A Rose by Any Other NaméZ

The Question of Using English Names in English Education

Department of English Language and Culture

It is not unusual in language institutes for Korean
children to be asked to choose an English name. I have
been asked on several occasions if I believe this is an
acceptable educational policy. As far as learning is
concerned choosing or not choosing an English name will
neither directly help you learn English nor will it directly
prevent you from learning English. Therefore, using or
not using an English name has nothing to do with
language learning per se, but adopting an English name
may offer other disadvantages or advantages depending
on the child.

Obviously names are very personal, and some children do
not like being called anything but their real name.
Therefore asking such a child to adopt an English name
would not be very productive. Although the name by
itself would not affect his or her ability to learn English,
he or she might not like being required to answer and
respond to a new name. Consequently, English class
would become an uncomfortable place for him or her,
and these feelings of discomfort and hostility would affect
his or her desire to learn English.

I can definitely sympathize with this student. I was the
youngest of five children. I had two older brothers and
two older sisters. Whenever my mother wanted to call or
scold me, she would routinely call my older brothers
names first before she got to mine. This perhaps made
me more sensitive towards adopting other nicknames. For
example, although my real name is James, everyone in
my family calls me Jay and it is the name I prefer to
be called by my friends and family. In school, however,
most teachers wanted to call me Jim or Jimmy. These
are the two most common nicknames for James. I
always rebelled at being called Jim or Jimmy, because
that wasn t my name. Moreover, I tended to get better
grades in classes in which the teacher called me by my
preferred nickname rather than Jim or Jimmy.

Other children, however, like adopting new nicknames.
These children tend to be more imaginative and outgoing
and they see adopting a new nickname as being a kind
of game. They like the idea of pretending to be someone
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new or someone different. For these children adopting an
English name at an English institute is fun.

When I first came to Korea, I worked in an English
institute for children. I never asked my students to adopt
an English name, however, in some classes more than
half of my students wanted to be called by their English
names. I always did my best to honor these requests,
and I found that these students tended to be the most
vocal and talkative children in my classes. This does not,
however, suggest that taking an English name alone
promotes participation in an English class. What it does
point out is that every child is different.

Moreover, a child' s feeling about adopting an English
nickname can change. For example, I taught Byoung-
Hwa for several months. She was a good quiet student,
who enjoyed learning and I was a bit sad to see her
graduate into the next level We didn't see each for
several months, because she was busy taking level two
courses with another teacher. When she started taking
the level three-course with me, she asked me to use her
English name, Elise. I was a bit surprised at her choice,
because Elise had been the name of her former teacher,
so I asked her: “Why did you choose the name Elise?”
She smiled and said, “Elise was so pretty and funny, I
want to be like her.”

Some children can easily choose to adopt an English
name, other children will never want to adopt an English
name at all. For Byoung-Hwa it was important that the
name she chose had meaning. Therefore the issue
surrounding the use of English names has nothing to do
with learning, but everything to do with a student s
identity. Every child is different. For some children
having an English name is helpful, for others it is
uncomfortable. Consequently students need to be free to
use the name they are most comfortable with in the
English classroom. As Shakespeare so beautifully said in
Romeo and Juliet: “What s in a name? That which we
call a rose/ By any other word would smell as sweet.”
jorawn@catholic.ac.kr
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