre- to the post-intervention questionnaires. We hypothesise that this
may be the result of the focus of the intervention on knowledge about languages. It could be
that the partial intervention group students went home and passed some of this knowledge onto
their parents or discussed it with their friends and therefore perceived more positive views about
languages among these groups over time. Yet, the full intervention group students also received
a similar input of knowledge and a comparable trend would have been expected here.

In order to investigate this further, correlations between the change in students’mVAS scores (as an
indicator of their willingness to identify as multilingual) and the change in responses to statements
about parents’ and friends’ beliefs were explored. Pearson correlations revealed a significant positive
relationship between these two variables for the full group students in relation to the beliefs of both
parents (r = .245, p = .036*) and friends (r = .273, p = .018*). Among the partial group this correlation
was very weak and non-significant for both parents (r = .069, p = .586) and friends (r = .033, p = .794),
and among the control group students this correlation was actually negative (but non-significant) in
relation to parents (r =−.134, p = .316) and significantly negative in relation to friends (r =−.329,
p = .012*).

This indicates that those students in the full intervention group who reported the greatest
increase in their evaluation of their own multilingual identity were also those who reported the
greatest improvement in relation to the beliefs of others, a link which was not evident amongst
the other groups. One possible explanation for this, is that by developing their own multilingual
identity, students also became more aware of others’ beliefs, or perhaps even more likely to talk
to their parents and friends about languages outside of the classroom. While we originally included
these items on the questionnaire as we believed that individual students may be influenced by the
beliefs of those around them, perhaps this also suggests that students who develop a multilingual
identity within the classroom may, in turn, influence others’ beliefs about languages. This represents
an interesting avenue for further investigation.

In summary, the findings presented so far suggest that both the partial and full interventions posi-
tively influenced students’ evaluation of languages in comparison to the control group. This suggests
that being provided with knowledge about languages and language learning may increase the
extent to which students value languages as well as their own ability to do well (which may then
also extend to influencing the views of those around them). However, we note that it was only
the full intervention group students who were significantly more likely to identify themselves as mul-
tilingual on the mVAS following the intervention, which would confirm the importance of the
element of reflexivity.

Table 4. Pre- and post-intervention results for others’ beliefs about languages.

Group

Mean score Wilcoxon signed rank results

Pre-intervention Post-intervention Change Z p r

Parents Full 4.11 4.08 −0.03 −0.439 0.661 −0.04
Partial 3.96 4.15 0.19 −2.771 0.006* −0.27
Control 4.08 4.12 0.04 −0.912 0.362 −0.09

Friends Full 3.36 3.54 0.18 −1.707 0.088 −0.14
Partial 3.18 3.47 0.29 −3.467 0.001* −0.31
Control 3.14 3.33 0.19 −1.956 0.050 −0.19
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Emotion

While we acknowledge that emotions are inevitably linked to (self) beliefs, the results presented in
this section explore those aspects of the questionnaire which sought to elicit students’ emotions
towards languages and language learning more directly.

(a) Enjoyment
In order to capture a sense of students’ enjoyment of languages and language learning, the students
were asked to respond to the following statement on the same 5-point Likert scale as the evaluation
statements above: ‘I like learning other languages’. Mean scores for each group were calculated and
a series of Wilcoxon signed ranks tests were conducted to explore changes over time as shown in
Table 5. This reveals a significant increase in scores for the full intervention group students only.
While it is important to acknowledge that there are a range of other factors which will similarly
affect students’ enjoyment of a subject, such as their classmates or teacher, this finding could
suggest that the identity-focused dimension had a greater effect on students’ enjoyment of
languages and language learning than the knowledge element alone.

(b) Pride
In order to explore students’ feelings of pride in relation to each of their languages, they were first
asked to identify any languages they know (regardless of how they were/are learned) and were then
asked to indicate by ticking a box whether they were proud to know this language. While we pro-
vided ‘English’ as a starting point, any additional languages were listed by students in an open-
ended way. The main languages identified by students were those learned in school such as
French or German (either at the time of completing the questionnaire or previously) or home
languages other than English, such as Polish or Urdu. However, some students also chose to identify
languages which they were exposed to in other ways, for example, Greek because they travelled to
Greece regularly on holiday, or Japanese because they watched a lot of anime. Given that the
number of languages identified ranged between one (i.e. only English) and eight we calculated
an overall ‘pride score’ for each student by dividing the number of languages they were proud of
speaking by the total number of languages identified. However, before doing so we removed
‘English’ in order to increase the reliability of the results. For example, if a student only listed
English but was proud to speak it, they would have received a ‘pride score’ of 1.0 which may
have skewed the results. Findings are shown in Table 6 and indicate a significant positive increase
in the pride score among the full intervention group only with minimal changes among both the
partial and control groups. As was the case with enjoyment, we might explain this result by
suggesting that the identity dimension of the intervention had the greatest impact on students’
sense of pride.

(c) Metaphor elicitation and sentence completion
One metaphor elicitation and two sentence completion items were included on the questionnaires
as an indirect means of eliciting students’ feelings towards languages and language learning. For the
purpose of this paper, they were broadly coded as either negative (1), neutral (2) or positive (3) to
explore possible changes as a result of the intervention. Examples are provided in Table 7.

Table 5. Pre- and post-intervention results for enjoyment.

Group

Mean score Wilcoxon signed rank results

Pre-intervention Post-intervention Change Z P r

Full 3.45 3.79 +0.34 −2.229 .026* −0.23
Partial 3.52 3.63 +0.11 −.271 .787 −0.03
Control 3.63 3.73 +0.10 −1.349 .177 −0.16
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The statements were firstly considered descriptively and Table 8 shows the percentage of nega-
tive, neutral and positive responses for each group both before and after the intervention. What is
immediately apparent when considering the change in percentage points over time is that there was
a decrease in neutral positions across all groups and all three elicitation statements. This broadly led
to a corresponding increase in both negative and positive responses. However, positive changes are
more evident among the full intervention group students who demonstrated an increase in positive
responses of 14.8%, 35.1% and 35.9% in each of the three statements respectively as against a cor-
responding change of −2.7%, +14.9% and 14.2% in the partial group.

To explore this further, the coding of the responses as negative (1), neutral (2) or positive (3) were
then treated as ordinal data and analysed using a series of Wilcoxon signed ranks tests. This revealed
that the positive shift evident in Table 8 for the full intervention group students was significant for
both metaphor 1 (Z =−2.500, p = 0.012*, r =−0.31) and statement 3 (Z =−3.363, p = 0.001*, r =
−0.42). None of the changes among either the partial or control groups emerged as significant.
While we acknowledge that there are limitations in analysing the qualitative data from the metaphor
elicitation task in this way, it nonetheless provides some further evidence to support the conclusion
that the identity-focused elements of the full intervention may have contributed to students’
emotions towards languages and language learning.

While both the partial and the full versions of the intervention seemed to influence aspects of
students’ evaluation of languages as shown above, it seems that only the full intervention, with
its greater focus on identity-related elements, had a particular impact on students’ emotions
towards languages and language learning. This is evident in the significant positive shift revealed
for the full intervention group students only and may also explain why this was the only group
which experienced a significant increase in the mVAS scores, as shown above.

Discussion and conclusion

Our data revealed that both the partial and full versions of the intervention positively influenced stu-
dents’ evaluation of languages in comparison to the control group. This suggests that being pro-
vided with information about the benefits of language learning may increase the extent to which
students value languages as well as their own ability to do well in languages (which may also

Table 6. Pre- and post-intervention results for pride.

Mean score Wilcoxon signed rank results

Pre-intervention Post-intervention Change Z P r

Full 0.64 0.79 +0.15 −2.153 .031* −0.24
Partial 0.66 0.71 +0.05 −.860 .390 −0.11
Control 0.65 0.67 +0.02 −.598 .550 −0.07

Table 7. Examples of metaphors and sentence completion tasks.

Positive Neutral Negative

1. Learning a foreign
language is like…

… having a super power because
you can talk to anyone who you
want at any time.

… learning to ride a bike
because once you learn you’re
able to remember it, even just a
little bit.

… attempting to push a
boulder up a steep hill
because I am struggling.

2. When I speak in a
foreign language I
feel like…

… I am sophisticated because I
can speak more than one
language well which is hard to
do.

… .it’s normal because I don’t
‘feel’ anything, it’s just
speaking.

… I’m stepping on
eggshells because I’m not
at all confident.

3. When I’m in the
foreign language
classroom I feel like
…

… a smarter version of myself
because I’ve pushed my brain to
learn a whole new language.

… normal because it’s like any
other classroom.

… I’m a foreigner because I
don’t know the language
fluently.
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extend to influencing the views of those around them). This is broadly in line with findings from
other intervention studies which aimed to increase engagement with foreign language learning.
In the UK context, for example, Lanvers (2020) found that an intervention which focused on a
range of metalinguistic issues, such as the cognitive benefits of language learning and world
languages, improved students’ beliefs about language learning. However, while Lanvers (2020)
found little effect on self-efficacy, we found some improvement in relation to self-beliefs.

What emerged as particularly notable in our own study was the greater impact of the full inter-
vention on students’ emotions relating to languages. These findings could indicate a seemingly sym-
biotic relationship between emotions and identity; the full intervention (distinguished by its identity-
focused activities) influenced students’ emotions towards languages and language learning which,
in turn, may have contributed to their increased willingness to identify as multilingual as indicated in
the mVAS results. While these findings, which suggest the possible influence of an identity-focused
pedagogy in the languages classroom, are largely in line with results from identity-based interven-
tion studies conducted in other subject areas (e.g. D’Antonio 2020; Heffernan et al. 2020), our data
provide more nuanced insights into the potential of such interventions to influence both students’
(self) evaluations and emotions in the foreign languages classroom.

However, given that we relied on predominantly quantitative data for the purpose of this paper,
there is a need to look beyond the numbers and to consider whether findings reported as statistically
significant ‘are also theoretically or pedagogically meaningful or important’ (Nassaji 2020: 742). At a
theoretical level, this study not only points to the potential positive effects of identity-based inter-
ventions in schools, but the particular increase in results among the intervention group students
indicates the importance of a tripartite framework to underpin such pedagogic intervention, com-
bining knowledge, awareness and reflexivity. The results also enhance our understanding of how
such an identity-focused pedagogy influences the various dimensions of multilingual identity, in par-
ticular, evaluation and emotions. However, while the focus of the quantitative data in this paper has
revealed interesting trends at the level of the whole group, the next step will be to draw on the quali-
tative data from the wider study in order to explore some of the potential reasons behind these
trends. For example, we noted small differences in the way in which the full and partial interventions
may have influenced students’ language beliefs and self-beliefs and, additionally, our data pointed
towards possible links between a student’s multilingual identity and others’ beliefs. The qualitative
data may help us to further explore and explain the relationship between an identity-focused peda-
gogy and these evaluative constructs.

At a pedagogical level, this study, and indeed the resulting intervention resources, have impor-
tant implications for enhancing language learning in schools. Evidence suggests that while more tra-
ditional interventions focusing on raising awareness about the benefits of languages can be
valuable, effects may be enhanced by an additional ‘identity’ element, i.e. actively promoting reflex-
ivity, that is, ‘what this intervention means for me personally’. This was most evident in the increase
in positive emotions among the full intervention group students which seemed, at least in part, to be
associated with an increased sense of multilingual identity. By developing their multilingual identity

Table 8. Percentage of responses for metaphors and sentence completion statements.

Statement Group

Negative Neutral Positive

Pre Post Change Pre Post Change Pre Post Change

1 Full 1.8% 3.3% +1.5 92.9% 76.2% −16.7 5.4% 20.2% +14.8
Partial 6.1% 13.4% +7.3 86.4% 81.7% −4.7 7.6% 4.9% −2.7
Control 5.1% 11.4% +6.3 89.8% 81.4% −8.4 5.1% 7.1% +2

2 Full 2.9% 22.2% +19.3 82.9% 28.4% −54.5 14.3% 49.4% +35.1
Partial 11.8% 22.8% +11 78.9% 53.2% −25.7 9.2% 24.1% +14.9
Control 11.8% 23% +11.2 70.6% 54.1% −16.5 17.6% 23% +5.4

3 Full 11.8% 12.7% +0.9 82.4% 45.6% −36.8 5.9% 41.8% +35.9
Partial 17.6% 20.8% +3.2 70.3% 52.8% −17.5 12.2% 26.4% +14.2
Control 15.8% 23.7% +7.9 66.7% 61% −5.7 17.5% 15.3% −2.2

446 K. FORBES ET AL.



students may therefore become more engaged with and invested in their language learning, which
is crucial for reversing the declining trend in language learning in schools highlighted in the intro-
duction to this paper. We suggest, therefore, that there is another ‘E’ in play here, and that our inter-
vention of participative multilingual identity education could serve as a transformational process to
support the development of students’ multilingual identity in the languages classroom (see
Figure 4).

Crucially, evidence presented elsewhere from the wider project indicates a further link between
students’ multilingual identity and academic attainment more broadly (see Rutgers et al. under
review). This therefore suggests that putting in place an intervention to shift students’ dispositions
towards a multilingual identity may have wider implications for improving attainment and overall
engagement with language learning. However, while the results from the current study are encoura-
ging, we need to interpret them with caution. While our participating students come from four
schools in very diverse settings, the sample size does not allow for us to make robust generalisations
across all contexts. In addition, there are a range of other factors which may influence results (such as
teachers, school ethos, linguistic diversity in the school and wider community) which space does not
allow us to fully account for here. Nevertheless, the evidence presented in this paper points to the
potential for an identity-based approach to contribute a new dimension to pedagogy in the
languages classroom.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Overview of the intervention

Lesson title Lesson objectives
Example activity (partial
intervention group)

Example activity (full intervention
group)

Why learn
languages?

. To help students understand
the benefits of learning a new
language for our cognition and
for social cohesion.

. To raise students’ awareness of
other benefits of learning new
languages.

. Students design a poster to
promote language learning.

. In groups, students reflect on
which of the benefits presented
are personally relevant to them
now and which might be
relevant in the future.

Languages in
the school

. To raise students’ awareness of
the different ways in which a
person can be multilingual.

. To help students understand
how multilingualism relates to
their educational environment
and that of other countries.

. Students write a comparison
of languages in their class/
school compared to a school
in France which they read
about in a text.

. Students conduct a poll of
languages known by students
in their class / school and reflect
on this (e.g. are you surprised/
disappointed/excited by this?)

Languages in
the
community

. To raise students’ awareness of
how we all use our language(s)
in different ways within the
community.

. To help students understand
how the visibility of languages
relates to the social and cultural
background of a community
and to a sense of belonging.

. Students watch a video clip
about ‘linguistic landscapes’
in Tokyo and engage in
group discussions about how
the presence or absence of
different languages may
make certain groups feel
included / excluded.

. Students contribute their own
photos of the ‘linguistic
landscapes’ of their local area
and reflect on their personal
sense of belonging in the
community.

Being
multilingual

. To raise students’ awareness of
the diversity in people’s
language learning histories.

. To help students understand
more about multilingualism
(both societal and individual)
and its diverse causes and
nature.

. Students look at the
‘multilingual timelines’ of
celebrities and create one for
another celebrity of their
choice.

. Students create their own
multilingual timeline and reflect
on the events and people in
their lives which influenced
their language learning.

Recipes for
language
and culture

. To raise students’ awareness of
how languages shift over time
and how culture is reflected in
languages.

. To help students understand
how knowledge of one
language may help in the
learning of others.

. Students create a ‘culture
map’ for the target language
country and compare this to
the UK.

. Students read a short poem in
the target language about the
multicultural nature of our
world and create their personal
version.

You are what
you speak

. To raise students’ awareness of
the ways in which language (in
its widest sense) can vary.

. To help students understand
how language variations related
to aspects of who people are
and the choices they make
when they communicate.

. Students listen to excerpts of
three different speakers
reading the same text and
reflect on the judgements
they may make about the
speakers based on their
accent and dialect.

. Students complete a task where
they reflect on how the
language / the variety of
language they use changes in
different situations and what
judgements others may make
about them as a result.
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Appendix 2: questionnaire statements on evaluation

Construct Statement

Language beliefs Learning other languages is important
Learning other languages is still useful even though everyone speaks English
Learning languages helps understand more about other cultures
It’s cool to be able to speak another language

Language self-beliefs I think that learning other languages is easy
I think that I have a talent for learning other languages
I think I’m getting good grades in my foreign language classes
In the classroom, I feel confident using the foreign language
I always do my best in the foreign language classroom

Other’s beliefs about languages:
parents

My parents think learning other languages is still useful even though everyone speaks
English

My parents think learning other languages is important
My parents think it’s cool to be able to speak another language

Others’ beliefs about languages:
friends

My friends think learning other languages is still useful even though everyone speaks
English

My friends think learning other languages is important
My friends think it’s cool to be able to speak another language
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