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Possible Selves and Our Students

Possible selves, a concept from the field of psychology, provides
us with a useful way to examine our students’ choices. Markus and
Nurius (1986) first introduced it as a concept that could help us
better understand the complex area of self-knowledge as developed
in self-concept research. They also argue that possible selves can
provide a possible link between cognition and motivation. Possible
selves are imagined views of our future self and as such encompass
our hopes and fears and our goals (Markus & Nurius, 1986).

In summarizing their ideas about possible selves, Markus and
Nurius write,

Possible selves represent individuals’ ideas of what they might
become, what they would like to become, and what they are
afraid of becoming, and thus provide a conceptual link between
cognition and motivation. Possible selves are the cognitive
components of hopes, fears, goals, and threats, and they give the
specific self-relevant form, meaning organization, and direction to
these dynamics. Possible selves are important, first, because they
function as incentives for future behavior (i.e., they are selves to
be approached or avoided) and second, because they provide an
evaluative and interpretive context for the current view of self
(1986, p. 954).

It is their connection to the future, i.e. selves to be approached or
avoided, that are of particular interest to those of us working with
students.

Possible selves are based on “representations of the self in the
past and they include representations of the self in the future”
(Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 954). However, these are not any
set of fantasy or generic roles. “ Instead they represent specific,
individually significant hopes, fears, and fantasies” (p. 954). In
other words, for our students possible selves might be “me as a
study abroad student™ or “me as a fluent English speaker.”

Although our possible selves are individual and based on past
experiences, because they are developed socially, other people
can influence our possible selves. Possible selves “are the direct
result of previous social comparisons in which the individual’s
own thoughts, feelings characteristics, and behaviors have been
contrasted to those of salient others™ (p. 954). Possible selves can
help self-concept become dynamic by providing a “direction and
impetus for action, change, and development” (p. 960). Thus, two
individuals may both feel a strong need for achievement but * the
dynamics of action that follow as a result of these needs depend on
the particular possible selves” (p. 961). In this way possible selves
can be related to agency or the lack thereof, For example, Markus
and Nurius argue that a lack of agency on the part of one individual
could be due to the presence of a negative possible self giving “a
cognitive form to an individual’s fears and insecurities but [not
containing] strategies or self-scripts for how to escape them” (1986,
p. 962). This is in keeping with motivation theory which sometimes
views motives as an individual’s tendency to approach positive
incentives (goals) or avoid negative ones (threats), “Possible selves
represent these motives by giving specific cognitive form to the
end states {goals and threats)” (p. 961).

Sinee its introduction, the concept of possible selves has been
used widely. It has been used to examine the relationship between
possible selves and delinquency (Oyserman, & Markus, 1990},
the effect of life domains on girls’ possible selves (Curry, Trew, &
Hunter, 1994), the psychological well-being of university students
(Cameron, 1999), and the evaluation of antismoking messages
among college-age smokers (Freeman, Hennessy, & Marzullo,
2001).

And possible selves has been used within the language
education. In a stduy by Kanno (2003) it was used to help
interpret the negotiation of bilingual and bicultural identities of
Japanese returnees (kikokushijo) and has been used along with the
concept of imagined communities to show how language learners

Steve Cornwell

(Anderson, 1991) can “expand [the] range of possible selves” and
open up possibilities that might not exist otherwise (Kanno &
Norton, 2003). Further developing Norton’s work on investment
in language leaming (2000), Norton and Kanno write that identity
“must be understood not only in terms of our investment in the ‘real’
world, but also in our investment in possible worlds” (Kanno &
Norton, 2003).

Tn addition, Pavlenko and Norton interweave the concepts
of possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986), communities of
practice (Wenger, 1998), and imagined communities (Anderson,
1991) as they look at how these notions of imagined communities
“h[ave] great potential for bridging theory and praxis in language
education” (Pavlenko & Norton, 2007). Although they are
primarily looking at the notion of imagined communities as it
relates to identity, they point out that the theory of possible selves
could provide a link between motivation and behavior, They end
the article urging that we, as language teachers, think of ways that
our classrooms can become “places of possibility for students with
a wide range of histories, investments, and desires for the future.”

Comwell & Sung (1999) reported on two students, Ritsu a
“lazy” student who although she wanted to study abread often
came to class late and just slid by without applying herself. It was
uncertain that her dream would come true. And Michie a bright,
bubbly student who lost her confidence upon entering the third
year program and started refering to herself as stupid. Although
her dream was to become a flight attendant, she took a job in the
banking industry upon graduation. Possible selves can provide
alternative explanations to these anomalous situations such as “lazy
students” who want to study abroad or successful hard working
students who start to see themselves as “incompetent or stupid.”

While not all possible selves come to fruition, in this case
these two students, who could have been easily labeled lazy and
unconfident, have been successful in achieving their possible
selves. Ritsu has gone on to graduate from a four-year university in
the eastern United States and Michie has left her banking job and
is now a flight attendant training for an international airline and is
based in Southeastern Asia (Cornwell & Sung, 1999).

Markus and Nurius feel that possible selves may help reconcile
some of the conflicts existing among self-concept theories such as
“whether the self is a distorter, whether the self concept is stable
or malleable, whether there is one true self or many selves, and
what the nature of the relationship is between the self-concept
and behavior” (1986, p. 963). They go on to suggest that possible
selves may be a major factor in determining individual differences.

More research is necessary to better understand possible selves
and to learn how possible selves may help teachers better work
with students, especially those that do not fit the norm. Such
research will also help the concept of possible selves avoid being
seen as a common-sensical, layperson’s concept that is of little use
to researchers in the area of motivation, individual differences, or
language education.

!Self-concept is a global term referring to “the amalgamation of all of our perceptions
and conceptions about ourselves which give rise to our sense of personal identity”
(Williams & Burden, 1997, p. 97).
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Learning Vocabulary in Another Language (2nd ed.)
I. 8. P. Nation, Cambridge, UK : Cambridge University Press,

2013, 640 pp.

A valuable resource for those involved in language education,
Learning Vocabulary in Another Language (2013) contains the
information necessary to construct the backbone of a rigorous
and research-supported vocabulary curriculum. Viewing
vocabulary through the lens of his "four strands™ pedagogical
framework, Nation begins the book by outlining the goals of
vocabulary learning. Rather than the haphazard approach
with which most programs and textbooks choose the lexis
for instruction, Nation advocates the use of a corpus-driven
approach to vocabulary learning. In this approach, teachers,
administrators, and researchers alike view students’ learning
as a progression of knowledge from idiosyncratic novice usage
towards native-like competence modelled from frequencies
within large reference corpora. In this way he provides
a road map of sorts for the most efficient and efficacious
vocabulary instruction. Not oversimplifying the matter, Nation
further describes what it means to know a word, explaining
that words are not simply “known” or “not known’, but are

Brandon Kramer .

second Edition

instead networks of associations which are
continually expanded and strengthened.

The book then moves towards pedagogy,
discussing the teaching and learning of
vocabulary as supported by the most recent
research. Rather than outlining a multitude
of tasks which teachers can copy and paste into their lesson
plans (see Nation's other books for more activity-centered lists),
this book focuses on how students learn best, encouraging
readers to understand the core principles of vocabulary
acquisition in order to create or analyze activities on their
own. Finally, the book closes with an in-depth discussion of the
measurement of vocabulary knowledge and best-practices in
the construction of a vocabulary component within a language
course or curriculum. This book should be considered essential
reading for those interested in effective language education, as
vocabulary knowledge is at the heart of all language learning
and communication.
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Project 2, Research on Language Learning (RoLL), has been
continuing in its emphasis on the use of tablet computers in the
language leamning classroom. We welcomed two new members to
RIICC RoLL this year. First is Tomomi Otsuka who specializes
in teaching English pronunciation and is currently working on
students' self-assessment of pronunciation. The second new
member is Paul Lyddon who comes with a lot of experience with
tablets in research and education is focusing on multimodal and
intercultural communication. We welcome them to the RIICC
team and look forward to doing productive research together.
RIICC members, especially the leader of the iBook revision team,
Steve Cornwell, have played a big role in revising books for the
current school year. iBooks are improving yearly and teachers are
becoming much more skilled at using iBooks and tablets in the
language classroon.

Project 2 co-sponsored a conference with the Osaka Chapter of
The Japan Association for Language Teaching on April 23, 2016
on the Osaka Jogakuin Campus. Over 50 people attended the
conference and participated in over 20 presentations by teachers
and graduate students from the Osaka areca. RIICC members
Brian Teaman and Steve Comwell played a major role in working
with Bob Sanderson, President of Osaka JALT in organizing the

Ve =

wAIOYry FTE e A BYE a3 a2
OB DA, R, HEMMBEOEDR I 2T ADERIC
DT O - FEASRATE, Tk o, B iR-
HiEklc BT, MEEH 2 VEEGROMERERE ST
Ty F— L, BCE AT =T 5T 20, BEFRE
OB LI TV AENWEELT 2L ENTER,
(EVRAZBUCHEER] T, =N A 32
FEPEEEOMHEGE, G, #LE - T eay Y
KABETEHE S LOESOL Y, HEHEERERT D
BEOH DB DNTEE, B(bifig, DR, 60
%%ﬁgmowfﬁﬁbxﬁﬁﬁkﬁLﬁﬁ@éwﬁ\iﬁ
EEHEBEL WS CIENUEMEAROZ 22— 3 D
flc@fgd e onTEL =,

ey 7 AV FEZ 2\ —A Y FOHOE IR
J3a=F—¥arv] TR, FHEOT 14—V« AXT4T
BHELC RS AN VILED G, FEREFRE 7 75—
g, BRYEZOL VA=A, BOES ST
U, FOEKWETER AL,
(7B 2 EEE 10FE05H,] Tk, EERE
N a— AR UEEENY Y Z—OW 1B T, JICA Hiffiid
HEMEORF—ERic, Y¥rET70NL0FEESEOENS
ONEELLTEDX ST 7y T— T a00%E, g
AR TEARE s ARNEEREER BT 200 Y
VETOHZTEIGENMEDNLZ DN o TRBERHYETE

Project 3

Brian D. Teaman

conference. Osaka Jogakuin faculty, staff, students and RIICC
members contributed to the conference.

Opening remarks were made by RIICC member and Osaka
Jogakuin University President Eiko Kato, followed by the keynote
presentation entitled Progressive Implementation of Tablet
Computers in English Language Teaching and Leamning by RIICC
member Paul Lyddon. Other presentations were made by several
RIICC members. Brian Teaman ran a workshop on using iPads
where he infroduced how to use an iPad and demonstrated many
of the applications and activities used by students at OJU. RIICC
member Tomomi Otsuka did a poster presentation on Using iPads
in integrated skills classes at Osaka Jogakuin University and Junior
College and Faculty member Mariko Hirano’s poster was Using
iPads in reading class at Osaka Jogakuin University and Junior
College. Another presentation by OJU faculty member Akemi Fu
was entitled Cultural Understanding through a University Student
Textbook Analysis Project.

The conference was a great showcase for OJU and RIICC.
Attendees from other schools were impressed by the facilities,
students, faculty and staff of OJU in this yearly conference. RIICC
is tentatively planning to cooperate with JALT once again for this
conference in the Spring of 2017.
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