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ABSTRACT 
The way language learners think about foreign language, affects the degree they learn. 

Cultural, ethnic or group identities are among driving forces which shape the way language learners 

think. A critical factor that affects attitude of Iranian language learners is their deep religious 

background. To investigate any possible effect of religious identity on language learning in Iran, the 

current research is an attempt to shed light on the relationship between religious identity and learning 

cultural aspects of English as a foreign language among Iranian advanced language learners. 

Therefore, to this aim, 29 male students, studying English as a foreign language in a language learning 

institute in Iran, were selected as samples of the study.  In order to arrive at intended data, Tow main 

instruments were used in this study. The first instrument was a measure of religious identity developed 

by Khodayarifard (2003)  and the second instrument used in this study was a culture learning test 

developed by the researchers based on Ward and Deuba’s (1999) culture learning scale. In order to 

investigate the relationship, a Pearson product-moment correlation was run to determine the 

relationship between religiosity and culture learning in an advanced level of language leaning course. 

The results of the study showed that there was a strong, negative correlation between these two 

variables, which was statistically significant (r = -.760, n = 29, p = .005). Also the researchers 

identified those aspects of foreign language culture which are not learned by language learners due to 

their religious identity. These findings have implications for syllabus designers, language learners and 

language teachers.  
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1. Introduction 

In the current world of language 

learning, identity is receiving increasing 

attention. In last decade many scholars in 

the filed acknowledged the need for 

investigating the role of identity in language 

learning (Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000 and 

Schwartz, 2005). Riley (2007) believes that 

the way language shapes and is shaped by 

identity is a key topic within 

sociolinguistics. Many different factors and 

elements procreate the identity of people 

including the social, territorial, linguistic, 

cultural, political, religious and ethnic-

related issues. For the same reason, the 

relationship between identity and language 

learning had been of interest to researchers 

and scholars in the fields of second and 

foreign language learning, language 

education, sociolinguistics and applied 

linguistics with greater focus on 

sociological and cultural dimensions of 

language learning.  

Laying emphasis on the importance 

of this role, Norton (1997) asserted that 

when language learners speak, in an attempt 

to construct their identity, they not only 

exchange information with their 

interlocutors, but also organize and 

reorganize a sense of who they are and how 

they relate to the social world. To give more 

weight to the role of identity, he also stated 

that investment in target language is 

investment in social identity of language 

learners. Many other researchers in the field 

of language learning believe that this role is 

reciprocal; meaning that identity affects 

language learning and language plays an 
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important role in the formation and 

expression of identity correlatively 

(Warschauer, 2001). Exploring the effect of 

identity on second language learning, Ruiz-

Vasquez (2000) found that second language 

learners; in order to achieve greater 

competence, need to acquire a new identity 

in the second language. He also found that 

any reluctance to undergo the process of 

loss of identity could be a cause for the lack 

of success in another language.  

Many researchers are convinced by 

the fact that, not unlike motivation which is 

proved influential in language learning, 

variable related to identity such as attitudes 

and set of beliefs, about learning are among 

the determining factors that can influence 

the efficiency of the language learners in 

any context (Crookes and Schmidt 1991, 

Benson 1991 and Ellis 1997) . For the same 

reason, it is frequently stated that instructors 

and educators need to deliberate over these 

issues while teaching. Lennartsson, (2008) 

believes that students’ beliefs might hinder 

language learning when students believe 

that they cannot learn the new language 

successfully.  

In spite of the fact that the 

expression of self and individuals’ identity 

is one of the principal functions of 

language, it has largely been neglected by 

linguists especially in the field of foreign 

language learning. Religious identity, on 

top of that, is a factor which is failed to 

provide for in researches on the relationship 

between identity and language learning. In 

addition, Islamic identity is a deeply rooted 

element that has touched different aspects 

of life of Iranian language learners. 

Considering the issues stated above, the 

current research is an attempt to shed light 

on the effect of religious (Islamic) identity 

on learning cultural aspects of foreign 

language (English) among Iranian language 

learners. Thus, the following research 

questions are addressed in this study: 

1- Is there any relationship between 

religious identity and learning foreign 

language culture?      

2- Which aspects of foreign language 

culture are less acquired by Iranian 

language learners? 

2. Literature Review 

Joseph (2004) argues that studies 

investigating the role of identity on 

language learning have always privileged 

the subjective dimension. Therefore, to 

study language as a social phenomenon, we 

need to put right the balance by devoting 

equal attention to the ways in which 

identities are ascribed and constructed by 

others on the basis of the culture-specific 

repertoire available.  One more line of 

research on identity has investigated the 

effect of identity on second language 

learning particularly. Therefore, there is a 

developing literature on language and social 

identity and its relation to second language 

acquisition in which applied and 

sociolinguistics make contact. According to 

Roberts (2001), within this literature, the 

learner is perceived as a person who has 

multiple identities among which some 

might be contradictory. Wigglesworth 

(2005) too has stated that in the previous 

decades there has been much debate about 

the relationship between language and 

identity as a result of which researchers 

found that language is a marker of ethnic 

identity. Advocates of this idea believe that 

speakers who have strong group 

identification are likely to consider 

language as an important symbol of 

identity.  

Studying the effect of identity on 

language learning Pavlenko (2003) focused 

on the relationship between national 

identities and foreign-language education 

policies and practices. It is found that shifts 

in national identity images and 

sociopolitical allegiances have implications 

for foreign-language education policies and 

practices.   

Also, in a research in 2015, Altugan 

stated that integrating cultural identity into 

learning is a challenging task to do because 

identity formation is a long complicated 

process and is gradually developed in social 

surroundings. He also added that cultural 

backgrounds of learners are significant 

because ethnic, racial, linguistic, social, 

religious or economic differences can cause 

cultural disconnection leading corruption of 

motivation to learning. Therefore, he tried 

to describe the relationship between 

learning and cultural identity. He employed 

a deductive approach which was a 

qualitative study and descriptive and 

exploratory. He concluded that there is a 

positive correlations between the two as it 

draws on approaches that utilizes learners’ 

social and cultural experiences.  

In an attempt to identify the effect of 

ego identity types on the language 

proficiency of the learners, Tavakoli and his 

colleagues (2014) conducted a research in 

the context of Iran. In this study they tried 

to answer- which identity types achieve 

higher levels of proficiency in terms of 

language learning? The results of the study 

showed that the achieved ego identity types 

http://www.eltsjournal.org/
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were better language learners in comparison 

with foreclosed and diffused types. 

In one more study, Anbreen ( 2015) 

studied the influence of English second 

language learning on Pakistani university 

students’ identity. This research aimed to 

study identity construction of foreign 

language learners in foreign language 

learning class rooms. It investigated the 

influence of English foreign language on 

Pakistani students’ identity. For the same 

reason, forty students who were studying 

English as second language in Lahore 

College for Women University, Pakistan 

participated in the research. The 

participants filled questionnaire and were 

interviewed. Results showed that identity is 

fluid and changing.  

3. Method 

3.1 Participants 

The Participants of this study were 

33 male students studying English as a 

foreign language in a language learning 

institute in Qom, Iran. They were adult 

learners enrolled in the highest level of 

Interchange book series (Passage 2). These 

students were selected through non-random 

convenient sampling. In order to reach at a 

homogenous sample in term of language 

proficiency a language proficiency test was 

administered to the subjects and four 

students were removed as outliers. As a 

result, 29 students were selected as final 

samples of the study.  

3.2 Instruments   

Two main instruments were used in 

this study. The first instrument was a 

measure of religious identity developed by 

Khodayarifard (2003) at Tehran University. 

This measure comprised of 100 different 

items investigating different dimensions of 

religiosity. The measured yielded a score 

between 0 and 100. The reliability and 

validity of the instrument were already 

proved by author for Iranian participants.  

The second instrument used in this study 

was a culture learning test developed by the 

researchers based on Ward and Deuba’s 

(1999) culture learning scale. The test 

involved all components of the adopted 

scale and brought forth a score between 0 

and 100 in ratio scale. The test was 

validated by experts in language teaching in 

English department of Chabahar maritime 

university. The reliability of this test too 

was proved in pilot study by 47 M.A 

students studying English language 

teaching at Chabahar maritime university 

with Chronbach alpha of 0.76 as stated in 

the following table.  
Table: 1 Reliability Statistics  

 
3.3 Procedure 

The measure of religious identity 

was administered to 29 participants of the 

study. The results obtained from this 

instrument were collected and entered into 

SPSS, version 19. Then, the culture learning 

questionnaire was administered to the 

subjects and the result entered in the 

software too. Both tests were administered 

in one single session. Before conducting 

Pearson product-moment correlation all 

four assumptions of the test (continuous 

variables, linear relationship, investigating 

outliers, normal distribution) were 

investigated by the researchers. In the next 

step the correlation between two sets of data 

was calculated and the results were reported 

in respective tables. In addition, based on 

the answers obtained form the culture 

learning questionnaire, those areas of 

foreign language culture which were not 

learned by subjects were identified and 

reported in a table. 

4. Results 

In order to answer the first question 

of the research, the tests were administered 

to 29 participants of the study and the 

relationship between scores obtained was 

calculated through Pearson product-

moment correlation and following results 

were obtained. 
Table: 2 Pearson Correlation of Scores  

 
In sum, A Pearson product-moment 

correlation was run to determine the 

relationship between religiosity and culture 

learning in an advanced level of language 

leaning course. There was a strong, negative 

correlation between these two variables, 

which was statistically significant (r = -

.760, n = 29, p = .005). 

  Also, in order to answer the second 

question of the research, the researchers 

analyzed all items of culture learning test 

and the following results were obtained: 
Table: 3 Results of Culture Learning Test  

http://www.eltsjournal.org/
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5. Discussion and Conclusion  

According to Tseng, 2002), it is 

clear that there is a link between learning 

and identity. The results obtained form the 

current research showed that more religious 

language learners are less liable to learn 

those aspects of foreign language culture 

which are in sharp contrast with those 

introduced by Islam such as friendship, 

marriage, dating, ideology and etc. In other 

words, due to the fact that Islam is an all 

inclusive religion and has religious precepts 

for all aspects of social and individual life, 

the Muslim language learners show little, if 

at all, tendency to learn those aspects of 

foreign language culture which are 

prohibited in their religion. Since 

participants of the study were in highest 

levels of a foreign language learning course, 

the finding of the research showed that the 

religious identity formed in Iranian 

language learners is an essentialist one 

which according to Virkkula and Nikula 

(2010) is something that is linked to a 

person’s self and therefore this kind of 

identity is singular and stable. Rather than 

avoiding interaction with all aspects of 

foreign language, Anderson and his 

colleagues (2009) believe that interaction 

with foreign language speakers and foreign 

language peoples is one more important 

factor which affects construction of 

language learners’ second language 

identity. Owing to the fact that interaction 

with foreign language people is minimal for 

the sake of political and ideological issues, 

the effect of primary religious identity 

stands robust among Iranian language 

learner.  

Although acculturation is an 

integral part of language learning, this 

effect attenuates in foreign language 

contexts such as Iran in which leaning 

different aspects of foreign language culture 

or even familiarity with these aspects seems 

enough. This is one more reason which 

holds Iranian religious language learners to 

creep in their religious bias while learning a 

foreign language. In addition, the findings 

of this research are in line with Peirce 

(1995) who believes that social identity is 

multiple and contradictory’ and a learner 

cannot isolate his/her cultural identity while 

learning due to continual dependence on 

their own cultural knowledge and identity.  

Therefore, Iranian educational 

policy makers, syllabus designers, course 

developers, teaching training centers and 

language teachers have to consider the 

religious identity of Iranian language 

learners. Also, considering the movement 

that has occurred in the world of language 

learning, all agents stated above are 

required to focus on local syllabus which 

takes into account all these environment-

specific issues and not unlike countries such 

as India and Malaysia move towards a 

nativised English, even with a more abyssal 

depth because Islamic identity has gone to 

the bottom of the heart of every single 

Iranian language learner.    
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