
Indonesian Journal of English Language Teaching, 11(2), October 2016, pp. 101-116 

Direct all correspondence to: ntz.iup@gmail.com 

Narrative data and analysis in Second Language teaching 

and learning 
 

Nugrahenny T. Zacharias 
English Department, Miami University, Ohio, USA 

 
Abstract 

The present paper offers a modest contribution to the existing and 

ongoing attempt to find a place for narrative research in language 

education. The purpose is mainly to explore and highlight insights 

gleaned from narrative research with regard to narrative data and 

analysis. Due to the diverse and unique nature of second language 

learning and teaching, I would argue that gathering narrative data 

from second language learners are paramount and in line with the 

existing attempt to view second language teaching and learning in 

its own right and not as imitation of first language learning. To 

develop my argument, I will first discuss the position of narrative 

research in second language education highlighting the 

contribution and insights that narrative research brings to second 

language teaching and learning. I will proceed to define narrative 

research and explains the various tools to elicit narrative data as 

well as issues that narrative researcher needs to consider when 

collecting narrative data. The paper ends by looking at issues and 

strategies in analyzing narrative data. In all of the discussion, 

relevant research is cited to illustrate the point being discussed. 

The paper will end by highlighting that the discussion about 

narrative data and analysis are not aimed to replace other tools of 

data elicitation and analysis. Rather, it aims to invite teachers and 

researchers to see narratives as a viable option in research as the 

methodology continues to move forward. 

Keywords: narrative research, Second Language Education, 

research methodology 

Introduction 

Narrative research has informed almost every discipline and 

profession and is no longer the exclusive province of literary study 

(Riessman, 2001). In the field of second language teaching and learning, the 

use of narrative research has only flourished in the 1990s. The acceptance of 

narrative research as legitimate data can be traced back to the paradigm shift 

from positivistic quantitative research methodology toward naturalistic 

qualitative methodology. Until the 1970s, the dominant research paradigm 
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in second language learning was positivist (Potocka, 2011) rooted in the 

EHOLHIV�WKDW�NQRZOHGJH�WR�VHFRQG�ODQJXDJH�OHDUQLQJ�FDQ�EH�³FDSWXUHG�WKURXJK�

careful, systematic processes of data collection, analysis, and interpretation.´�

The knowledge gleaned from such a rigorous and systematic research 

methods was also beOLHYHG�WR�EH�³REMHFWLYH�DQG�FDQ�EH�PHDVXUHG´��3RWRFND��

2011, p. 170). Within this view, successful second language learning was 

achieved when learners have a particular set of desirable characteristics such 

as aptitude, motivation, learning styles, and attitude, among others. Research 

informed by the positivist paradigm perceives a unidirectional causality 

between the classroom behaviors of teacher, students, and student 

achievement (Clark and Peterson, 1986). Inherent in the positivist research 

paradigm is the belief that learning is the product of teaching. 

Around 1980s, the positivist research paradigm was challenged by 

³SURFHVV-RULHQWHG´� �1XQDQ� DQG� &KRL�� ������ S�� ��� RU� ³SURFHVV-SURGXFW´�

(Potocka, 2011, p. 170) research or, more commonly known as, qualitative 

research. Different from the product orientation of positivist research 

paradigm, qualitative research paradigm concerns more with the processes 

of learning a second language. Nunan (1989) notes that qualitative approach 

to second language learning foFXVHV� RQ� ³GRFXPHQWLQJ� DQG� DQDO\]LQJ�ZKDW�

actually goes on in the classroom, rather than simply measuring the end 

SRLQW�RI� OHDUQLQJ´��S������ ,W�SULPDULO\�VHHNV�WR�H[SORUH�WKH�³FRPSOH[LWLHV�RI�

WHDFKLQJ�DQG�OHDUQLQJ�LQ�JHQHUDO´��3RWRFND��������S�������UDWKHU�than to find 

evidence of a superiority of a given method, coursebook, practice and/or 

certain characteristics of students. 

Following the qualitative turn in the field of second language 

HGXFDWLRQ�LV�D�IRFXV�RQ�³WKH�SHRSOH�ZKR�DFWXDOO\�WHDFK�DQG�OHDUQ�ODQJXages 

DQG�KRZ�WKH�DFWLYLWLHV�RI�WHDFKLQJ�DQG�OHDUQLQJ�ODQJXDJHV�ILW�LQWR�WKHLU�OLYHV´�

(Barkhuizen, Benson, and Chik, 2014, p. 11) and this is where the 

contribution of narrative research. Lantolf and Pavlenko (2001) assert that 

narrative approaches to research have treat language learners not as object of 

LQTXLU\�EXW�DV�KXPDQ�EHLQJ�ZKR�³DFWLYHO\�HQJDJH�LQ�FRQVWUXFWLQJ�WKH�WHUPV�

DQG�FRQGLWLRQV�RI� WKHLU�RZQ�OHDUQLQJ´��S��������'HVSLWH�WKH�XQLTXH�LQVLJKWV�

that narrative research brings to second language education, narrative 

UHVHDUFK�FRQWLQXHV�WR�EH�³XQGHUXVHG´��1HOVRQ��������S�������DQG�DW�DQ�HDUO\�

VWDJH� �%DUNKXL]HQ���������$QG� WKHUHIRUH�� LW� LV� ³DW� D� VWDJH�RI�QHHGLQJ� WR�«�

MXVWLI\� LWV� H[LVWHQFH� DQG� WR� WKHRUL]H� LWV� UDWLRQDOH´� �1HOVRQ�� ������ S�� ������

Indeed, in a recent survey of 10 international language learning and teaching 

journals between the years 1997-2006, Nelson (2011) reported that among 

nearly 500 articles, only around 10 percent were narratively-driven although 

they did not explicitly categorize them as narrative studies.  

The impetus for the current paper is driven by the relatively recent 

uptake of narrative inquiry in second language teaching and learning. The 
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purpose is mainly to explore the contribution and insights gleaned from 

narrative inquiry into second language teaching and learning. The present 

chapter hopes to offer a modest contribution to the existing and ongoing 

attempt to find a place for narrative research in second language education. 

What is narrative research? 

'HILQLQJ� WKH� WHUP� µQDUUDWLYH� UHVHDUFK�¶� ZKLFK� DW� ILUVW� VLJKW� PLJKW�

seem unproblematic and straightforward, turn out to be surprisingly difficult. 

Etymologically speaking, the term narrative research cannot be separated 

IURP�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�WKH�ZRUG�µQDUUDWLYH¶�ZKLFK�LQ�WKH�VLPSOHVt sense means 

³VWRULHV� RI� H[SHULHQFH´� �%DUNKXL]HQ� DQG� :HWWH�� ������ SS� 373) or more 

HODERUDWHO\�DV�³D� WH[W� WKDW�FRQQHFWV�HYHQWV�� DFWLRQV��DQG�H[SHULHQFHV�DFURVV�

time and that additionally evaluates these events and experiences (Labov, 

2006 cited in Menard-:DUZLFN�� ������ S�� ������ 7KHUHIRUH�� µQDUUDWLYH�

UHVHDUFK¶�FDQ�EH�GHILQHG�DV�DQ\�V\VWHPDWLF�LQTXLU\�WKDW�IRFXVHV�RQ�SHRSOH¶V�

stories (Barkhuizen and Wette, 2008) with regard to the way they were told, 

the linguistic devices use to represent the story, how people construe 

meaning from the narrative (Smith, 2001) and most significantly, identify 

patterns emerging from those stories.  

There are several characteristics distinguishing narrative research 

from other types of research.  For Smith (2001), narrative research generally 

focuses on exploring the link between meaning that inheres in the narrative 

within as well as across participants. Following Barkhuizen, Benson, and 

&KLN� �������� WKH�ZRUG�³SDUWLFLSDQW´� LV�XVHG�KHUH�DV�ZHOO�DV� WKURXJKRXW� WKH�

paper to refer tR� ³WKH� SHUVRQ� ZKRVH� H[SHULHQFHV� DUH� QDUUDWHG� LQ� D� VWXG\�

�HLWKHU� ELRJUDSKLFDOO\� RU� DXWRELRJUDSKLFDOO\�´� �S�� ����+RZHYHU�� WKH�ZD\� LQ�

ZKLFK� QDUUDWLYH� UHVHDUFKHUV� JR� DERXW� LQ� H[SORULQJ� WKLV� OLQN� LV� ³IDU� IURP�

DJUHHG� XSRQ´� �%DUNKXL]HQ�� ������ S�� ����� RU� GR� QRW� IRllow one single 

universal approach (Sparkes, 2002). Indeed, Smith and Sparkes (in press) 

QRWH� WKDW� QDUUDWLYH� UHVHDUFK� FKDUDFWHUL]HG� E\� ³WHQVLRQV� DQG� FRQQHFWLRQV��

GLIIHUHQFHV� DQG� VLPLODULWLHV�� DQG� FRQWUDVWV� DQG� GLVSDULW\´� �FLWHG� LQ� 6PLWK��

2001, p. 391). Therefore, Smith (2001) suggests treating narrative research 

DV� ³DQ� XPEUHOOD� WHUP� IRU� D� PRVDLF� RI� UHVHDUFK� HIIRUWV�� ZLWK� GLYHUVH�

theoretical musings, methods, empirical groundings, and/or significance all 

UHYROYLQJ�DURXQG�DQ�LQWHUHVW�LQ�QDUUDWLYH´��6PLWK�����1, p. 392).  

Despite the seemingly disparate perspectives of what narrative 

research is, there is nevertheless an overarching commonality with regard to 

narrative data and data analysis, which will be the focus of the next sections.  
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Tools for Eliciting Narrative Data 

In second language learning and teaching, narrative data consist of 

³WH[WV� ZKLFK� WHOO� VWRULHV� RI� OLYHG� H[SHULHQFH´� �%DUNKXL]HQ�� ������ S�� ������

0LVWU\��������JLYHV�D�EURDGHU�GHILQLWLRQ�RI�QDUUDWLYH�WR�LQFOXGH�³DOO�W\SHV�RI�

discourse in which event structured materials is shared with readers or 

listeners, including fictional stories, personal narratives, accounts and 

UHFRXQWV�RI�HYHQWV��UHDO�RU�LPDJLQHG�´��S��������$OWKRXJK�QDUUDWLYH�UHVHDUFK�

can utilize data from published language memoirs (see, for example, 

Pavlenko, 2001) and thus, do not need to be elicited, in second language 

education, there are tools to elicit data from L2 learners and teachers. By 

exploring narrative research conducted in second language education, I 

identify four tools commonly used to generate narrative data.  

1. Interview 

Interview might be the most common tool used to collect narrative 

data (Higgins and Sandhu, 2015). Compared to other tools, it is safe to say 

that narrative data collected through interviews were highly dialogic in 

QDWXUH�� :KLOH� LQ� RWKHU� WRROV� �VHH� EHORZ�� WKH� UHVHDUFKHU¶V� LQYROYHPHQW� LV�

somewhat limited to designing narrative prompts and/or template, the 

interview format allows the researcher to steer the direction of narrative data 

according to the topic of investigation. The interview used in narrative 

research is most often life history and unstructured although a few narrative 

research utilizes semi-structured interviews (see, for example, Manara 

2013). Compared to qualitative interviewing, data collected through 

narrative interviews focus on a very limited number of participants.  

$�XVHIXO�LOOXVWUDWLRQ�RI�QDUUDWLYH�UHVHDUFK�XWLOL]LQJ�LQWHUYLHZ�LV�7VXL¶V�

(2007) study, in which she interviewed one EFL teacher from China, 

Minfang, to explore how he negotiated his teacher identity throughout his 

VL[�\HDUV�RI�WHDFKLQJ��7VXL�H[SODLQV�WKDW�0LQIDQJ¶V�QDUUDWLYH�ZDV�FRQVWUXFWHG�

over the span of six months. What is interesting, Tsui referred to the 

LQWHUYLHZ�DV�³IDFH-to-IDFH�VWRU\WHOOLQJ´��S�������DQG�³�LQWHQVive face-to-face 

FRQYHUVDWLRQ´�� ZKLFK� DUH� FKDUDFWHULVWLFV� RI� QDUUDWLYH� LQWHUYLHZLQJ�� 7KH�

informal and conversational natures of the interviews also allow Tsui to 

share her own experiences, which are only made possible with this type of 

tool of elicitation. Another study employing narrative interviewing is Plews, 

%UHFNHQULGJH�� DQG�&DPEUH¶V� ������� VWXG\��7KH� VWXG\� DLPHG� WR� XQGHUVWDQG�

the professional experiences of four Mexican English teachers teaching their 

native tongue in an English-speaking environment. Here, interviews were 

chosen because of their ability to capture the complex relationship between 
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the social, personal, and psychological dimensions of the experience from 

WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�SHUVSHFWLYHV��7RJHWKHU��WKHVH�WZR�VWXGLHV�LOOXVWUDWH�WKDW�RQO\�

thrRXJK� QDUUDWLYH� LQWHUYLHZLQJ�� UHVHDUFKHUV� DUH� DEOH� WR� ³JDLQ� D� KROLVWLF�

XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�H[SHULHQFHV´��+LJJLQV�DQG�6DQGKX�������� 

2. Journals and Diaries  

Another tool to elicit narrative data is journals or diaries. Journals or 

diaries can be written both by L2 learners and L2 teachers. Pavlenko (2007) 

H[SODLQHG�WKDW�/��OHDUQHUV¶�MRXUQDOV�FDQ�EH�ZULWWHQ�HLWKHU�³VSRQWDQHRXVO\�RU�

LQ� UHVSRQVH� WR� WHDFKHUV¶� DQG� UHVHDUFKHUV¶� UHTXHVWV�´�+RZHYHU�� LQIRUPHG�E\�

my experience utilizing journals in the classroom, they are most effective 

when integrated in class assessment. When extracting L2 narratives through 

journals, it is important to provide scaffolding or guidance to make sure the 

GDWD� JDWKHUHG� LV� ³HDVLO\� DQDO\]DEOH´� �%DUNKXL]HQ��%HQVRQ�� DQG�&KLN� ���4, 

S�����DQG�³JHQHUDWH�UHOHYDQW�LQVLJKWV´��%DUNKXL]HQ��%HQVRQ��DQG�&KLN�������

p.12) into the topic of investigation or what Barkhuizen and Wette (2008) 

WHUPHG�DV� µQDUUDWLYH� IUDPHV�¶�([DPSOHV�RI�QDUUDWLYH� IUDPHV� LQ� WKH�DUHDV�RI�

second language teaching and learning, research methodology, language 

curriculum and material development, and assessment in the language 

curriculum can be seen in Barkhuizen and Wette (2008, pp. 377).  

3. Language learning history/autobiography 

Third is language learning history (LLH��RU�³OLQJXLVWLF�ELRJUDSKLHV´�

(Pavlenko, 2007, p. 165). Different from journals or diaries which are often 

kept over a span of several weeks, LLH is written one time although to 

XQGHUVWDQG� VWXGHQWV¶� GHYHORSPHQW� RYHU� WLPH�� LW� FDQ� EH� UHYLVLWHG� RYHU� D�

period of time or at the end of the course (see, for example, Cotterall and 

Murray, 2009). LLH is a written account tracing on a particular aspect of 

language learning (E.g. language, identity, writing development) and discuss 

KRZ� DQG� ZK\� WKLV� DVSHFW� ZDV� ³DFTXLUHG�� XVHG�� RU� DEDQGRQHG´� �3DYOHQNR��

������S��������7KURXJK�VWXG\LQJ�OHDUQHUV¶�//+V��0XUSKH\��������IRXQG�WKDW�

//+V�SURYLGH�D�PHGLWDWLRQDO� WRRO� WR� VWLPXODWH� OHDUQHUV¶�PHWD-awareness of 

factors affecting their learning. Most significantly, by writing their histories 

down, students could take ownership of their own learning process and thus, 

be more equipped for future learning. 

4. Observation  

$OWKRXJK� REVHUYDWLRQ� LV� FRQVLGHUHG� WR� EH� ³WKH� PRVW� FRPPRQ�

PHWKRGV�IRU�TXDOLWDWLYH�GDWD�FROOHFWLRQ´��7URFKLP��������S���), to the best of 

my knowledge, it is rarely found in narrative research, except for Gibson 

(2003). He studied the relationship between past experiences and the 
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development of professional knowledge of one pre-service teacher narrative 

accounts participating in a professional development program. The narrative 

accounts were elicited through participant observation. To collect a 

trustworthy narrative account, Gibson emphasized the need for the 

UHVHDUFKHU�WR�³>EH@�DFFHSWHG´��S������DQG�HQJDJHG�LQ�WKH�OHDUQLQJ community 

achieved by a prolonged presence in the research context. He observed Kim 

(the participant) from the first day to the end of the semester (a total of 

fourteen weeks). Different from other tools of narrative elicitation, Gibson 

maintained that obVHUYDWLRQ�SURYLGHV�³PXFK�ULFKHU�DQG�WKLFNHU�GDWD´��S�������

By opting for being a participant observer, Gibson was not only a researcher 

EXW�PRUH�LPSRUWDQWO\�³SDUW�RI�WKH�FRPPXQLW\´��S�����ZKLFK�JDYH�KLP�DFFHVV�

to not only the words of the participant but also the visual images when she 

VKDUH�DERXW�KHU�SHUVRQDO�DQG�SURIHVVLRQDO�H[SHULHQFHV��)URP�*LEVRQ¶V�VWXG\��

it can be learned that narrative data collected through observation enable 

researcher to witness and record events as they unfold.  

Although the tools for generating narrative data are discussed 

separately, it by no means indicates that they need to be used as such. Since 

people understanding of their own linguistic performance and competence 

do not always correspond to reality (Vitanova, 2004), certain issues (E.g. 

linguistic development, language shift) (Pavlenko, 2007) or certain research 

(E.g. longitudinal study, in-depth research) might require other data source, 

not merely narrative data. Pavlenko further explains that by triangulating 

narrative data with other data source, researchers can identify and explain 

LQFRQVLVWHQFLHV�DV�ZHOO�DV�FRQVLVWHQFLHV�EHWZHHQ�HYHQWV�RU�³EHWZHHQ�FRQWHQW�

DQG�IRUP´��S�������DV�ZHOO�DV�SURYLGH�GLIIHUHQW�ZD\V�RI�VHHLQJ�WKH�WRSLF�RI�

investigation.  

Issues in Eliciting Narrative Data 

When eliciting narrative data from second language learners and 

teachers, there are several issues that researcher needs to be aware of. The 

first and immediate issue put forward by Pavlenko (2007), is the language of 

the elicitation (pp.172). To avoid compromising the representativeness of 

the narrative, Pavlenko (2008) suggests the language of the elicitation 

ideally should be in the language of the experience. However, for second 

language individuals this might not be straightforward. A possible reason 

can be explained by taking into account the concept of inner voice in second 

ODQJXDJH� OHDUQLQJ�� DGYDQFHG� E\� 7RPOLQVRQ� �������� ,QQHU� YRLFH� LV� ³VSHHFK�

VRXQGV�LQ�WKH�PLQG��>7KH�ODQJXDJH@�ZH�XVH�«ZKHQHYHU�ZH�WDON�WR�RXUVHOYHV� 

whenever we want to develop our responses and thoughts, and whenever we 

QHHG�WR�PDNH�GHFLVLRQV�RU�SODQV´��7RPOLVRQ��������FLWHG�LQ�=KDQJ��������S��
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14). When researcher requires learners to produce a narrative, then, the 

learner needs to access their inner voice. It might be safely assumed that 

requiring participants to construct a narrative in a language of their inner 

voice might require less cognitive capability than in the second language. 

Therefore, language proficiency in L2 also needs to be considered when the 

L2 is the laQJXDJH�RI�WKH�WHOOLQJ��0F&DIIHUW\¶V��������VWXG\�UHSRUWHG�WKDW�WKH�

higher proficiency levels in the language, the easier students were able to 

speak their minds. 

To resolve the issue of the language of the elicitation, Pavlenko 

(2007) suggests considering the research purpose and the language shared 

between the researcher and participants. When the participant has a low 

proficiency in the L2, then, the L1 can be used provided that the participants 

and the researcher share the same language. However, when the study aims 

to explore the participant linguistic representation of an event, then, 

gathering narrative data in both languages might be useful because ³WKH�

SUHVHQWDWLRQ� RI� HYHQWV� PD\� YDU\� JUHDWO\� ZLWK� WKH� ODQJXDJH� RI� WKH� WHOOLQJ´�

(Pavlenko, 2007, p. 172). Nekvapil (2003) suggests collecting several 

QDUUDWLYHV� IURP� WKH�VDPH�SDUWLFLSDQWV� LQ�DOO� WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶� ODQJXDJHV�DQG�

ideally, these narratives should be collected by different interviewers to 

allow for different constructions of identities with different interviewers. 

Another practical alternative is to ask the participants in which language 

they want to share their narratives in as in Park (2012). In her study, the 

participant opts for sharing their narrative in English as a learning media to 

use the second language. 

6HFRQG� LV� WKH� GHJUHH� RI� ³GLVFXUVLYH� FROODERUDWLRQ´� �%DUNKXL]HQ��

Benson, and Chik 2014, p. 396). Degree of collaboration means the extent to 

which the process of data collection allows the researcher to be involved in 

shaping and reshaping the data. Each tool for eliciting data requires a 

different degree of collaboration between the researcher and the participants. 

Generally, oral tool, such as interviews, requires relatively high degree of 

collaboration between the researcher and the participant. For example, 

Barkhuizen (2006) disclosed that when he studied migrant participants, he 

ZDV� DFWLYHO\� LQYROYHG� GXULQJ� WKH� LQWHUYLHZ� SURFHVV� ³VKDSLQJ� ERWK� WKH�

FRQWHQW�DQG�WKH�IRUP�RI�WKH�QDUUDWLYHV´��S��������6LPLODUO\��ZKHQ�FRQGXFWLQJ�

an interview to collect data on Indonesian teacher experiences studying in 

the US (Zacharias, 2010), my role during the interview process was not only 

VKDSLQJ� EXW� DOVR� GLUHFWLQJ� WKH� GDWD� IORZ� VR� WKDW� SDUWLFLSDQWV¶� QDUUDWLRQ� RI�

events aligned with the topic(s) of investigation.  

Several narrative researchers point to the importance of critically 

UHIOHFWLQJ�RQ� WKH�UROH�RI� UHVHDUFKHU� LQ�VKDSLQJ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�QDUUDWLYHV��2QH�

of those researchers is Menard-Warwick (2011). When writing a narrative 

account reflecting on the methodology of narrative analysis, Menard-
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Warwick (2011) found that such a seemingly simple filler such as 

³0PPKPP´�ZDV�D�VLJQLILFDQW�WRRO�HQFRXUDJLQJ�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQW�WR�HODERUDWH��

6KH�IXUWKHU�DGYDQFHV�WKDW�EHLQJ�D�³VXSSRUWLYH´�LQWHUYLHZHU�LV�SDUDPRXQW�LQ�

the SURFHVV�RI�GDWD�FROOHFWLRQ��6KH�ZULWHV�WKDW�³9HURQLFD¶V�>KHU�SDUWLFLSDQW@�

narrative was constructed in dialogue with a supportive interviewer, who 

said little but encouraged her to continue drawing connections between 

varied cultural experiences, not all tLHG�H[SOLFLWO\� WR� ODQJXDJH� OHDUQLQJ´��S��

570). 

If oral elicitation tools require a high degree of collaboration, written 

elicitation tools (E.g. journal/diaries and language learning history) invite 

little or even no researcher involvement during the process of construction. 

:KHQ� FROOHFWLQJ� QDUUDWLYH� GDWD� WR� H[SORUH� VWXGHQWV¶� FODVVURRP�SDUWLFLSDQWV�

(Zacharias, 2014), my involvement was limited to preparing the narrative 

prompt and providing written feedback. Also, written narratives are time-

efficient to collect. It enables researchers to collect a large amount of data at 

WKH�VDPH�WLPH��,Q�%DUNKXL]HQ�DQG�:HWWH¶V�VWXG\���������KH�XWLOL]HG�ZULWWHQ�

narratives to gather data from 200 teachers participated in a summer teacher 

education program in China. In addition, writing allows more time for the 

participants to think through and construct their narrative. 

Certainly the lack of researcher involvement of some data tools has 

consequences to the quality of narrative data. With tools that allow for high 

discursive collaboration between the researcher and narrator (E.g. 

interviews), researcher is able to scaffold both in terms of content and 

language to generate narrative data that are consistent with the topic of 

investigation. Even when participants share experiences that seem irrelevant, 

researcher can ask for clarification or redirect the narrative flow to the issue 

at hand. Unfortunately, this is not available to tools that allow for little 

researcher collaboration. To this end, Barkhuizen recommends the use of 

µQDUUDWLYH�WHPSODWHV¶��%DUNKXL]HQ�DQG�:HWWH���������������1DUUDWLYH�IUDPHV�

DUH� ³ZULWLQJ� IUDPHV´� �%DUNKXL]HQ� DQG� :HWWH�� ������ S�� � ������ 1DUUDWLYH�

frames have at least two functions: to guide the participants of what to write 

(content scaffolding) and to provide structural scaffolding helping 

participants to a possible organization pattern of their narrative 

(organizational scaffolding). Despite the limitation of narrative frame to 

quality of narrative data, Barkhuizen and Wette (2008) maintains that they 

aid the narrative analysis because the narrative data are already structured in 

³QDUUDWLYHO\�VHTXHQFHG�DUUDQJHPHQW�RI�WKH�IUDPHV´��S������GLUHFWO\�UHOHYDQW�

to the aim of the study. 
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Narrative Analysis: Principles and Strategies 

By discussing narrative data and narrative analysis in separate 

section, I am not suggesting that narrative data collection and analysis 

should be conducted separately. In fact in narrative analysis, as in any 

TXDOLWDWLYH� UHVHDUFK�� ³WKHUH� LV� QR� SDUWLFXODU� PRPHQW� ZKHQ� GDWD� DQDO\VLV�

begins´� �6WDNH�� ������ S�� �����+RZHYHU�� IRU� SUDFWLFDOLW\� SXUSRVH�� ,� IRXQG� LW�

useful to start data analysis when formulating the tools to elicit narrative 

GDWD��6XFK�DQ�HDUO\�VWDUW�PD\�SURYLGH�D�GLUHFWLRQ�DQG�³UHILQH�GDWD�FROOHFWLRQ�

VWUDWHJLHV´��%DUNKXL]HQ��%HQVRQ, and Chik, 2014, p. 73). When conducting 

narrative analysis, Barkhuizen, Benson, and Chik (2014) point to the need to 

pay attention to the principles of iterative, emergent, and interpretative.  

Iterative 

Iterative-ness, first coined by Dörnyei (2007), is a process to describe 

the analysis process in qualitative research. If quantitative analysis tends to 

EH�³RUGHUO\´��S�������DQG�³LQ�D�OLQHDU�PDQQHU´��S��������TXDOLWDWLYH�DQDO\VLV�

LV�OLNHO\�LWHUDWLYH��WKDW�LV��³QRQOLQHDU´�RU�³]LJ-]DJ´��S�������RU�PHVV\��Poving 

back and forth between data collection, analysis and interpretation. Also, it 

is not uncommon for qualitative researcher to collect complementary data 

during the data analysis and interpretation processes as depicted in a study 

by Tsui (2007). In studying the narrative of Minfang, an EFL teacher from 

China, the data collection did not stop after she conducted face-to-face 

LQWHUYLHZ� DQG� FROOHFWHG� KLV� GLDULHV�� 7VXL� FRQWLQXHG� WR� ³UHVKDSHG� DQG�

enriched [the diaries] as I [the researcher] responded to his diaries by sharing 

P\� RZQ� H[SHULHQFHV� DQG� SURELQJ� IRU�PRUH� LQIRUPDWLRQ´� �S�� ������ ,QGHHG��

Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2006) warn against collecting too much data at the 

LQLWLDO�VWDJH�RI�WKH�UHVHDUFK�EHFDXVH�LW�PD\�³GLVWUDFW�XV�>WKH�UHVHDUFKHU@�IURP�

reflecting oQ�GHWDLOV´��S������� 

Despite the iterative-ness of the narrative analysis process, once the 

data are gathered they need to be organized in such a way to make the 

patterns of regularity and irregularity visible within and across narratives, 

and thus, can be easily observed, measured, and represented. To ease the 

data analysis process, Barkhuizen, Benson, and Chik (2014) suggest 

researchers to consider the form of narrative data; whether or not it is 

already in a narrative form (E.g. published language autobiography, elicited 

language learning history, or completed narrative frames). In narrative 

analysis, the form of data will, to a certain degree, guide the direction of the 

data analysis and interpretation. 
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Emergent 

The second principle often associated with narrative analysis is the 

idea of emergent (Barkhuizen, Benson, and Chik, 2014). Different from 

quantitative data analysis where category has been predetermined even prior 

to gathering data (Dörnyei, 2007), in narrative analysis the categories or 

codes LGHDOO\� VKRXOG� HPHUJH� DV� D� UHVXOW� RI� ³KDUG�� DQG� RIWHQ� FUHDWLYH��

LQWHUSUHWDWLYH�ZRUN´��%DUNKXL]HQ��%HQVRQ��DQG�&KLN��������S�������+RZHYHU��

emergent here should not be taken to mean that categories and themes are 

free-floating ready to be captured through data analysis process. In fact, 

Pavlenko (2007) asserts that when analyzing narrative data, researcher needs 

to formulate theoretical framework through which potential themes can be 

drawn. This so-FDOOHG� ³SUHILJXUHG´� �&UHVZHOO�� ������ S�� ����� WKHPH� KHOSV�

researcher in the data analysis process to provide a lens through which data 

can be read and interpreted. On studying 17 PRC ESL learners on their 

English learning experience in an intensive English course in Singapore, 

VRPH�RI�6LP¶V� �������PDMRU� WKHPHV�±motivation, beliefs about themselves 

as language learners, differences to learning English in China and Singapore 

DQG� WHDFKHUV¶� UROH²were drawn from literature review on factors affecting 

second language acquisition. In studying the identity development of an EFL 

teacher in China, Tsui (2007) analyzed the data based on the literature 

reviews of identity development proposed by Wenger (1998).  

Despite the potential benefits of prefigured themes, they should not 

be treated as straightjackets but rather, suggestions. Researcher needs to 

maintain an open minded attitude of new themes or categories initially not 

included in the theoretical framework but might emerge through the data 

collection and/or analysis process. In a study of nine female EFL teachers 

working in higher education in Japan, Simon-Maeda (2004) admitted that 

she needed to change the initial focus of the interview (sexual discrimination 

LQ�WKH�ZRUN�SODFH��WR�DFFRPPRGDWH�IRU�0DULDK¶V��WKH�SDUWLFLSDQW��H[SHULHQFH�

in racial discriminative practice in job recruitment. Similarly, in a narrative 

VWXG\�RI� ��� ,QGRQHVLDQ� OHDUQHUV¶� FODVVURRP�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��=DFKDULDV� �������

refocuses the data analysis to center RQ� WHDFKHU� IDFWRUV� DIIHFWLQJ� OHDUQHUV¶�

FODVVURRP�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�EHFDXVH�³WHDFKHU-related variables were found to be 

UHFXUULQJ�WKHPHV�LQ�PDMRULW\�RI�WKH�VWXGHQW�QDUUDWLYHV´��S����� 

 

Interpretativeness 

When conducting the analysis, narrative researchers have warned us 

WR� VHH�QDUUDWLYH�GDWD�QRW�DV� IDFWV�EXW�³GLVFXUVLYH�FRQVWUXFWLRQV´� �3DYlenko, 

2007, p.216). This leads us to the third principle of narrative analysis in 

addition to iterative and emergent, which is interpretativeness. Dörnyei 

�������PDLQWDLQV�WKDW�WKH�GDWD�DQDO\VLV�LQ�TXDOLWDWLYH�UHVHDUFK�LV�³XOWLPDWHO\�
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WKH�SURGXFW�RI�WKH�UHVHDUFKHU¶V�VXEMHFWLYH�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�GDWD´��S�������

,W�LV�LPSRVVLEOH�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�QDUUDWLYH�DQDO\VLV�LV�IUHH�IURP�WKH�UHVHDUFKHU¶V�

conceptual bias with regard to culture, race, and educational background, to 

name a few, as well as read from no theoretical standpoints.  

With the interpretative principle also comes the understanding that 

the interpretation of narrative analysis is only part of the many possible 

interpretations and thus, need to be subjugated to continuous questioning 

(Lee and Simon-Maeda, 2006, p. 575) and reinterpretation. In their personal 

narrative, for example, Simon-Maeda (in Lee and Simon-Maeda, 2006) 

reminded the readers that her narrative constructions of the participants 

VKRXOG� QRW� EH� WDNHQ� DV� ³WKH� WUXWK�´� ,Q� DQDO\]LQJ� WKH� QDUUDWLYHV� RI� ;LD�� D�

nonnative English speaker studying in the US, Park (2012) reminded readers 

WKDW� KHU� ³LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ� LV� RQH� RI� PDQ\� SRVVLEOH� UHDGLQJV� RI� WKH� GDWD�

SUHVHQWHG�WR�GDWD´��S������ 

Although all narrative researchers might agree that narrative studies 

are fundamentally subjective, the degree to which this subjectivity should be 

addressed in research reports is varied. In her study of one EFL teacher in 

&KLQD��0LQIDQJ��7VXL¶V� �������UROH� LQ�VKDSLQJ� WKH�GDWD�FROOHFWHG�ZDV�GRQH�

WKURXJK� UHVSRQGLQJ� WR�0LQIDQJ¶V� GLDULHV�� VKDUing her own experience, and 

probing for more information. The role was shared by Manara (2013) when 

studying four Indonesian teacher educators. She wrote that her role was 

³HQDEOLQJ�P\VHOI�DV�LQWHUYLHZHU´��S��������DQG�DVNLQJ�GLIIHUHQW�YDULDWLRQV�RI�

questiRQV�� 3OHZV��%UHFNHQULGJH�� DQG�&DPEUH¶V� ������� UROH� WR� FRQWURO� WKHLU�

subjectivity was conducted not during the data collection stage as in the case 

of Tsui (2007) and Manara (2013). Prior to the interviewing process, they 

conducted two think aloud sessions; one before interviewing the first two 

participants and another before interviewing the second two participants. 

However, the extent to which this strategy is successful in minimizing 

researcher subjectivity is no where to be found in the report. 

Different from Tsui (2007), Manara (2013) and Plews, a few, yet 

growing number of, narrative researchers felt the need to address this issue 

more elaborately and openly (see, among others, Menard-Warwick, 2011; 

Simon-Maeda, 2004). Simon-Maeda (2004) for example, shares that her 

status as English teacher, a long-term resident of Japan and an expatriate 

were attributes that she continually reflected on when interviewing her 

female participants of color. Together, Simon-Maeda and Lee (2006) wrote 

a full-brown paper interrogating the extent to which their racial identities 

mediate the data collection and analysis processes. Menard-Warwick (2011) 

QDUUDWHG�WKH�³PHWKRGRORJLFDO�GHFLVLRQV��LQVSLUDWLRQV��DQG�GLOHPPDV´��S�������

when analyzing narratives in particular the effect of different analytical 

IRFXV� WR� WKH� GLVFXUVLYH� FRQVWUXFWLRQ� RI� SDUWLFLSDQWV¶� QDUUDWLYHV�� %\�

addressing the subjective nature of narrative data analysis explicitly in the 
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research reports, these researchers show that they were aware of this and 

have taken any necessary attempts to manage them. 

Other than being critical to what being added during the analysis 

process, interpretativeness also entails being critical to what is being 

omitted, which rarely addressed during the narrative analysis stage. 

SilvermaQ� QRWHV� WKDW� ³>H@YHU\�ZD\� RI� VHHLQJ� LV� DOVR� D�ZD\� RI� QRW� VHHLQJ´�

�������S��������/HH¶V��LQ�/HH�DQG�0DHGD���WR�P\�NQRZOHGJH��LV�RQH�DPRQJ�

WKH�IHZ�QDUUDWLYH�UHVHDUFKHUV�ZKR�GUDZ�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�KRZ�UHVHDUFKHU¶V�UDFHV�

PD\� SHUSHWXDWH� ³ZKDW� LV� EHLQJ� RPLWWHG´�� :KHQ interviewing one of her 

SDUWLFLSDQWV��/LVD�� VKH�QRWLFHG� WKDW�/LVD�RIWHQ�XWWHU�SKUDVHV� VXFK�DV�³LI�\RX�

XQGHUVWDQG�ZKDW� ,¶P�VD\LQJ´�RU�³,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ� LI�\RX¶YH�KDG� WKDW� >IHHOLQJ@�

EHIRUH´�� 8SRQ� UHIOHFWLRQ�� /HH� ZRQGHUHG� LI� ³/LVD� ZRXOG� KDYH� PDGH� VXFK�

rhetorical DVLGHV� LI� VKH�ZHUH� EHLQJ� LQWHUYLHZHG�E\� D�:KLWH� UHVHDUFKHU´� �S��

584). This reflective awareness has given her insight to the way the 

SDUWLFLSDQW¶V�YLHZ�RI�/HH¶V�SRVLWLRQ��7R�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQW�RI�FRORU��/HH�ZDV�QRW�

RQO\� D� UHVHDUFKHU� EXW� DOVR� ³D� OHJLWLPDWH� VSeaker and listener to her 

H[SHULHQFHV´��S������� 

There are different ways that researchers can do to minimize 

UHVHDUFKHU¶V� VXEMHFWLYLW\�� 2QH� ZD\� LV� E\� DSSO\LQJ� VRPH� VRUWV� RI� GLVWDQFH�

during the data analysis process commonly known as member-checking. 

Member-checking can be loosely defined as involving the participants in the 

data analysis process. The literature of narrative research reports showed 

that member-checking can be conducted in different stages of data analysis 

process. In Park (2012), for example, she invited the participants to member-

check their demographic information displayed in a table form. In Mitton-

.�NQHU�� 1HOVRQ�� DQG� 'HVURFKHUV¶� VWXG\� �������� WKH\� VHQW� WKH� LQWHUYLHZ�

transcripts to the participants. In another study, member-checking was 

conducted in a much later stage of the data analysis process. When 

DQDO\]LQJ� +X¶V� QDUUDWLYHV�� DQ� ()/� WHDFKHU� LQ� &KLQD�� /LX� DQG� ;X� �������

utilized a four-step narrative analysis process: 1) Making sense of the 

narratives; 2) Coding themes; 3) Reconstructing the narratives for a 

storyline; and 4) Telling and retelling, living and reliving the stories. It is not 

XQWLO� /LX� DQG� ;X¶V� �WKH� �
th

 step) completed the process of creating and 

EXLOGLQJ�+X¶V��WKH�SDUWLFLSDQW��QDUUDWLYHV�WKDW�WKH\�VKDUHG�LW�ZLWK�+X� 

Issues related to narrative research methodology will undoubtedly be 

with us for years and even decades to come. By making readers aware of the 

principles of iterative, emergent, and interpretative in narrative analysis 

process, hopefully they can be minimized and thought through when 

conducting narrative research.  

 



Indonesian Journal of English Language Teaching, 11(2), October 2016, pp. 101-116 113 

Closing Remarks 

7KH�SDSHU�HQGV�ZLWK�µFORVLQJ�UHPDUNV¶�UDWKHU�WKDQ�D�µFRQFOXVLRQ¶�WR�

index that at this point narrative research is still in infancy and an emerging 

methodology that needs further exploration and discussion before any 

conclusion can be made. The paper has outlined the different tools to gather 

narrative data in second language teaching and learning. It also attempts to 

identify issues that researcher needs to pay attention when dealing with 

narrative data. It is worth noting that the overall purpose of the chapter is not 

to imply that narrative data and analysis should replace other tools of data 

elicitation and analysis. Rather, it aims to invite teachers and researchers to 

see narratives as a viable option in research as the methodology continues to 

move forward. Hopefully, what has been discussed in the present paper 

provides insights to existing, yet limited, overview of narrative data and 

analysis commonly found in second language teaching and learning.  
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