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Foreword

At the heart of Language Acts and Worldmaking, one of the four major 
projects that together constitute the AHRC-funded initiative Open 
World Research Initiative, is the exploration of ‘language as a mate-
rial and historical force which acts as the means by which individuals 
construct their personal, local, transnational and spiritual identities’ 
(https://www.languageacts.org/about-us/our-vision/), a process which is 
referred to as ‘worldmaking’. This project, and more specifically one of 
the strands of that project entitled Diasporic Identities and the Politics of 
Language strand, has inspired this timely and revealing volume edited 
by Matilde Gallardo, which has compiled a collection of inspirational 
narratives and reflections from teachers of modern languages in the UK.

It is important to acknowledge the particularly challenging context in 
which these women are working hard to encourage language learning. The 
long-acknowledged lack of motivation for learning other languages in the 
UK has for many decades stimulated innovation amongst language teach-
ers, who have pushed the boundaries of pedagogy in an attempt to share 
their own enthusiasm for and joy in the learning of languages. Recently, 
however, it has felt as if more and more obstacles are being put in their 
way, as political changes have disrupted the curricular and pedagogical 

https://www.languageacts.org/about-us/our-vision/


reforms instigated during the years of the National Languages Strategy 
(2002–2010), which were designed to enhance motivation, provide a 
more appropriate and inclusive curriculum as well as a diversity of accred-
itation systems, and to build on the vast multilingual resources that are 
present in our schools, communities and cities. This has been even more 
recently compounded by the political, economic and social insecurities 
triggered by the Brexit referendum and its on-going repercussions, and 
by the ensuing sense of increasing insularity, which sits at odds with the 
vision of language teachers to open minds and encourage communication 
between people from different backgrounds. Language teachers themselves 
are by definition plurilingual and pluricultural, either because they have 
migrated to the UK themselves for a range of reasons or, even if born in 
the UK, because they have spent years learning other languages, spend-
ing time with people from different backgrounds, and living in and mov-
ing between other countries. The risks associated with potential loss of the 
right to live and work in the UK and loss of secure opportunities to work 
across borders and boundaries means that language teachers are therefore 
particularly affected by the current political developments.

This volume focuses on explorations of language teacheriden-
tity, which is intimately bound up with other dimensions of identity 
and indeed the multiple plurilingual, pluricultural and transnational 
identities that characterise most language teachers. Exploring iden-
tities is always methodologically challenging as they are so slippery. 
Nevertheless, this book has succeeded in pulling together a rich and 
insightful range of perspectives, constructions and beliefs, by developing 
a community of practice that has led to the application of various forms 
of narrative research, including autobiographical narratives, as well as 
practitioner enquiry and reflection, all underpinned by a commitment 
to the idea of teaching and researching being two sides of the same coin.

My own trajectory, both as a researcher and as a teacher, has been 
characterised by a commitment to finding ways of motivating language 
learners and valuing multilingualism and plurilingualism. I have always 
been concerned by the disaffection that develops when the environment 
is not conducive to facilitating learning in an inclusive way and I soon 
recognised that such disaffection could affect teachers as much as learners. 
In 2000, I reconceptualised disaffection as ‘a search for a voice in a con-
text of disenfranchisement’ (Lamb 2000a), arguing that, if such ‘voice’ is 
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nurtured, welcomed and listened to, both learners and teachers can find 
ways of negotiating their space within the constraints of the systems and 
structures in which they are operating. If not, disaffection can turn into 
more negative forms of resistance, such as withdrawal or other behaviours 
that in turn can lead to failure and despair. I mention this here because I 
believe that Matilde Gallardo’s volume not only offers the space for voices 
to be heard but also illustrates the different ways in which teachers them-
selves make their voices heard. In so doing, the teachers are able to draw 
on their inner reserves, to remind themselves of their values, ideals, per-
sonal theories and motivations, to reflect critically on these in order to 
challenge any of their own assumptions, and to develop resilience. For 
me, this is characteristic of a critical form of teacher autonomy, in which 
teachers ‘empower themselves by finding the spaces and opportunities 
for manoeuvre’ (Lamb 2000b: 127) in order to find ways of moving ever 
closer to their ideals despite the constraints. As such, these narratives offer 
‘spaces of hope’, a construct developed by the radical geographer David 
Harvey (2000), which, though referring to urban communities disenfran-
chised by capitalist development in cities around the world, is neverthe-
less enlightening for and relevant to our communities of teachers in its 
argument for the ‘construction of collective identities, of communities of 
action, of rules of belonging’ (p. 241) in order to achieve for themselves a 
greater inclusion of their own identities and a greater sense of hope.

The strength of narrative and identity research is that it enables us 
to reflect on our own situations and to find new ways of thinking that 
can stimulate creativity and optimism. I am honoured to have had the 
opportunity to read this volume and to indulge in my own responses to 
its focus and contents. I hope the readers of these wonderful contribu-
tions will feel equally inspired to think, question, relate, remember why 
they became language teachers and how they developed, and find new 
ways of inspiring others to love languages as much as they do.

Professor Terry Lamb, B.Sc. (Hons), P.G.C.E.,  
M.A., Ph.D., F.R.S.A., Chevalier dans  

l’Ordre des Palmes Académiques
Department of Humanities  
University of Westminster

London, UK
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1
Introduction to Negotiating Identity

in Modern Foreign Language Teaching

Matilde Gallardo

1 Identity in Language Teaching

The field of teacher identity is a complex area that has been a subject of
study in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) since the 1980s. Language
teacher identity research originated in a variety of areas in applied linguis-
tics and general educational research, such as teacher knowledge/teacher
cognition, teacher beliefs, professional development and reflective prac-
tice. It is a concept that has been addressed predominantly from the per-
spective of English as a foreign/second language (EFL/ESL) (e.g. Taylor
et al. 2013; Park 2017;Werbińska 2017); the language learner’s perspective
(e.g. Murray et al. 2011; Taylor 2013) and secondary teacher education
(e.g. Grenfell et al. 2003; Pachler et al. 2014).
Within the area of second language teacher education (SLTE) teacher

identity has attracted increasing interest in the last two decades (e.g.Vargh-
ese 2005; Richards 2006; Beauchamp andThomas 2009; Kanno and Stu-
art 2011; Kramsch 2014; Block 2014; Barkhuizen 2017; Pavlenko and
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2 M. Gallardo

Norton 2018) with researchers paying particular attention to teachers as
object of study—their beliefs and attitudes about teaching, as well as on
how they construct their professional identity in relation to the subject
knowledge and their teacher training experience. Research on language
teacher identity also focuses on teachers reflecting on their experience of
teaching with the aim of improving practice (e.g. Farrell 2007). Other
studies have emphasized the role of the teacher in developing learners’
intercultural competence (e.g. Byram and Kramsch 2008) and the impor-
tance of knowledge in constructing teachers’ professional identity because
it is informed by practice and developed in the classroom (e.g. Jiménez
Raya and Lamb 2008; Murray et al. 2011). This line of research stresses
the importance of teacher professional identity development for good lan-
guage teaching while recognizing that it “[…] promotes social equality”
(De Costa and Norton 2017, p. 4).
The idea of good language teaching has also been explored from the

perspective of teacher emotions. The notion of the good language teacher
as an “emotional, passionate being” (Hargreaves 1998, p. 835) has been
advanced by researchers (e.g. Sutton andWheatley 2003; Zembylas 2005;
Dewaele 2010; King 2015) for whom good teaching, “[…] an inherently
emotional endeavour” (King 2015, p. 98), is not solely considered in terms
of achieving good subject knowledge and being familiar with pedagogical
techniques. Language teachers’ emotions such as the belief of caring for
their learners and the feelings of responsibility for learners’ motivation
and progress have also guided teachers’ pedagogical choices and profes-
sional development (Isenbarger and Zembylas 2006; O’Connor 2008)
with the aim of enhancing their practice and meeting the expectations of
learners, educational institutions and society. The latter aspect resonates
within research on teacher professionalism that places language teacher
professional identity within the materiality of the broader educational
and institutional context where it is constructed. This includes the inher-
ent inconsistencies between educational policies and practices which may
require language teachers to demonstrate autonomy and accountability at
the same time (Sachs 2001, p. 150); the complexities of more diverse than
ever classrooms; and the demands of changing scenarios in a globalized
world.
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Research on language teacher identity has developed from a sociocul-
tural perception of a collective identity which is negotiated and developed
through communities of practice (professional teachers’ identity, national-
based groups of individuals with a common culture and language) to
include teachers’ complex and flexible individual identities (Canrinus et al.
2011) which integrate “[…] the individual and the social, making indi-
viduality a social and socially regulated affair” (Van Leeuwen 2009, p. 21),
as well as their multidimensional identities (e.g. Duff and Uchida 1997;
Tsui 2011; Kanno and Stuart 2011; Morgan and Clarke 2011; Cheung
et al. 2015; Varghese et al. 2005, 2016; Barkhuizen 2017). As an exam-
ple, Block (2015) referred to language teacher identity as how individuals
self-position and are positioned by others as teachers, how they affiliate to
different aspects of their work and how they build attachments to commu-
nities of practice. On the other hand, social psychologists have advocated
the role of personal agency in shaping teachers’ lives (Vähäsantanen 2015)
and inmaking decisions about their own professional learning.The role of
agency is also present in recent research which focuses on the importance
of teachers’ motivation as an aspect of their professional identity con-
struction (Mercer and Kostoulas 2018). Theoretical frameworks from the
perspective of self-efficacy (Bandura 2015), self-determination or achieve-
ment goal theory (Deci and Ryan 2012) have shed light on the reasons
why individuals become teachers and the part that motivation plays in
their professional development and classroom practices.

In this bookwe follow the epistemological exploration of teacher knowl-
edge, beliefs and attitudes, as well as post-structuralist approaches to socio-
cultural aspects including gender, diaspora, educational and social affilia-
tions and status, all of which are significant in the development of language
teacher identity (Wilkins et al. 2012; Tabouret-Keller 1997). We adopt
the socio-constructivist position of viewing language teacher identity as
socially constructed, as a learning trajectory which is defined by the rela-
tion between the local and the global (Wenger 1998; Block 2017); as a
continuous process of negotiation, potential change and constant dialogue
(Akkermann et al. 2011), where the personal and the professional selves
converge into oneself that results in the becoming of a language teacher,
represented by teachers’ personal stories (Beijaard et al. 2004). In so doing,
we endorse the notion of language teachers as agents in the formation of
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their own identity within the social and educational contexts which they
inhabit and to which they make a contribution.

2 Aims of This Book

This book is about modern foreign language (MFL) teachers researching
their own and other teachers’ experiences of identity construction and
negotiation in the context of teaching and living in the UK. The idea of
the book originates from the Language Acts and Worldmaking project,1

led by King’s College London and, more specifically, from a collaboration
with the Diasporic Identities and the Politics of Language strand of that
project led by the Open University, which investigates the role of MFL
teachers in the UK with a view to challenging perceived attitudes and
preconceptions about modern language education.

In broad terms, this volume aims to shed light onMFL teachers as agents
in the construction of their own professional identities. Particularly, it
intends to explore how their identity is shaped by contextual factors as well
as cultural and linguistic influences; how they convey the interconnectivity
between their professional and personal lives; how they voice their reasons
for becoming language teachers; and what motivates them to engage in
professional development and research.

Nevertheless, since MFL teacher professional identity is often related
to national-based groups of people with a common cultural denomina-
tion and language, we have approached the topic mainly, although not
exclusively, from the perspective of migration and transnationalism that
characterizes the teaching of modern languages in the UK tertiary sector,
as studied by Block (2017) in his research of transnational MFL teachers
in London. The term transnational , derived from narrative, transcultural,
and media theory approaches to memory studies (Erll 2011; Rothberg
2014; Assmann 2014) is used in this context to refer to migrant language
teachers who have settled in the UK. However, in the MFL teaching
milieu, the idea of the transnational may go beyond the physicality of the
different spaces teachers may inhabit to reach the more abstract diverse
linguistic and cultural identities which make them who they are.
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The focus of the book is therefore upon pluricultural and plurilingual
MFL practitioners and the role that their socio-educational, cultural and
linguistic characteristics play in the making of their professional identity.
The cultural dimension of MFL teacher identity is an under-researched
area. This book aims to make a contribution to the field addressing not
only that aspect of MFL teachers’ identities, but also teachers’ thoughts
on the relevance of their cultural identities to their practices (e.g. how
they position themselves with the language they teach; their emotions
and beliefs about cultural representation in the classroom; their cultural
and subject affiliations; their engagement with professional development
and research). It also explores the intersection between their exposure
to different pedagogical methods, educational policies and institutional
dynamics and the expectations they face from learners, fellow practitioners
and policy makers.
The contributors in this book have approached the task from the per-

spective of Practitioner Inquiry (e.g. Murray 1992; Cochran-Smith and
Lytle 2004; Lytle 2008) and Autobiographical Narrative (e.g. Gee 2000;
Nunan and Choi 2010; Barkhuizen et al. 2014; De Fina and Geor-
gakopoulou 2015; Clandinin 2016). Essential to both of these perspec-
tives is the idea of reflection on critical situations and events where teachers
exercise their agency concerning their own professional practice and expe-
riences. Equally essential is the narrative process that enables teachers to
make sense of the world and to understand their own and other peo-
ple’s lives. As experienced language teachers and teacher educators with
a transnational background in most cases, we belong to the community
of practitioners which is the object of study in this book. Theirs and
our voices are present through their autobiographical stories and our per-
sonal accounts. As teacher-researchers we have engaged with the process
of research as a method to generate knowledge about MFL teachers’ iden-
tity that can enhance how they are perceived in the social and educational
establishments and raise awareness of key issues affecting the profession. It
is often said that teachers and researchers are disconnected from the same
community (Block 2017). As a collective endeavour, the making of this
book generates a community of teacher-researchers whose voices encap-
sulate those of other practitioners with whom we share similar scenarios
and interest in developing ourselves professionally.
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This collection represents a fresh insight into understanding a key ele-
ment in the educational and sociopolitical debate surrounding the disci-
pline of modern foreign languages in the UK—the teachers’ voices and
their sense of agency in shaping their professional lives. This represents
an original contribution to the field of MFL teacher identity research in
the current climate of the national decline of the subject and the fractured
environment in which these teachers often operate inHigher Education—
this being in research-focused Language Departments and Language Cen-
tres, frequently depicted as non-research active and as service providers of
supplementary foreign language skills.

3 Overview

This introduction started by examining the main theoretical approaches
underpinning language teacher identity research within SLA and applied
linguistics. The ensuing chapters offer, using diverse methodological
approaches, unique insights into the role of experience, emotions and
social factors in shaping teachers’ identities; their personal orientations to
their journeys to becoming language practitioners; their beliefs and ideas
about the profession and their self-perceptions as members of commu-
nities of practice and citizens of a complex and diverse world. Following
a social-constructivist qualitative auto-narrative-oriented approach, the
chapters in this book include methods of investigation such as narrative
inquiry (Nunan and Choi 2010; Johnson and Golombek 2002), psy-
chosocial case study (Riessman 2003), positioning analysis (Bamberg and
Georgakopoulou 2008), phenomenology (Finlay 2009) and engagement
with exploratory practice (Allwright and Hanks 2009), among others.
The contributions that constitute this volume have been arranged in

two parts. Part 1 (chapters 2–7) consists of a collection of chapters based on
empirical research from the perspective of the practitioners themselves—
teachers researching teachers’ professional identity and their lived expe-
riences of teaching. The authors’ reflectivity on their own histories as
language educators and/or as transnational language teachers is present
in their investigation. Part 2 (chapters 8 and 9), consists of the personal
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accounts of four teachers who, using an auto-ethnographic approach, nar-
rate their experiences of becomingMFL teachers.They exemplify many of
the claims made in part one chapters and highlight the teachers’ conscious
examination of their trajectories, memories, experiences and, ultimately,
their negotiation of identities in their professional and lived contexts.This
situated reflection enables them to conceptualize, to go deeper and evalu-
ate their own experiences as migrants, but also as learners and teachers. All
four teachers acknowledge the liberating, although initially challenging,
effect of writing their autobiographical narratives, which they recognize
as a valuable opportunity to reflect on their personal and professional
journeys to become the practitioners they are today.

Chapter 2, by Matilde Gallardo, unveils transnational language teach-
ers’ perceptions of identity in the context of their transcultural lives
by engaging a small group of practitioners with the process of reflec-
tion through autobiographical narratives. Following a post-structuralist,
post-modern conceptual orientation, the chapter discusses how teachers’
complex and diverse linguistic and cultural identities generate a constant
process of rethinking their identity which challenges assumed notions of
national identity and memory. The author reflects on the dialogic nature
of identity as well as on the practitioners’ sense of agency in manag-
ing conflicting attitudes and values across diverse sociocultural and lin-
guistic worlds. The chapter shows that, notwithstanding the educational
changes, societal uncertainties and difficulties faced by transnational lan-
guage teachers in the UK, their sense of identity remains strongly con-
nected to their practice and their relationship with their learners and other
practitioners.

In Chapter 3, Tanya Linaker’s case study offers an insight into the gen-
dered professional identity construction of Russian female teachers and
translators in the UK, based on the narrated interaction between a prac-
titioner and the researcher. Through the chapter the author gives voice
to the under-represented Russian female community of language profes-
sionals in the UK of which the author is part, revealing their positioning
not only within their professional discourse but also within the discourses
of motherhood, immigration, and gender ideology. The chapter considers
the so-called Soviet gender paradox—equality of labour without domestic
equality (Ashwin 2006) and demonstrates how the boundaries between
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the personal and the professional are blurred among these migrant women
due to sociocultural and historic state of affairs. Linaker approaches her
research through small storytelling discursive interactions and the dis-
course of immigration and professional success.

Chapter 4 byMaría Luisa Pérez Cavana investigates the lived experience
of two language teachers through in-depth interviews using a phenomeno-
logical approach. Phenomenology is an under-researched methodology in
relation to language teachers’ lived experiences. The author draws from
the work of philosophers such as Husserl, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty
to investigate questions such asWhat is it like to teach a language that is
not your mother tongue ? How is the sense of self when teaching a foreign
language ? How does the language-teacher-self relate to their “normal” self ?
The chapter argues that to be a language teacher is grounded in being able
to “personify”, enact and embody a language that may not necessarily be
one’s mother tongue, resulting therefore, in contradictory identities which
are not always in conflict. Her research positions itself within sociocul-
tural and post-structuralist theory which establishes the complexity and
multiplicity of language teachers’ identities, as well as within the debate
around Native Speaker (NS) versus Non-Native Speaker (NNS), a pre-
vailing discussion in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research.

Donata Puntil’s Chapter 5 takes the investigation of the correlation
between the personal and the professional in the trajectory of language
professionals to an innovative dimension by positioning her study within
a psychosocial framework. By questioning conscious and unconscious fac-
tors she brings the focus of her analysis of MFL teachers’ autobiograph-
ical narratives not only to the told story, but to the untold, to what is
implied, but not explicitly narrated. Her aim is to represent the inter-
relation between the personal and the professional in the unfolding of
language teachers’ nomadic stories of professionalization. This is medi-
ated by the author’s reflection on her own nomadic journey and her own
professional background as a language educator and a qualified psycho-
analytic psychotherapist. The professional settings of language centres in
UK universities in which many language teachers operate are central to
Puntil’s investigation because of their impact on teachers’ motivation and
interest in further professional development.
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In Chapter 6, Assia Slimani-Rolls further explores the formation of the
professional identity of a groupofmodern language teachers as practitioner
researchers through the analysis of their narratives following their partic-
ipation in a longitudinal Exploratory Practice (EP) project co-directed
by the author. Through her chapter, Slimani-Rolls provides a pertinent
account of the theoretical framework of EP and discusses what teachers
tell us about their experiences of engaging with classroom and practice
research under the EP project. The current decline of modern languages
in England and its effect on teachers’ working conditions are discussed
realistically by the author, who clearly articulates the difficulties encoun-
tered by MFL teachers to engage with research opportunities. She also
identifies the precarious environment in which MFL teachers in higher
education in the UK exercise their profession and the obvious impact of
these factors on teachers’ professional identity.

Drawing on her professional background as a language teacher educa-
tor, Christina Richardson considers in Chapter 7 how language teacher
identity develops over time and how affiliation to communities of practice
shapes that development. Taking a biographical case study approach and
building on the author’s previous doctoral research, this chapter explores
the development of Maria’s identity, a teacher of French, in relation to the
environmental and social influences of her subject department within a
secondary school setting. Building on Bourdieu and Wacquant’s (1992)
notions of habitus and dispositions and Wenger’s (1998) communities of
practice , the chapter discusses the situated nature of learning as a useful
framework for exploring identities in practice and identity (trans)formation
in practice. Richardson’s study adds to the body of research that high-
lights the important relationship between subject affiliation, identity and
agency, suggesting that a strong identity as an educator, a strong sense
of agency and ongoing engagement with formal education and research
may be key factors in sustaining a satisfying and ever-developing teaching
career.

In Chapter 8, Lorenza Boscaini andDeboraQuattrocchi reflect on their
identities, both on a personal and professional level, and how they have
developed across space and time through their own experiences of language
learning and classroom interaction with their learners. Both narratives
highlight the challenges as well as the cultural and pedagogical adjustments
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that the narrators have experienced as transnational language teachers in
the context of the MFL classroom. They also emphasize the difficulties
in reconciling cultural and linguistic differences in their teacher/mediator
role at a time of fast-paced social and educational changes and greater
awareness of multiculturalism.

In Chapter 9, Susanne Winchester and Laura Puente Martin tell their
stories of becoming language teachers which converge in a vivid passion
for both learning and helping others to learn. They acknowledge that
early childhood learning experiences, as well as critical incidents early in
a teaching career can have a significant influence on later professional
choices, while empowering individuals to be active agents in developing
their own professional identity. Their reflective accounts illustrate how
the authors’ identity as language teachers is intertwined with their expe-
riences and identity as language learners, in addition to being shaped by
their active engagement with specialized professional training and shared
practice within their academic communities.
The conclusions of this volume include final remarks and reflections

on the distinctive insights into the multiple and complex factors shaping
MFL teachers construction of their professional identity offered in this
volume.
We hope the stories and studies in this book will allow readers to gain

a better understanding of who the people behind the profession of MFL
teacher are, what moves them to succeed in sometimes complex and dif-
ficult circumstances and what are their thoughts about their profession.
This volume offers an accurate understanding of the community of MFL
practitioners and by doing so, it makes a contribution to the discipline of
MFL studies in the UK.

Note

1. For more information about the Languages Acts andWorldmaking project
(funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council’s Open World
Research Initiative) see the following website, https://languageacts.org/.

https://languageacts.org/
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2
Transcultural Voices: Exploring Notions
of Identity in Transnational Language

Teachers’ Personal Narratives

Matilde Gallardo

1 Introduction

The internationalisation of Modern Foreign Language (MFL) teaching
and related occupations in the UK can be traced back to the sixteenth
century, to the movement of transnational collectives such as diplomats,
merchants, reformers and political emigrés (Gallardo 2006). It is also
linked to global economic migratory phenomena in theWestern economy
in contemporary times. Transnational language teachers, as cultural trans-
mitters, have played a valuable role in shaping and influencing social, cul-
tural and educational attitudes while belonging to communities of memory
(Erll 2011) and establishing interconnectedness between distinct worlds.
They may retain connections with their place of origin through national
group membership, frequent visits to the home country and use of elec-
tronically mediated communication, but their multidimensional identity
also needs to be understood from the perspective of the self and the process
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of assimilation and integration into the host society they experience. As
pluri-cultural and pluri-lingual individuals with multiple memberships—
linguistic, cultural, national, professional—teachers embody the idea of
the transnational, understood as movement in space across national bor-
ders (Rothberg 2014). They also represent the concept of transculturality
(Welsch 1995), as they move in cross-cultural spaces and operate in a
world of translations and reconfigurations of established cultural national
themes, references, representations, images and concepts (Assmann 2014).

Following a post-structuralist, post-modern conceptual orientation
(Giddens 1991; Akkerman and Meijer 2011) in which identity is under-
stood as “[…] a dynamic personal life project that is nevertheless con-
ditioned by the social context” (Werbińska 2017, p. 21), in this chapter
I investigate the experiences and perceptions of identity of six transna-
tional MFL teachers living and working in the UK, manifested in their
personal narratives in the form of meaningful reflective accounts. My aim
is to reveal how transnational language teachers approach the process of
identity construction by looking at the situated nature of their narrated
experiences and beliefs and the contextual factors influencing their per-
sonal and professional choices and how these may correspond with the
values and attitudes they transmit to their learners. In particular, I want to
explore the following questions: How do transnational language teachers
identify themselves with being language teachers in the context of their
transcultural experiences? What is their interpretation of key concepts
which are intrinsic to the idea of identity, such as homeland, otherness,
change, belonging ? What are their feelings and beliefs about the activity of
teaching and the profession?
Through this investigation I aim to make a contribution to the field of

MFL teacher identity and more specifically to the under-researched topic
of transnational language teacher identity construction.

2 Theoretical Framework Underpinning
the Study

The field of language teacher identity which originated in applied linguis-
tics and general educational research has attracted increasing interest in the
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last decade or so. In sociocultural theory (Wenger 2006; Kramsch 1998;
Varghese 2018) the notion of identity, understood to mean the aggregate
of a person’s self beliefs whichmay be private or public andmay differ from
one relational context to another (Taylor 2013), relates to desire, “the desire
for recognition, the desire for affiliation, and the desire for security and
safety” (Norton 1997, p. 140). In post-structuralist theory (Akkerman
and Meijer 2011; Norton 2013), identity is interpreted as the reflexive
construction of the self, as a process which connects knowledge, personal
and social change and which involves constant adaptation and adjustment
(Giddens 1991). This idea is based on the assumption that individuals are
flexible and adaptive and also that they exercise agency making decisions
about shaping their professional lives and values (Pavlenko and Lantolf
2000; Kalaja et al. 2016; White 2018). Under post-modern views, iden-
tity emerges as a multiple, hybrid and heterogeneous mindset made up
of several selves, which is subject to change and interwoven with social,
political and global factors, rendering the nature of the identity construct
dynamic (Nunan and Choi 2010). It is also subject to the associations
and attachments individuals may forge with the communities which they
encounter and with whose ideals, norms and values they may identify.
Transnational language teachers, as members of the diverse multicul-

tural urban landscape resulting from the movement of peoples (Simp-
son and Hepworth 2010; Modood 2013), are a representative case of the
hybrid,multiple anddynamic identities already considered.Their personal
experiences conditioned by the geographical and cross-cultural spaces they
inhabit are affected by the processes of assimilation, integration and citi-
zenship which define the societal culture in which they negotiate a sense
of individual social self and group identity as members of communities
of practice (Wenger 2006). However, the internal life history of the per-
son must also be considered in this process. Ricoeur (1981) referred to
this both in terms of idem (sameness, permanence in time) and ipse (self,
individuality) and to the mediating role that narrative identity plays in
the dialectic relationship existing between those two aspects. Likewise,
narrative identity, as stated by Werbińska (2017), has to be understood
not as an enumeration of events in somebody’s life, but as “[…] finding
“the key” through which a person can reach the meanings of his or her
existence” (2017, p. 24).
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In this chapter the idea of a collective language teacher identity,
whereby there are national-based groups of people with a common cultural
denomination and language, is rejected in favour of considering the indi-
vidual teachers’ voices making meaning of their personal experiences and
perspectives and taking into account the social world as well as the self as
intrinsically related elements (Canrinus et al. 2011; Varghese 2018; Van
Leeuwen 2009).

Among the identity frameworks examined for the purpose of this
chapter (Barkhuizen 2017; Barkhuizen et al. 2014; Varghese et al. 2016;
Cheung et al. 2015; Norton 2013; Tsui 2011), I focus attention on
the “Three As Language Teacher Identity Framework” (3ALTIF) by
Werbińska (2016, 2017). This reviews the impact that institutional and
personal environments have on teachers’ professional identities by show-
ing how language teacher professional identity is constructed around the
three domains of affiliation, attachment and autonomy. It provides a holis-
tic approach to discussing key questions in relation to language teachers’
professional identity, which include “Who am I as a language teacher?”
(affiliation), “How do I teach?” (attachment) and “What am I allowed to
do?” (autonomy) (Werbińska 2016, p. 137). These concepts and ques-
tions are highly relevant to my study on transnational language teachers’
construction of identity which is the basis of this chapter.

3 The Study

This chapter investigates the perceptions and beliefs of identity in a group
of six transnational MFL teachers in the UK. The idea originated from
meetings with fellow language teachers in which questions around our
own identity as transnational individuals and as members of the MFL
teaching profession emerged as a frequent topic of debate. The need to
share experiences and views, aswell as to reflect on the processes that shaped
our lives and those of fellow practitioners, became critical in the present
climate of the decline of modern languages as an academic subject and
the socio-economic and political scenarios that affect many transnational
individuals in the UK.
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3.1 Methodology

The investigationwas conductedusing aNarrative Inquirymethodological
approach (Clandinin and Connelly 2000; Clandinin 2016), which places
teachers’ voices at the core of the inquiry in the form of reflective stories.

From the perspective of sociocultural theory, narrative appears to be
naturally connected to teacher biographies and autobiographies (Moen
2006; Nunan and Choi 2010; Barkhuizen et al. 2014; De Fina and Geor-
gakopoulou 2015). Similarly, teachers appear to value engaging with the
reflective autobiographical process because it allows them to explore their
narrated identity as they re-construct and re-connect their personal and
professional selves (Bukor 2011), which becomes part of the act of inquiry
(Nunan andChoi 2010; Belcher andConnor 2001). In the case of transna-
tional language teachers, retroactive first-person narratives are especially
relevant because they offer insights into their experiences of cross-cultural
struggles (Pavlenko and Lantolf 2000) and allow them to analyse “spatial
and temporal scenarios that go beyond the here and now”, as explained
by De Costa and Norton (2017, p. 6).
The personal narratives allowed teachers participating in this study

to create descriptions about their experiences and also allowed me as a
researcher to develop my own narrative to make sense of the experiences
of others. As all human action is dialogic in nature (Bakhtin 1986), it is
the interaction between these teachers’ voices and my own voice and my
personal reflection as a transnational language teacher, that creates mean-
ing of their perceptions of identity in relation to the social contexts which
they inhabit. This is what Moen (2006) following Ricoeur (1981) calls an
open work, as the meaning in the researcher’s final narrative report “opens
for a wide range of interpretations by others who read and hear about the
report” (Moen 2006, p. 62).

As a researcher, I encouraged participating teachers to look back and to
reflect both on past and present actions that shaped their lives as transna-
tional and transcultural language teachers, while I also reflected on the con-
nections between their experiences and my own story as a member of the
profession. I subsequently interpreted their stories within the theoretical
framework of identity already presented in this chapter. Through this pro-
cess, the participants and I became auto-ethnographers when constructing
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Table 1 Participants’ characteristics

Participants’ characteristics

• The six participants (P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6) are female
• Four are Spanish (P1, P2, P3, P4 and teach Spanish language and culture, with
one teacher also teaching Intercultural Communication (P1). Two teachers
were Italian and teach Italian language and culture (P5, P6)

• They have an average of between fifteen and eighteen years teaching
experience (more in some cases) and currently work in tertiary education,
although some also have experience of secondary and further education

• All of them have been educated to degree level in relevant subjects
(language studies, translation, English language) and have additional
post-graduate qualifications (three MAs, two PhDs and one PGCE/TEFL)

• They have lived in at least two countries, including the UK and other
European countries

• They are fluent in at least two languages, English being one of them. Three
teachers also spoke other European languages

our own stories (De Fina and Georgakopoulou 2015) and reflecting on
our identities.

3.2 Participants

Language teachers participating in this study did so in the context of the
Diasporic Identities and the Politics of Language (DIPL) research project
under which this study was carried out. The DIPL is a research strand
of the Language Acts and Worldmaking project, already mentioned in
the introductory chapter of this book. It investigates the role of modern
language teachers in the UKwith a view to challenging perceived attitudes
about language education.

From an initial workshop in January 2017 organised by the DIPL
team at King’s College London for MFL teachers interested in joining the
project, six language teachers voluntarily agreed to participate in this study
and contribute theirautobiographical narratives. They generally share the
characteristics of the larger cohort of language teachers involved in the
overall project, which can be seen in Table 1.
The ethical aspects of this investigation were considered and the

British Educational Research Association (BERA 2018) guidelines were
adhered to.
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3.3 Data Collection and Analysis

The investigation benefited from a previous initial survey with twenty-
nine MFL teachers carried out under the umbrella DIPL project in 2017
in which I was also involved. The initial survey encouraged teachers to
talk about their personal stories as language teachers in the UK, to discuss
their feelings about the profession and the challenges in doing the job.This
provided the context which led to the investigation into teachers’ personal
narratives, the focus of this chapter. Six teachers responded favourably to
the expression of interest sent to all participants in the DIPL project. The
process for obtaining the data, based on Long et al. (2012) consisted of
the following stages:

Stage 1: A short personal details questionnaire to establish participants’
profile (languages spoken, mother tongue(s), years of teaching
experience).

Stage 2: A personal reflection on the concept of identity prompted by
open questions such as: what does identity mean to you?; what
do you consider markers of identity?; what factors may influ-
ence identity?.This informationhelped to establish participants’
understanding of the concept in the first instance and also pre-
pared them for the in-depth narratives.

Stage 3: A personal narrative (between 500–600 words) in which par-
ticipants reflected upon and expressed their beliefs about their
identity as transnational and transcultural individuals and lan-
guage teachers. For the purpose of this task, participants were
prompted with a list of meaningful keywords related to the
discourse of identity (e.g. transculturality, adaptation, same-
ness/otherness, interconnectedness, citizenship) which they
could choose to use or not in their narratives. The selection
of keywords originated in the concepts that were more promi-
nently used by respondents in the DIPL initial survey.

Teachers sent their narratives in written form, except for one who pre-
ferred to send a recorded narrative, which was later transcribed. English
was used as a common language in all narratives to facilitate the analysis.
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Fig. 1 Language teachers’ narrative categories chart

The narratives were collected over an extended period of time (October
2017–April 2018) to give participants flexibility of opportunity to engage
with the task in a reflective way.
The scrutiny of the six narratives was approached using thematic anal-

ysis (Braun and Clarke 2013; Guest et al. 2012) followed by a narrative
analysis (Werbińska 2016) informed by the researcher’s personal reflection.
The thematic analysis looked for commonalities emerging from teachers’
accounts, but it also highlighted contrasting views and experiences. Firstly,
I scrutinised the data using QDA Milne qualitative research software to
identify general themes and categories, as well as the frequency of their
use, as shown in Fig. 1.

Secondly, I considered the common themes and interpreted them in
the light of the theoretical framework underpinning the study to fully
understand the beliefs underlying the stories and to provide answers to
the research questions.The analysis was followed bymy personal reflection
in the form of an “open work” narrative report (Moen 2006, p. 62), as
previously explained.
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3.4 Analysis of Findings

The following six themes emerged from stages 2 and 3 of the data collec-
tion: perceptions of identity, language and identity, emotions and identity,
culture and identity, teacher agency and visions of teaching, as explained
below:

3.4.1 Perceptions of Identity

As the general theme of the narratives, the notion of identity under-
pins all themes and categories in the personal accounts, but examining
teachers’ interpretation of the concept, it emerges as the aggregate of the
many aspects which make up who teachers are. As some respondents com-
mented:

There is no fixed notion of identity and we all adopt many identities accord-
ing to the role we have in certain life scenarios (e.g. mother; daughter;
teacher; commuter; customer; etc.). (P5)

Identity is a deeply personal part of someone that can be composed of
many different aspects, such as language(s), culture(s), profession, interests
[…] religion, beliefs. (P6)

Identity is more about how I viewmyself, rather than how others viewme
[…]. Cultural background I was brought up in, but also the one I created
for myself in my formation years and in my academic life. (P1)

These statements suggest identity is about how individuals perceive
themselves in the two spheres of the personal or private and the profes-
sional or public (Miller 2009;Taylor 2013), which are closely intertwined.
This coexistence of identities, as justified by post-structuralist Second Lan-
guage Acquisition (SLA) research (Norton 2013), is taken a step further
when teachers define themselves in terms of their multifaceted professional
identity as language teachers and as researchers:

I see myself mainly as a Spanish language teacher. (P3)
My professional identity is also an important part of my life. I am

proud to be a language teacher, a linguist, a researcher, a teacher of Spanish
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linguistics (and I’m proud to be so, despite being considered second-class
teaching, unfortunately), and to be part of associations and groups of
language teachers in the UK. (P4)

These extracts suggest that teachers’ beliefs about identity can be con-
textual and spatial and some clearly highlight the disassociation between
the individual’s positive sense of professional identity and the negative per-
ception of the profession externally, as seen in the above comment. The
extracts also highlight the importance of language as a marker of identity
(Ushioda 2009; Lightbown and Spada 2013) and reinforce the ambiva-
lence between “achieved” or “inhabited” identity—the identity people
themselves articulate or claim—and “ascribed” or “attributed” identity—
the identity given to someone by someone else, in Miller’s words (2009,
p. 173).

Among the markers of identity, defined by Norton (2013) as subjective
sub-identities, teachers mentioned cultural background, place of birth,
nationality and change. Change and the process of transformation it con-
veys are intrinsic to the idea of identity as a dynamic, ever-evolving aspect
of life: “Identity is not something fixed at some early point in life: it is in
constant change” (P1). It also defines how teachers create their professional
identity through a process of constant negotiation of their relationship to
the outside world (Varghese 2018; Norton 1997). In addition, change is
also inherent in the notion of diaspora, understood as hybrid, fluid and
non-static communities, “[…] always creolizing the languages and val-
ues they encounter in diverse lands” (Canagarajah and Silberstein 2012,
p. 82). As observed in the following comments, the diasporic identity of
transnational language teachers appears to be shaped by their encounters
as migrants with new cultural contexts as much as by the changes they
adopt and embrace:

Cultural background, personal cross-cultural life experiences, and sociocul-
tural factors […] because I am an immigrant, I feel that part of my identity
is quite shaped by them. (P2)

How much I have changed as an individual having left one set of
defined cultural and linguistic parameters in my country of origin and
having embraced a new one in a new country […]. How does working and
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functioning as a social being in a new country, adopting a new culture and
language, transform an individual? (P5)

3.4.2 Language and Identity

In post-structuralist theory, identity is defined as “self-conscious and ongo-
ing narratives that individuals perform, interpret and project in actions
and language” (Block 2007, p. 27). Learning a language, a key aspect of
identity formation in sociocultural theory (Kramsch 1998; Ricento 2005;
Lantolf 2011), was considered by teachers to be a positive and logical
consequence of a transnational life: “Living abroad has also offered me
the great opportunity of learning other languages” (P4). Furthermore, in
the case of competent multilanguage users, language, as carrier of cultural
attitudes, behaviours and ideas, is an open door to building new identities
and navigating across cultures; a process of personal growth:

Being bilingual, since an early age the strong relationship between language
and culture was to play a key role to turn me into a keen linguist. (P6)

English has opened me the doors to a new world and culture, and allows
me to communicate with many different people. (P4)

Learning and using a new languagemeans learning and adopting not only
a new vocabulary but a new understanding of behaviours and attitudes, an
entire new culture. (P5)

Simpson and Hepworth (2010) explain how language is intrinsic to the
construction of identity and this also applies to migration contexts where
the encounter with a new culture and a new language takes place. It can be
added that identification with the new language is a key factor in negotiat-
ing relationships with other communities and establishing affiliation and
proximity with the members of those communities (Werbińska 2017).
Participants’ narratives showed examples of teachers’ agency in communi-
cating across languages, in connecting with individuals and communities
and their established cultural models. They also show a sense of personal
satisfaction in achieving this goal, as suggested in the following comments:
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I considermyself, rather, an Anglophile. I am deeply interested in the culture
of the Anglophone world. This interest does not necessarily stem from
experience, but from knowledge of history, literature and art. (P1)

While being in England I used to speak Spanish frequently as this is
the language I teach and most of my colleagues are from Spanish-speaking
countries. […] Now that I am in Spain I consider that English is also part
of my identity. Being able to understand and speak this language fluently
makes me very pleased […] I also enjoy the possibility of changing identity
just by changing the language of communication or even the dialect used
[…]. (P4)

These comments suggest that as teachers move between communities
at home and abroad, they negotiate social and institutional relations with
other groups. They also illustrate that switching personas reveals not a
unitary, static identity but the dynamic sense of self, which, according to
Belcher and Connor (2001), is a consequence of the experience of being
multilingual and navigating across languages.

As explained byRicento (2005), transnational language teachers operate
in distinct but interrelated communities in which, “bilingualism […] is
the norm” (2005, p. 906). However, being bilingual can be an emotionally
charged experience, not exempt from conflict and anxiety as language and
discourse are always interwoven with power relationships and ideologies.
This is highlighted in the following respondent’s views:

It was not always easy having to bridge the gap between the Venetian cul-
ture embedded in the language spoken at home and the Italian language
taught at school. This bilingual experience highlighted people’s acceptance
or rejection, even discrimination at times. (P6)

This example of diglossia not only refers to the physicality of the dif-
ferent linguistic contexts inhabited by the person, but also to the more
complex, invisible, although perceptible, different linguistic and cultural
selves which make individuals who they are.
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3.4.3 Emotions and Identity

The positive emotions associated with the personal satisfaction of learning
a new language are counterbalanced by the negative feelings experienced
by some teachers when negotiating their sense of self in differing cultures.
Teachers’ stories often talk of feelings of foreignness, otherness and addi-
tionally of idealised nostalgic memories of the homeland. They show that
on the surface they may consider themselves integrated into their adopted
environment, but as transcultural individuals who move between cultures
and nations they have a stake in maintaining strong memories of, and
emotional connections with, their places of origin, as exemplified by the
following comments:

Basic aspects I was used to (the sunshine, the silence of the countryside,
the beauty of the landscape, the delicious and fresh food, the happiness of
the people…) are really appreciated after having missed them while being
abroad in large busy and grey cities like London […]. As a consequence of
living abroad for many years, I appreciate much more my place of origin
and my life at home. (P4)

Of course, the idea of homeland acquires a much profound (even ide-
alised)meaning though, if one is forced to leave their country due to political
and social unrest.[…]. (P5)

As identities are relational and constituted partly from the outside
(Modood 2013), teachers’ views of themselves are often influenced by
outsiders’ perceptions and social expectations, which can lead to emo-
tions and feelings of inadequacy and eventually to negative feelings about
belonging and identity, as illustrated by comments such as:

In this city, I hardly ever felt like home. (P4)
How fragile my own sense of identity has become […] Why am I per-

ceived as a ‘stranger’ when I return to my hometown?. Yet why do I not,
still after 25 years, feel as if I belonged to this country -where I have lived
for so long- either?. Why am I still a ‘foreigner’ here? (P5)

The idea of foreignness understood as difference, often becomes amarker
of identity for transnationals who do not recognise themselves in either
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the home society nor the adopted one. As migrants who have left behind
their homeland encouraged by the perspective of a better future, work
opportunities and social mobility, these teachers could be identified as
members of diasporic communities with shared languages, cultural traits
and professional identities who embody difference , not similarity. This
can lead to homogeneous conceptions of national communities (Rothberg
2014) which become entangled with the idea of nation-state and national
memory. However, memories are not fixed mechanisms but are affected
by everyday interactions and exchanges across different social groups. As
carriers of memories and stories, transnational language teachers move
between the local (past, history, cultural experiences) and the global (the
encounters, translations, adaptations and process of identity construction
and redefinition) and this makes them question and challenge national
stereotypes and ideologies. One of the teachers explained:

People label me as Spanish because of where I was born and what my
passport says, but my Spanish identity is my relationship with that part of
myself: e.g. Am I typical Spanish person? How do I fit in Spanish society?
Has this changed over time? It is interesting how people are taken aback
by aspects of myself that are not “typically” Spanish for them […].Spanish
culture is collectivistic and there are elements of this that I have always found
difficult, even as a child […]. Maybe individuals who are perfectly happy
and integrated within the societies where they were born do not experience
a thirst for change and adventure, they do not feel dissatisfied to the point
where they pack up their bags and leave. (P1)

Thus the negative connotations of difference and the feelings of infe-
riority and insecurity, not to mention prejudice, stereotyping and exclu-
sion attached to it (Modood 2013) are contrasted with a positive view in
which difference frees individuals from the constraints of being a national,
and allows them to develop a critical approach to their own culture, as
explained here:

Curiously enough, within a foreign country you can be happily adjusted
even if you never feel you are like the native population, because there is no
external or internal pressure for you to be. Being perceived as a foreigner
can be liberating. (P1)
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It doesn’t mean that I completely identify with my cultural background;
on the contrary, there are some aspects with which I don’t feel identified
at all, including religion or giving too much details about people’s private
lives. (P4)

We live in a world fond of waving flags and boasting about their own
countries. How does this make me feel about my national identity? I am
a bit sceptical about this. I find it difficult to feel chauvinistic about the
achievements of my country. Sometimes I come across students who seem
to be very idealistic not only about Hispanic culture, but also about the
personality of the population: e.g. “Spanish people are so nice”! (P1)

This critical approach is extended to the current unsettling sociopolitical
discourse which affects migrant citizens in the UK, as experienced by
many European language teachers. Some teachers actively challenge the
discourses of nationalism ingrained in many sectors of society and defend
their right to maintain their transnational and transcultural identities, as
explained by two respondents:

Contrary to Theresa May’s sadly narrow minded view that citizen of the
world means citizen of nowhere, I believe we are all citizens of the world
today, exactly because of its interconnectedness. (P5)

Connections are good both in the UK and in the motherland but the
writer is reluctant to go through the naturalisation process, even after the
governmental stance on immigration, subsequent to the Brexit 2016 refer-
endum result. (P6)

3.4.4 Culture and Identity

Teachers’ narratives show that their understanding of the world and them-
selves is not fixed by their birthplace, nationality or the culture they have
been brought up in, but by the different cultures they have experienced,
as the following comments suggest:

What has really influenced my appreciations of the world has been the great
opportunity of living in different countries with people frommany different
cultural backgrounds. Only after getting to know better other cultures, I
can really understand and appreciate my own background. (P4)
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Nowadays, people are immersed in more than just one culture: we travel
for work, for pleasure (although not always this interchange defines our
identity), we migrate, we learn from different cultures in different ways
(movies, friends, learning a language). (P2)

These statements highlight a sense of global citizenship which supports
the notion of transculturality (Welsch 1995) and multiculturalism, under-
stood not as a fixed process of assimilation but as a dynamic activity which
is also the most successful form of integration (Modood 2013).

On the other hand, negotiating their identity and sense of belonging
to imagined communities (Kanno and Norton 2003) and figured worlds
(Varghese 2018) of professional networks marks the lives of many transna-
tional language teachers in the UK, for whom the close relationship
between territoriality, language and the associated cultural social settings
raises the need for creating cultural and professional affiliations and attach-
ments.Wenger’s (2006) view of identity points to the sense of community
membership, as well as to the multi-membership and the relation between
the local and the global. As members of the educational establishment, a
constructed community in itself with rules andmodus operandi, language
teachers’ affiliation to cultural and professional associations plays a key role
in developing a collective identity and maintaining a sense of attachment
and belonging. It is also important for their professional development as
much as for their emotional wellbeing, as one respondent explained:

Being a member of the Italian Cultural Institute means that I am informed
and invited to events […] relevant to the Italian culture happening in the
UK, particularly in London. These events are mostly important and rel-
evant to my role as a language teacher, help me to keep up-to-date with
developments in my country. […] They are also events that I truly enjoy
and that give me pleasure. (P6)

Teachers are also aware of the benefits of collaboration with colleagues
as a key aspect of their professional development, as explained by a par-
ticipant:

I am influenced by my colleagues’ views, as they are important in my life.
Getting to know colleagues frommanydifferent cultures hasmademe realise
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of features of my own identity […]. I still feel part of the UK language
teaching culture and associations and I am very happy to be able to work
and collaborate with colleagues who live thousands of miles away, thanks
to the advances of technologies. (P4)

3.4.5 Teacher Agency

Teacher agency, as previously discussed and as stated by White (2018),
refers to teachers’ conscious choices within their professional contexts.
This includes “relationships with learners and colleagues […] participating
in ongoing professional development opportunities […] and adapting
themselves to the diverse requirements of their working contexts” (White
2018, p. 196).
Participants’ narratives show that agency, as influenced by situations

outside the classroom, plays a role in the process of identity construction.
The data suggests that membership of professional and cultural networks
means opportunities for personal satisfaction and professional growth. It
also means engagement and positioning in the debates affecting modern
language subjects in the context of UK educational policies. Narratives
offer an insight into the realities of the profession from the perspective
of the practitioners themselves, such as the characterising uncertainty of
“the unstable contracts as a language teacher and a lecturer in prestigious
universities” (P4), or the multiplicity of occupations held in addition to
teaching, including translator and interpreter, as stated in the following
comment:

As I work for different employers I also feel that different institutions’ peda-
gogic policies, job contracts or expectationsmay affect the way one performs
in the classroom having to vary one’s identity. (P6)

Precariousness, insecurity and constant changes in the educational envi-
ronment appear to affect many professionals’ working conditions and
trigger attitudes of action:

There are many battles to be fought in teaching and HE in particular and I
sometimes see myself as a rebel or an activist fighting against injustice and
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bad senior management choices, as sadly the system has really let us down.
(P5)

This aspect of identity, activism, vindicates the profession and the dis-
cipline against the perception of MFLs as “second-class teaching” (P4)
and the many changes in educational policies that affect teachers’ jobs and
teacher training education (Kramsch 2014; De Costa and Norton 2017).
In spite of these difficulties, teachers’ narratives show, in Werbińska’s
words, “individual agentive powers […] when confronted with critical
events and tensions or forced to make decisions” (2017, p. 45) related to
their role as teachers, their teaching styles and the importance of pedagog-
ical and subject knowledge, as explained in the next section.

3.4.6 Visions of Teaching

The multidimensionality of language teaching implies different personas
within the teacher role, which teachers need to learn and absorb. Some
teachers saw themselves as educators or facilitators, functions which go
beyond the mere language and cultural instruction or knowledge transfer:

I believe that the ethical aspect ofmy role as a teacher (and the one I value the
most) is to absorb, digest and translate change into a language my students
can understand, regardless of the subject I teach […].This is what education
should be about, not just getting good marks and passing a module. (P5)

Fulfilling this multiplicity of functions requires active agency inmaking
adjustments to achieve the “transformable identity” (King 2015, p. 107)
that helps teachers to become performers and to create emotional distance
from their role, as suggested by one respondent:

In the world of work […] we have a persona […]. I have always found it
intriguing that somany teachers who appear to be very lively and extroverted
in the classroom claim to be, really, shy and quiet people. Teachers have to
be permanently on show, right in front of their pupils […]. It is interesting
how so many of them claim to have this “double personality”. (P1)
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This transformable identity requires reflection about the language class-
room as a community in which identities are forged and negotiated
through interaction and language, as explained below:

[…] a place where students share a concern or a passion for something they
do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly, we can understand
that every individual/student in the language classroom is shaping her/his
own identity, and overall, negotiating it with the other participants in the
community. (P2)

In this learning community, the interaction between teacher and learner
is a key factor that requires teachers to have conceptual and pedagogical
knowledge, as well as communicative knowledge of the language they
teach (King 2015). However, as Varghese (2018) explains, pedagogical
content knowledge is often an area of conflict for language teachers.While
for some, subject knowledge is important to determine their professional
identity, “Knowledge of my subject […] determines my professional iden-
tity, makes me proud of what I do and the way I do it” (P6); for others,
competence in their subject is not enough:

I don’t think ‘knowledge of a specific subject’ determines my professional
identity. Being competent in my area and acting professionally in my sphere
of work enriches my professional identity by making me feel adequately
equipped to do my job well. But ultimately I don’t recognise myself as a
teacher of Italian only – I would find this extremely limiting. (P5)

Teachers found they have to adapt their practices and teaching styles to
the needs and characteristics of their learners, and this includes awareness
of different cultural backgrounds:

My teaching style had to change and adapt too. In Italy I would not need
to teach language through ‘examples’ as I have to do here. There are also
different levels of sensitivity between the two cultures (Italian and British)
and how we talk in a class in the UK is very different (more cautious) from
how we would talk in a class in Italy […]. (P5)

Teaching Italian to English speakers […] was quite different to teaching
adults who had good command of English but were native-speakers of other
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languages […]. It became apparent that it was necessary to adjust language
teaching materials to the need to understand and reconcile the intercultural
differences in attitudes and skills. (P6)

Narratives show that teachers’ beliefs of what is and is not good teaching
practice come from their experiences in the classroom, as well as from their
reflective involvement with pedagogical curriculum design and planning.

4 Discussion and Personal Reflection

The aim of this chapter was to investigate the experiences and perceptions
of identity in six transnationalMFL teachers living andworking in theUK,
manifested in their personal narratives.The analysis of these narratives has
revealed, among other aspects, that transnational language teachers embed
the concept of dynamic, hybrid and non-static identities, which is also
consistent with the notion of diaspora (Canagarajah and Silberstein 2012).
Teachers approach the concepts of difference and sameness in different ways
as they move across diverse contextual and spatial cultural and linguistic
settings with ease. However, attachment to their subject and affiliation to
communities related to their profession provide personal satisfaction and
reassurance.These also bring them a connection and continuity with their
past experiences and selves, relieving the feelings of anxiety brought about
by the process of integration into host environments.

Reflecting upon and writing my interpretation of these six narratives
has allowed me to be critically conscious about my own lived experiences
as a transnational language teacher in the UK: a woman, a migrant, a
teacher of Spanish, teacher of linguistics, researcher and teacher educator;
but also a daughter, a mother, a spouse, a friend and a colleague.

Moen (2006) states that “a voice can never exist in isolation […]Thus a
voice is overpopulated with other voices, with the intentions, expectations,
and attitudes of others” (2006, p. 58). In the act of finding my autobio-
graphical voice, I find myself in the voices of these six women teachers, in
the complexity of their feelings and beliefs about their place in the soci-
eties and communities they inhabit; reflecting about their attachments to
teaching networks and learning communities; recognising their sense of
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belonging and displacement. I also find myself in their determination to
succeed in their profession and their pride in being a language teacher in
sometimes hostile environments; in their passion for learning and sup-
porting their learners.

In my interpretation of these narratives I am aware of their situational
subjectivity, subject to here and now, prone to change, as well as to the fact
that my relationship with themmay be equally affected and influenced by
space and time as much as by the multiple voices and beliefs which inhabit
deeply myself. The fact that these teachers are known to me might have
also influenced my interpretation in that I know of their personal circum-
stances, their professional attitudes and roles, their feelings and emotions,
whichmay takeme beyond the narrative of their texts. But since “meaning
and understanding are created when voices engage in dialogue with each
other” (Moen 2006, p. 58), this reinforces the dialogic nature of the pro-
cess of narrative and my own narrative as a transnational language teacher
(whose professional identity is constructed by the interaction between
lived individual experiences, the professional settings I have encountered
and my personal history).

Reflecting on these accounts has made me understand the diasporic
nature of the MFL teaching profession in the UK, represented by the
sample in this study as much as by my own life history. Transnational lan-
guage teachers are part of the migratory phenomenon that characterises
the global economy. Immigration is perceived “as an act of adventure, a
new beginning of one’s life in a land of promise and prosperity” (Park
2017, p. 4). We are members of a community which is defined by strong
interest in personal and professional growth as well as by economic fac-
tors. We move between communities, between opportunities for learning
and learning is associated with improving job possibilities, but also with
developing a sense of self that goes beyond affiliations to inherited cul-
tures to embrace other cultures, a dimension which manifests itself in the
classroom.

In our professional lives as transnational and transcultural language
teachers who benefit from being part of academic and pedagogical
discourses associated with the values of openness, tolerance and equality,
we may consider ourselves to be privileged. However, we must not forget
that inequity, prejudice and precariousness affect many of us, showing,
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therefore, that both privilege and otherness go hand-in-hand in our
journeys as we negotiate their coexistence throughout our lives.

5 Conclusion

In this chapter I have attempted to unveil transnational language teachers’
experiences and perceptions of identity in the context of their transcul-
tural lives by engaging a small group of practitioners with the process of
reflection through autobiographical narratives and by providing my own
interpretation and meaning of their perceptions of identity in relation to
the cross-cultural and social contexts which they inhabit. The analysis of
the narratives has provided the following findings which respond to the
initial questions I raised in this chapter:

1. Teachers’ conceptualised identity appears as an aggregate of the private
(the personal) and the public (the professional) spheres in which they
exist. However, it is the multidimensional aspects of their identity as
teachers that define them.

2. Language is a distinct a marker of identity and, as competent pluri-
language users, learning a new language is an achievement and a source
of personal satisfaction. It is also an opening to developing new cultural
identities, and confirms that teachers’ sense of self is not fixed by a
particular culture or language. In addition, it highlights their acceptance
of change as intrinsic to the idea of identity, as a dynamic, ever-evolving
aspect of life.

3. In contrast, narratives revealed feelings and experiences of otherness,
difference and visions of the homeland, which affect teachers’ integration
into the host society as much as their sense of belonging to the home
society to which they often return. This tension generates a constant
process of rethinking their identity, as well as engendering a critical
view of assumed notions of national identity and memory.

4. Teachers’ beliefs about the multifaceted identity of the teaching pro-
fession evidences their role as agents in the process of adaptation, per-
forming their role and developing awareness of their learners’ needs.
Teachers also highlight their active role in developing subject and
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pedagogical knowledge through membership of professional commu-
nities and through collaboration with other teachers.

The findings of this study show that, in spite of the educational changes,
uncertainties and difficult conditions of service that affect many profes-
sionals, transnational language teachers’ sense of identity is strongly con-
nected to their practice and the relationship with their learners and other
practitioners. They also show their sense of agency in managing conflict-
ing attitudes and values across diverse sociocultural and linguistic worlds.
Narrative Inquiry has facilitated the process of reflection and enabled me
as a researcher to develop a critical approach to experience the experiences
of the participating teachers.
While this study presentsmany limitations due to the small number and

range of languages and of participating teachers, it also reveals the value of
this research and highlights the need for more research on transnational
MFL teachers. Questions which need exploring include: what motivates
them to become language teachers? What critical life experiences con-
tribute to shape their professional identity? How do these experiences
influence their attitudes and beliefs about themselves as members of social
and cultural groups?

Similarly, more research is needed about transnational language teach-
ers as agents of change in society and as transporters of ideas, histories
and ideologies which are transferred, confronted and negotiated in the
language classroom.
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3
Language Teacher/Translator Gendered
Identity Construction: From Dilemmatic
to Agentive—Big Lives Through Small

Stories

Tanya Linaker

1 Introduction

This chapter presents a case study of a bilingual Russian female
teacher/translator in the UK. The aim of the chapter is twofold: to give
voice to a female community of professional bilinguals in the UK of which
I am part of and to gain a better understanding of the significance of gen-
dered identity construction through small story analysis (Bamberg 2006).
In doing so, I intend tomake a contribution to the field of research on small
stories (Bamberg 2006; Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008) as a site
of gendered identity construction using a positioning analysis approach
(Bamberg 1997). I use positioning analysis as a tool for interpreting and
analysing the narrator’s identity claims against interactive claims through
interplay between three positioning levels—to the story characters, to the
interlocutor and to the global discourse.
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My interest in this subject and more specifically in the identity of Rus-
sian female teachers/translators in the UK originates in my affiliation
with this community and our common educational, cultural and ethnic
background as well as our professional status and migration experiences.
Therefore, my own experiences as a member of this group, as well as my
perspective as an inside researcher will be included in the analysis of the
narratives.

2 Theoretical Framework

The subject of Russian–English bilingual gendered professional iden-
tity construction in educational settings is still an under-researched
area with only a few studies conducted in the USA and in Canada.
They focus on themes which include women’s immigration and profes-
sional development (Kouritzin 2000), gender ideology affecting language
learning (Polanyi 1995), second language learning and identity interac-
tion (Pavlenko and Norton 2018), agency in second language learning
(Pavlenko and Piller 2001), gender, bilingualism and language mainte-
nance (Pavlenko 2001) and bilingual autobiographic memory and discur-
sive relativity (Pavlenko 2003). From these studies, I draw on the aspects of
immigration, gender ideology and bilingual agency within the framework
of female bilingual identity construction through the process of story-
telling. I intend to further bridge the gap between research on gender
and bilingualism by situating my study within a minority community of
bilingual Russian teachers and translators in the UK.
This study is seated within a social constructionist framework and

therefore views identity as a construct, existing as a series of actions,
which changes according to particular social and communicative contexts
(Gumperz 1982; Antaki and Widdicombe 1998; De Fina 2009; Blom-
maert 2005) emerging in social interaction, which is fluid and dynamic
and implies the socially positioning of self and others (Bucholtz and Hall
2010). Individuals are agents shaping their reality in the frame of their
social restrictions and communicative orientation (Archakis and Tsakona
2012).Therefore, culture, language and identity as experienced by individ-
uals in their everyday lives (Nunan and Choi 2010) are part of the process
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of identity construction through social interaction. In connection with
this, identity has also been studied from a dilemmatic perspective which
reaches the following three main sociocultural aspects: staying the same
in the face of change, being unique vis-à-vis being the same as others and
being agentive yet subjected to the outside agents of the broader socio-
historical context (Bamberg 2011). Further studies on the dilemmatic
nature of identity have considered areas of research which are relevant
to my investigation, including: teachers’ continuity/discontinuity, perma-
nence/change dilemma (Werbińska 2016), positioning within and at the
same time outside the community of practice (Eckert and McConnell-
Ginet 1992; Archakis and Tzanne 2005) and acting agentively while con-
forming at the same time to the dominant gender ideologies (Baxter 2003).
With this chapter, I hope tomake a contribution to the body of research

on the dilemmatic nature of identity, which has determined my position
in analysing the dilemmatic agency of a Russian female teacher/translator’s
identity construction. Therefore, this theoretical framework pays particu-
lar attention to gender, and more specifically gendered professional iden-
tity, as an aspect of identity in the context of professional immigrant
Russian women in the UK.

Gender is considered in interaction with other dimensions of social
identity, such as race, age, religion, nationality, class, culture and mul-
tilingualism. The relationship between these aspects of identity has been
noted in immigrant narratives, where the boundaries between the personal
and the professional are blurred due to sociocultural and historic circum-
stances: immigrant women’s second language practices impeded by the
gendered practices of their communities (Menard-Warwick 2009) and the
empowerment ofmultilingualism (Mills 2004) in which code-switching is
considered to be a site of identity construction through encoding different
identities (Myers-Scotton 2005) and transgressing traditional constraints
of gender discourse (Gardner-Chloros 2009).
The area of research on gendered professional identity in social con-

texts, a topic particularly relevant to my study, includes studies on the
workplace as a site of social interaction and gender performance (Holmes
2005; Holmes and Schnurr 2006) as well as more recent scholarship
focusing on gender identity performance and societal expectations (Litos-
seliti 2014), women in the workplace breaking through the glass ceiling
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(Mullany 2010), gendered discourse (Coates 2015) and individual agency
resisting stereotyped subject positioning (Baxter 2003). This body of
research has revealed the fluidity and dynamics that characterise the inter-
action between gender and professional identities while also challenging
ideological positions that prevent women from breaking through the glass
ceiling in which the issues of flexibility, work–home balance and child-
care are particularly salient. In this chapter I have referred to the Soviet
gender paradox—equality of labour without domestic equality (Ashwin
2006) and have adopted amultilevel framework of gender ideology, which
distinguishes between traditional, egalitarian and independent ideologies
with the latter emerging as prevalent in contemporary Russia (Ashwin and
Isupova 2018).
Relevant to this investigation is also the concept of diaspora , understood

not as a static and stable aspect of identity connected to homeland, but
as a shifting and changing concept in which individual identities are con-
structed and negotiated through multilingual strategies. This allows the
members of givenheritage groups to travel between languages and commu-
nities (Canagarajah and Silberstein 2012).This concept has been explored
from cultural and political perspectives as a site of identity construction
in relation to contemporary Russian speaking diasporic communities. For
example, Isurin (2011) explores the Russian immigrants’ perception as
outsiders both in their home and host countries, while Byford (2012)
identifies the Russian speaking diaspora abroad as a powerful instrument
in international political relations across a global network of state-backed
associations. My research echoes Nikolko and Carment’s view (2017) of
Russian speaking diaspora as a fragmented and unstable community with
an element of alienation and detachment between itsmembers.This delib-
erate disassociation from the traditional ideologies (i.e. gendered separate
spheres in the employment and family domains) is explained later as an
aspect of dilemmatic identity—acting as part of the community, yet per-
forming uniqueness by challenging the community’s traditional values
(Bamberg 2011).
My study of female teacher/translator identity construction is contex-

tualised by professional discourse, discourse of immigration, motherhood
and childcare. It builds on existing research of teacher identity construction
through small storytelling (Juzwik and Ives 2010; Soreide 2006; Watson
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2007), teacher identity co-construction through discursive interactions
(Johnson 2006) and discourse of immigration and professional success
(Janssens et al. 2006).My analysis is mediated by the concepts of perform-
ing success using discursive strategies (Wagner and Wodak 2006); iden-
tity construction through bilingual strategies, including code-switching
(Pavlenko 2001, 2003; Pavlenko and Piller 2001; Blackledge 2001; Black-
ledge and Pavlenko 2001; Gardner-Chloros 2009) and the idea of double
bind: female professionals resisting patriarchal gender ideologies (Litos-
seliti 2014).

3 Methodology

I have approached this investigation on gendered professional identity
construction among bilingual Russian female teachers/translators in the
UK from the perspective of narrative inquiry and narrative-in-interaction
(Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008; Barkhuizen et al. 2014). I use nar-
rative inquiry and small story analysis (Georgakopoulou 2006; Bamberg
1997, 2006, 2011, 2014; Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008; De Fina
and Georgakopoulou 2015), in combination with a case study approach
to the narrative of a bilingual Russian female teacher/translator, as a strat-
egy to extract the most trustworthy and essential data in order to answer
the following research questions:

• What aspects of gendered professional identity emerge from the small
stories and how does the identity shift from dilemmatic to agentive?

• What are the dominant discourses present in the narrative? Does the
participant-narrator align to them or resist them through the narrative
and what linguistic resources are used to make identity claims?

While acknowledging the broader body of research into narrative inquiry
(e.g. Barkhuizen 2014; De Fina and Georgakopoulou 2015, among oth-
ers), my focus is on gendered identity construction through reflective
storytelling (Benson 2014). I choose small story analysis as a tool for high-
lighting dilemmatic identity construction (Bamberg 2011) through social
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interaction between the participant-narrator and the researcher (Geor-
gakopoulou 2006). The analysis of a small story allows for better scrutiny
of inconsistencies and ambiguities, which might appear in the partici-
pant’s narrative. In other words, small story framework is most relevant
for deconstructing identity as multiple and contradictory, as it gives us the
opportunity to interrogate identity formation at the given time and space
with the given interlocutor.

I have applied principles of self-reflexivity (Goldstein 2001) to the anal-
ysis of data and brought my own personal and professional experience to
the investigation in order to reveal dominant discourses and ideologies that
underlie the social issues that the participant-narrator and the researcher
may raise (De Fina 2013). My self-reflexive stance and membership of the
researched community give me a deeper understanding and empathy of its
members’ life trajectories, allowing for a greater agency in co-constructing
their stories. As Riessman (2015) points out, this strategy lends research
credibility and validity.

However, as a researcher, I am also conscious of the risks of imposing
my own pre-conceived ideologies to the interpretation of the data. To
avoid this, I have been careful to use self-reflection (De Fina and Geor-
gakopoulou 2008) by creatingwhat Baxter (2003) calls a polyphonic effect
between the voices of the researcher and the researched. Through shar-
ing similar biographical data with the participant-narrator, the researcher’s
agency comes to the fore of the analysis and becomes auto-biographical
due to a high level of emotional and intellectual engagement in co-creating
a story (Ellis and Bochner 2016; Wortham 2000).

I choose a positioning analysis framework, as applied by Davies and
Harre (1990), because it gives an opportunity to analyse small stories
as acts of gendered identity performance (Butler 1990) at a given time
and space: the participant-narrator relates in a particular way to the story
characters, the interlocutor and the global discourses at the moment of
telling the story. The analysis has been carried out at three levels: at
the first level I observe how the participant-narrator positions herself in
relation to the characters within the story; at the second level I explore
how the participant-narrator positions herself in relation to the interlocu-
tor/researcher (myself ) and at the third level I discover how the narrator
positions herself in relation to dominant discourses or master narratives
(Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008). I have involved discourse analysis
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to establish the ways identity is constructed discursively using linguistic
strategies.

3.1 Data Collection

The qualitative data in this case study relates to an individual interview
with Irina (not her real name) a professional Russian teacher/translator
living in the UK. The interview was conducted in Russian at the request
of the participant and recorded, transcribed and translated into English
by the researcher. The interview lasted approximately two hours, with
questions ranging fromprofessional, family, immigration and institutional
discourses. The focus was on small, fragmentary and scattered narrative
(Archakis andTsakona 2012), used both as a source of data and as an object
of analysis (De Fina 2009). Irina’s narrative is set within the professional
discourse of teaching and translatingwith other discourses invoked: gender
ideology, motherhood, immigration, work/life balance and professional
success.

Irina’s narrative was part of a previous larger-scale set of individual
unstructured interviews I conducted with ten professional Russian teach-
ers/translators in the UK for research purposes.
The ten participants geographically based in Sussex volunteered for the

research. They share the following similar characteristics: they are self-
employed Russian language teachers and/or translators based in Sussex;
they are aged between 40 and 50 and immigrated to the UK ten or more
years ago. They are achieved bilinguals (they have reached bilingual status
as adults through education and socialisation) (Wei 2008). They are also
educated to degree level and are married to British partners and have
children. In addition, they are members of what Wenger (2010) defines
as a community of practice, in this instance a community of Russian
teachers and translators whose members are engaged in common activity
through interactive shared practice of professional networking and support
(Holmes and Meyerhoff 1999). This last characteristic is important for
my analysis of the dilemmatic identity aspect—wanting to be part of the
group and at the same time maintaining independence. Ethical consent
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was obtained from each participant and their names were changed for
anonymity purposes.

3.2 Analysis and Interpretation of Data

This section presents the analysis of the data from an interview with Irina,
the selected participant for this case study.

Irina arrived in the UK in 1997 from Russia. She has been married for
20 years to a Britishman and has two children of school age. She belongs to
the community of self-employedRussian teachers and translators in Sussex
who regularly collaborate professionally and socially via social media and
in person. Irina is used as a “prototype” or example representative of the
female Russian speaking teachers and translators’ community in Sussex.
My personal and professional background mirrors that of Irina with the
only difference being the mode of employment—I have a full-time posi-
tion at a university. However, I can relate to the part-time self-employed
nature of Irina’s job through my own professional story. We both have
qualified teacher and translator status and identify ourselves as linguists,
i.e. specialists in one or more foreign language. Therefore, the distinction
between these two professional practices (teaching and translating) is not
clearly definedwithin the context of the analysis due to the nature of Irina’s
work.

Irina’s narrative is set within the discourse of her profession as a teacher
and translator with other discourses also being invoked: gender, mother-
hood, immigration, work/life balance and professional success. She con-
structs her professional gendered identity chronologically through the
narrative, outlining the most significant stages in her professional career
through small stories.

3.2.1 Positioning Level 1: Positioning Against Story Actors

Irina begins the narrative by setting a scene of her initial steps towards
building her career.
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When I arrived here, I did not know what to do, because English was my
profession in Russia and when I arrived I did not immediately find my feet,
but then I met an interpreter and she told me that here I can continue
working as a translator or interpreter and a teacher of Russian, I just need
to find a suitable position, get registered and so on. And so I became a
translator and a freelance teacher of Russian.

The example shows that in relation to the character of the interpreter she
met, Irina projects a dilemmatic agency (Bamberg 2011) positioning her-
self as initially lacking confidence and being confounded by a change of
circumstances: the metaphor “did not find her feet” signals the difficul-
ties she had to confront. The figure of an interpreter is brought in as an
agentive involvement, marked via the coordinate “but then”.The example
demonstrates how the narrator’s identity is constructed by the discourse
of immigration (loss of professional confidence and security due to reloca-
tion to a foreign country) and by other actors (interpreter who agentively
influenced Irina’s professional choice).

As the narrative evolves, Irina positions herself more agentively: from
becoming a registered translator to interpreter and teacher, then to business
owner following the launch of her own website. In the example below “R”
is researcher and “I” is Irina:

I: At first I did written translations, due to the fact that I sent my CVs to
different agencies and for many years I had mainly written translations.
Andwhen I had another child and he grewup, I decided that I had the time
now, even if not verymuch, to leave the house. First of all, it was important
for my psyche—I had enough of sitting at home. It was very important.
I still thought that with my qualifications I can only work as a translator
or a teacher. On the one hand, it was too late to learn anything new, on
the other hand, I did not know exactly what else I wanted to do. I did not
feel like changing my life drastically. To learn another profession would
have been expensive and would have required more time, but interpreting
and tutoring jobs once or twice a month would have suited me. And so
it happened that I decided to create my own website.

R: Yourself?
I: I only paid for setting up the website. I paid the web designer, created my

own design, found the images, controlled the whole process, she only did
three pages, then the site started growing, I started marketing it more, I
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startedmarketingmy own site. I started working and now I have ten times
more clients than I had before. It was important to create my own site
and all the investments paid off, of course. Even at some point I had too
much work. As one of my friends said, I should have started my agency
at that point. I simply could not do it. It needed my attention. With an
agency, it is a completely different story, one needs to work even more,
more marketing and so on. Well, it was a good idea.

Irina projects herself as a logical person as reflected in the structure of
the argumentative paragraph, which moves cohesively along a temporal
sequence detailing the consequences of events, using subordinating con-
junctions, connectors and contrasting phrases: “at first, due to the fact,
and when, first of all, on the one hand, on the other hand, in principle, and
so it happened”. However, her claim about work being important for her
psyche tells us about her dissatisfaction with the predominantly caregiving
role and the need to add a professional role to the role of the mother, thus
invoking a conflict between the discourses of motherhood and profession.
The reiteration of “important” across two connecting clauses, with the
addition of the intensifier “very” reinforces Irina’s agentive positioning
towards seeking employment in spite of motherhood constraints.

Irina’s agentive stance is also revealed through elaboration on the success
of her website: she constructs her identity as a cunning entrepreneur. She
evaluates her success numerically: “I have ten times more clients now than
I had before”, “at some point I had too much work”. She places emphasis
on the fact that she created her website by herself by repeating this twice in
one paragraph to highlight her positioning of independence and success.
The projection of success as a key topos of the narrative is contrasted

with Irina’s regret for not setting up her own translation and teaching
agency, disclosing the lack of determination—“you would have needed to
workmore”. Irina attributes greater agency to herself through the repetitive
use of the first person pronoun. She minimises the agency of the web
designer by numerically quantifying the latter’s input in one sentence:
“she only did three pages”.

Up until this moment Irina’s story has focused on positive aspects of
her professional experience since she started her business. However, in the
following critical incident, an interpreting assignment at the wedding of
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a daughter of a wealthy Russian male client, she raises issues of discrimi-
nation in relation to her gendered professional identity.

R: Were there any occasions when you had to suffer some humiliation?
I: Yes there were. I come to my teaching and interpreting assignments now

and sometimes I have to put the clients in their place. So, you don’t
know who your client is going to be and I had interpreted at weddings
a few times. There was one wedding when I did not want to work as
an interpreter any longer. Did not want to go out to do interpreting
jobs. Because everything was paid by somebody’s father—he was some
oil magnate, as it turned out. So, his attitude was—“you are a woman,
come only when you are called”. That kind of attitude. No, it is rare now
when you are not respected, when people are swine, so to speak. These
are Russian clients, but a certain element, those who have a sea of money.
And no culture.

In this account Irina constructs a strong and assertive gendered identity
through the story of a discriminatory experience.This is achieved through
the use of linguistic and discourse strategies, i.e. the use of idioms (“put
someone in their place”). Her positioning against and her evaluation of
the other character in the story, the father, is reinforced by the use of the
passive, indefinite and non-personal expressions “some”, “somebody’s”,
as well as metaphors “the sea of money”, epithets “people are swine” and
comparisons which point out to the stereotypical character of a richmisog-
ynistic man who pays the bills and is largely behind the scenes. The use
of direct speech “come only when you are called” strengthens Irina’s posi-
tioning as highly critical towards people with “that kind of attitude” and
discriminatory gender ideology.

I co-construct Irina’s story to highlight her positioning against the
story characters and her dilemmatic agency—her professional fulfilment
is restricted by both internal and external factors. Internally Irina is con-
founded by self-doubt expressed metaphorically “I did not find my feet”,
while externally Irina’s professional identity is in conflict with her gen-
dered identity as a mother and a caregiver. The repetition of “impor-
tant”, “I had enough of sitting at home” positions her agentively, at the
same time, she is constrained by motherhood discourse—reference to
the lack of time. Metaphorically Irina equates motherhood with home
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imprisonment “sitting at home”, “leaving the house”. However, her iden-
tity becomes stronger as she develops professionally—at the beginning of
her career she needed external help and advice (the interpreter she met).
Later in her narrative she minimises the role of a web designer numer-
ically and emphasises her own agency through expression of ownership
“my own”, “controlled” and quantifiable success “ten times more”, “too
much”. In another example we observe a similar development of her agen-
tive stance in relation to her clients’ unprofessionalmisogynistic behaviour:
from “I did not want to work as an interpreter any longer” to “I have to
put the clients in their place”, “it is rare now when you are not respected”.
Irina’s gendered identity is constructed agentively through the negative
professional experience, resisting and challenging patriarchal discourse in
the workplace.

3.2.2 Positioning Level 2: Positioning Against
the Interlocutor

At level 2 positioning (self in relation to the audience) Irina perceives me as
a colleague, collaborator and an empathetic figure, which is linguistically
indexed through the use of first and second person plural forms when
talking about her profession: “this is the type of job that we do”. I express
solidarity and understanding of the job that Irina does by rhetorically
repeating the quantifying statement about the number of hours she had
to work on one occasion, to which she reiterates “It was a very hard job”,
thus confirming the empathetic nature of the exchange.

Irina and I co-construct her identity as someone who gets stronger
and wiser in the face of adversity. Our collaborative narrative leads to
a new level of confidence in Irina’s narration and a spontaneous switch
to a different register. She illustrates the disdainful attitude of some of
her clients towards her profession by revoking an anecdote from Russian
history.

I: Well, 300 years ago—it was documented in the archives—in all Russian
military regiments there were horses, interpreters and other scum, who
travelled with the Army.

R: Scum?!
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I: Well, it is understandable, we are helping, we offer services, but like any
other profession—you hire a person, you need to respect her, I came with
my particular skills, he would not have done without me. I reject some
offers now. My profession taught me to hold my head high and I learned
to respect myself more as a woman.

R: Yes, yes, yes.
I: And I feel that my character has become stronger.
R: Yes, this is good, this is good.
I: Good for my life and good for my children.

The switch to lower register (the word scum) is used to dramatise the nar-
rative and to invoke further empathy from the interlocutor. This effect is
achieved by contrasting the contemporary use of this word as emotively
charged and vulgar and its historical meaning with non-offensive con-
notation. The dilemmatic agency of Irina’s identity is displayed through
the challenge of maintaining respect for her profession, which equated
to “scum” 300 years ago. Her assertive stance with the emphatic use of
metaphor “hold my head high” further reinforces her claim as a proud
professional rejecting the portrayed negative professional discourse. Both
Irina and I co-construct Irina’s gendered identity as assertive, strong, self-
respectful and good for her life and good for her children, by reiterating
the adjectives “good”, “strong” and echoing each other in affirmatives “yes,
yes, yes”.The extract also illuminates the relationship between professional
and gendered aspects of Irina’s identity—her professional experience has
led to strengthening her agentive stance as a woman and a mother.

3.2.3 Positioning Level 3: Positioning Against Global
Discourses

At level 3 positioning (in relation to dominant discourses) Irina’s gendered
identity is constructed by the discourse of motherhood and professional
discourse.

R: We were talking about work, how do you manage to combine work,
home, looking after children?

I: This is the beauty of my job: working for myself, I can control the volume
of work and setmy own deadlines. It is not that I have a luxury of choosing
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how much I work because I can afford it, it is because of the children. It
is important for me to be there when they get home from school. There
is nobody to help us here, so this job is convenient. Very convenient.
Sometimes I think I am missing interaction with colleagues, but then I
think what would I have done during the long summer holiday if I had a
full-time job? We do not have any relatives here who could help.

She refers to the “beauty” of her job because of the flexibility. At the same
time, she does not have the “luxury” of choice and misses the elements
of a full-time job. She is also constrained by the lack of childcare help.
Through this double bind professional gendered discourse, Irina positions
herself in relation to the institutional childcare discourse implicitly stating
that she cannot progress professionally due to the lack of childcare or its
affordability (the mention of relatives). This demonstrates the dilemmatic
nature of her identity of acting agentively as a professional (being in control
of the volume of her work) yet being constrained by the discourse of
motherhood.

Irina compares parenting ideology in Russia and in the UK and posi-
tions herself non-agentively towards what she considers to be good parent-
ing discourse in the UK:

Many mothers work “part time” here. So they can collect children from
school. This is the way it is done here. Not like in Russia. In Russia children
come home at 7 pm from afterschool clubs. I cannot judge whether it is
good or bad. If I told them that in Russia it is customary for both parents
to work full time, they would say it is “bad parenting”, it would not suit
them. By the same token, they don’t like it that people wear fur in Russia
– they think it is very bad. Different attitudes, different circumstances, all
different.

Irina feels bound by a bad parenting discourse, the discourse of blame. She
code switches to English for the lack of an exact equivalent in Russian.
This use of bilingual strategy highlights what both interlocutors perceive
to be the cultural difference between the two countries, which linguis-
tically cannot be directly transferred. To emphasise this difference Irina
draws the parallel with the attitude to wearing fur and reiterates the word
“different” as the key in her positioning of conforming to the discourse
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of good parenting. On the one hand, Irina’s dilemmatic agency of being
different yet wanting to belong to the group is invoked through the use of
third-person plural pronoun “they”, “them”, positioning her outside the
group. On the other hand, she accepts “their” (the British culture) values
of good and bad parenting as part of her cultural assimilation process:
“this is the way it is done”, “I cannot judge”.

Irina’s justification of her non-agentive positioning towards mother-
hood/parenting discourse is further illustrated by her relationship with
her husband:

My husband would like me to work and earn good money. But we cannot
both work full time and look after children. This is not fair. Yesterday I had
to work late, for example, so he had to come home, pick up the children,
take them swimming, cook them dinner, all the rest of it. I can ask him to
do this once a month, maximum once a fortnight, but not every day. This
has never even been discussed. This is not expected of him.

Irina maintains her conformity to traditional Russian gender ideology
where it is the norm for women to work a “double shift”—at home and in
the office (Ashwin 2006): she does not think it is “fair” for her husband to
do a double shift. Her stance towards gender ideology is dilemmatic—it is
changing towards egalitarian (as explicitly stated in her attitude towards
misogyny and discrimination in a professional situation), yet it stays the
same within the family discourse: the changes “have never been discussed”
and sharing childcare is “not expected of him” (her husband). The use of
impersonal passive constructions emphasises Irina’s lack of agency.

Another example of dilemmatic identity at work is Irina’s positioning
of being part of the Russian community by adhering to its traditional val-
ues and culture and at the same time disassociating herself from it. Irina
constructs her identity as a professional teacher and translator in contrast
to laypeople, thus identifying her positioning with that of the dominant
professional discourse in the UK: her advanced qualifications and expe-
rience versus the lack of professionalism and skills of her competitors.
Her dismissive attitude to the new competitors in the market is conveyed
through the repetition of “those”.
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Those people who now come to Britain: students, wives, Russian wives and
so on… competition from those people, they are not very demanding of
themselves – they have very low rates.

Her dilemmatic agency of being the same as others and being different is
invoked through the dismissive use of “Russian wives”. On the one hand,
she contests and rejects essentialist gender ideology still prevalent in Rus-
sia through her explicit identity claims in the wedding story narrative (see
positioning level 1). On the other hand, she maintains it by categorising
this group of women “Russian wives” within a traditional gender frame-
work—subservient to the husband, with no professional qualifications,
but having to work as a result of a change of circumstances (Ashwin and
Isupova 2018).
The complexity of Irina’s stance on gender ideology and professional

discourse is illustrated by the story of her teaching assignment with a
female Russian client.

It was a very hard job. I immediately understood all about her, she then
apologised. Because she understood that I am a professional person.

At first, the client was dismissive of Irina’s efforts and then, having seen her
professional performance, apologised for her rudeness and engaged Irina in
subsequent collaboration. On the one hand, Irina maintains her affiliation
with the dominant discourse of the stereotypical perception of a particular
Russian social class as people with lots of money and no culture. On the
other hand, we can see the dilemmatic agency of constancy and change
at work as illuminated by this small story. The keyword in her narrative
is understanding, which is developed mutually between herself and the
client through the course of the assignment: “I immediately understood
all about her”, “she understood that I am a professional”. At the same
time, this understanding is translated globally into Irina’s understanding
of people in general, developed through her professional career and her
increased sense of tolerance. Linguistically her positioning is intensified
through the use of metaphors:
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You have to have an opportunity and a skill to understand them and under-
stand why they behave the way they do, to be able to separate the wheat
from the chaff. Well, she herself is not a very straightforward person. That
is probably why she has so much in life, because she has such a tough
character.

She departs from the idea of rich equals rude and evaluates her client as
being complex, justifying her wealth by the toughness of her character.
Irina positions herself in relation to the global social discourse as somebody
who has become more understanding throughout the course of her career.
By implication, this story also illuminates Irina’s dilemmatic stance on
gender ideology from traditionalist “Russian wives” to egalitarian—“the
woman is tough, and I understand and respect her”.

At level 3 positioning, Irina interactively co-constructs her professional
gendered identity as dilemmatic and agentive at the same time. Her agen-
tive stance towards professional discourse is being undermined by the
discourse of good and bad parenting, the constraints of institutional child-
care and traditional gender ideologies. Her lack of agency is evidenced
linguistically: the use of third-person pronouns, reiteration of the word
“different”, use of impersonal constructions in relation to her husband
sharing childcare duties. At the same time, she agentively positions herself
against those who are unprofessional, thus highlighting her professional
persona and her desire to differentiate from the certain elements of the
Russian community. It is through professional discourse that Irina’s stance
towards traditional gender ideology is challenged by a successful female
learner/client, which brings about a change in Irina’s positioning—from
antagonistic to understanding and respectful. The repetition of under-
standing in relation to the discourse of professional success strengthens
Irina’s progressive stance towards an egalitarian gender ideology.

4 Discussion

The analysis demonstrates the transformative force of the narrative in
constructing gendered professional identity by bringing to the fore the
dilemmatic agency of the narrator who conforms and at the same time
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resists the dominant professional and essentialist gender ideology through
the course of small storytelling.

Positioning herself in relation to story actors, Irina uses agentive stance
towards her career progression and professional success in the face of
adversity arising from discriminatory experiences and the constraints of
motherhood. The dilemmatic aspect of her identity as being agentive and
constructed by others at the same time is invoked linguistically through
vocabulary choice, the use of contrasting metaphors in reference to her
career as a journey, motherhood as imprisonment and her misogynis-
tic clients as “swine”. As a researcher, I help co-construct Irina’s identity
through sharing my personal professional stories and triggering agency
work through interactive remembering.

In relation to the interlocutor, Irina maintains strong in-group (Eckert
and McConnell-Ginet 1992) identity of a cultured, knowledgeable, edu-
cated professional seeking and receiving empathy for her actions from the
researcher, who is the member of the same community of practice. This
stance is in opposition to the out-group of people who may not uphold
the same values (the uncultured, rude, poorly educated class, as stated in
Irina’s narrative) but who belong to the same diaspora of Russian speakers
living in the UK. Irina positions herself as culturally Russian, but disasso-
ciates herself from misogynistic elements of the Russian community. This
positioning reflects the fragmented nature of the Russian speaking dias-
pora (Nikolko and Carment 2017). Irina’s simultaneous membership in
both local Russian and English-speaking communities further complicates
her positioning towards discourse of motherhood, adopting the distinc-
tion between good and bad parenting. Irina’s desire to maintain in-group
identity, i.e. belonging to both sets of communities (Russian and British)
puts her in a double bind. She is bound by the need to conform to good par-
enting discourse of prioritising family over career choices and by the tradi-
tional Russian double shift discourse, which suggests that a woman should
have both professional and child caring responsibilities in equal measure
(Ashwin 2006). Irina’s dilemmatic identity of being part of the group
and yet being unique is constructed linguistically by code-switching—the
concept of bad parenting denotes the whole cultural layer shared by Irina
and myself through our membership in the English-speaking community,
however, this concept is non-existent in Russian language and culture.
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Being bilingual, the narrator and the researcher do not just use Russian
as a medium for communication, but use code-switching and emotively
chargedmetaphors and epithets, attributed toRussian speech in particular,
which makes the interaction unique. My sensitivity to bilingual resources
helps reveal inconsistencies between explicit identity claims and identity
constructed through small stories.
The narrative demonstrates the shift from dilemmatic to more agentive

positioning, invoking the dilemmatic aspect of constancy and change in
the move towards alignment with discourse of respectability and tolerance
in Irina’s professional world and egalitarian gender discourse. Irina’s small
stories illuminate the force of interactive narrative in identity construction
in relation to the global gender and professional discourses.

5 Conclusion

This study represents a contribution to the under-researched area of small
story analysis through the three-level positioning model (Bamberg 2006;
Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008). It also gives an insight into aspects
of gendered professional identity formation of the community of prac-
tice of Russian female teachers and translators in the UK, based on the
narrated interaction between an individual and the researcher. Both, the
participant and myself, the researcher, share membership of that commu-
nity, their linguistic code values, memory and history. The study invokes
the participant’s dilemmatic agency (Bamberg 2011) of constancy and
change, being the same as others and being different, as well as resisting
and at the same time conforming to gender and professional ideologies
through implicit and explicit identity claims, which are conveyed through
discourse. The narrative, therefore, serves as an emancipatory tool, which
has a transformative value for the individual.

As a reflective practitioner, who enquires about the professional gender
identity of fellow Russian female teachers and translators, I compare the
participant’s story and experienceswithmine, thus gaining access to deeper
meaning and interpretation of all three levels of positioning in the stories,
which unfold during interaction.
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With this study, I also hope to add to the body of research on language
teacher identity by giving voice to the underrepresented minority of Rus-
sian female teachers and translators in the UK and revealing their agentive
and non-agentive positioning not only within their professional discourse
but also within the discourses of motherhood, immigration, and gender
ideology.
The limitation of the current small-scale study has the potential for

increasing the sample of participants to carry out more interviews to elicit
small stories, conduct ethnographic and autoethnographic observations in
order to achieve a more in-depth and better understanding of professional
gender identity construction through discursive practices.
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4
“When I Am Teaching German, I Put

on a Persona”: Exploring Lived Experiences
of Teaching a Foreign Language

Maria Luisa Pérez Cavana

1 Introduction

The following description by Brown (2007) shows the complexity and the
multi-layered nature of language learning:

Learning a second language is a long and complex undertaking. Your whole
person is affected as you struggle to reach beyond the first language into
a new language, a new culture, a new way of thinking, feeling and acting.
Total commitment, total involvement, a total physical, intellectual, and
emotional response are necessary to successfully send and receive messages
in a second language. (Brown 2007, p. 1)

We could paraphrase Brown’s quote for languages teaching arguing that
teaching a foreign language is a complex undertaking where thewhole per-
son’s involvement is required: body, emotions and cognition. As amatter of
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fact, this whole person involvement makes languages stand out from other
teaching subjects, such as Geography or Maths where physical, emotional
or cultural aspects might play a minor role, if any at all. In a similar way
as learning a language, teaching a language presents specific challenges to
teachers, in particular the physical involvement as required in the pronun-
ciation and fluency; the emotional involvement, such as teachers’ feelings
in relation to the language or culture they teach; or responding to the
students expectations regarding their language competence. In summary
to be a language teacher is grounded in being able to “personify”, enact
and embody a language that often is not the mother tongue.

In this chapter, I will focus on describing how this language teachers’
enacting unfolds as an embodied mode of experience.
This chapter uses phenomenology as a starting point of the study on the

lived experiences of language teachers and as an analysis tool to investigate
the structure of their experience.

Language teachers have been the object of numerous studies and
research debates over the last decades and this has produced a signif-
icant amount of knowledge and ongoing debates. On the one hand,
sociocultural and poststructuralist studies have established the complex-
ity and multiplicity of language teachers’ identities. On the other hand,
the debate around the Native Speaker (NS) versus Non-Native Speaker
(NNS) is still open and a dominant reference in Second Language Acqui-
sition (SLA) research. Most studies however have focused on language
teachers as objects of investigation and not on their experiences as sub-
jects.
There is also an emerging trend around the phenomenon of languages

learning from a humanistic perspective (Ros i Solé 2016) that consid-
ers the whole person approach as a way to convey the complexity and
multi-layered experience of languages learning. Within this context, phe-
nomenology, and in particular the exploration into the lived experience of
language (Spracherleben), has been considered both as a relevant and as an
under-researched approach (Busch 2015).This research gap is particularly
noteworthy in relation to language teachers.
Within this context the questions I wanted to explore were: What is

it like to teach a language that is not your mother tongue? How is the
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sense of self when teaching a foreign language? How is their embodied
self? How the language teacher-self does relate with their “normal” self?
This chapter aims to make a contribution into this under-researched

field investigating the lived experiences of two languages teachers using
phenomenology as starting point. The data are qualitative and rich gath-
ered from in-depth interviews. The analysis uses phenomenological tools
and reflections to uncover the structure of human existence.

1.1 Positioning the Study in the Literature

From the point of view of SLA research, sociolinguistics and the wide field
of foreign language teaching, the topic of language teachers’ identity has
emerged over three decades and has been object of a significant number
of studies.

Of particular relevance for language teachers is the discussion about the
Native Speaker versus Non-Native Speakers (NS-NNS). This debate was
initiated by Medgyes (1994) (who coined the terms), and Braine (1999).
These terms express the view that the native speaker is the norm towards
which language learners should strive to emulate (Ricento 2005). Davies
(2004) explains in relation to this view that there are twomain approaches:
the linguistic view, which sees the native speaker as the “repository and
guardian of the true language”, and the social view, which sees the native
speaker as “the standard setter” (Davies 2004, p. 448).

Although the dichotomyNS-NNS has been heavily criticized as a myth
(Paikeday 1985) and as an Anglo-centric construct (Moussu and Llurda
2008), it continues to be part of the norms, perceptions and expectations
around language teachers and is still widely used (Arva andMedgyes 2000;
Pachler et al. 2007;McNamara 1991; Shin 2008). It also plays a significant
role regarding perceptions of professional competence of language teach-
ers, as Murdoch puts it: “language proficiency will always represent the
bedrock of their professional confidence” (Murdoch 1994, p. 254). The
students’ preferences for native language speakers has been demonstrated
in some studies (Lasagabaster and Sierra 2005) as well as the self-doubt
of non-native language teachers (Arva and Medgyes 2000; Hayes 2009).
However, the claim that NS teachers are better teachers than NNSs, and
that NNSs are deficient in terms of linguistic and cultural authority has
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been questioned in different studies (Matsumoto 2018; Atamturk et al.
2018). In his comprehensive review of the NS-NNS debate, Alan Davies
concludes that the term NS “remains ambiguous” as it is both “myth and
reality” (Davies 2004, p. 431).
The debate aroundNS-NNS is closely related with the broader research

area of language teacher identity. As this paper focuses on lived experiences
of language teachers, and on their self or selves as part of their lifeworld,
it can be situated within this current broad field of research.
What follows is a short overview of current debates around the identity

of teachers, in particular of language teachers.
There has been an increasing interest in researching the topic of teacher

identity over the last two decades, as well as a growing emphasis on the
role of emotions, passion, commitment and courage in teaching (Akker-
man and Meijer 2011; Beauchamp andThomas 2009). Many researchers
have attempted to define teacher identity, and although there is not a
widely accepted definition, there are some common characteristics that
many scholars seem to consider fundamental to teacher identity from a
post structuralist point of view (Beauchamp and Thomas 2009). These
are: multiplicity of identities, the discontinuity of identities and the social
nature of identity.Onemain focus of researchwithin this field has been the
identity of newly qualified language teachers (Ruohotie-Lyhty 2013;Trent
and DeCoursey 2011; Kanno and Stuart 2011; Hallman 2015). Another
main line of research has been the colonial legacy of NNS teachers (Case
2004; Cho 2014; Trent and DeCoursey 2011; Reis 2015; Canagarajah
2012). From the point of view of the theoretical approaches around lan-
guage teacher identity, although there is not a single coherent theoretical
approach, the poststructuralist perspective in different variants seems to
be the predominant one (Varghese et al. 2009; Morgan 2004; Norton and
Toohey 2011).

If we consider the main characteristics described above for teacher iden-
tity in general, similar central features have been used to describe language
teachers’ identity: “(I)dentity is not a fixed, stable, unitary, and internally
coherent phenomenon but is multiple, shifting, and in conflict” (Varghese
et al. 2009, p. 22).

From the review on language teachers identity research it emerges that
the majority of the studies remain at the theorizing level, either social
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identity theory or theory of situated learning (Varghese et al. 2009). Even
the studies which have approached language teachers’ identity from a nar-
rative inquiry have a strong theorizing focus on sociocultural theory (Tsui
2007; Ruohotie-Lyhty 2013) to study the development of professional
teacher identity over a period of time.
This emphasis on theoretical approaches to languages teachers shows

the need to explore other perspectives such the lived experience of language
teachers, which this chapter aims to address.

2 Method

The main interest of this study was to investigate the subjective experi-
ence of teaching a foreign language. It draws from the identified under-
researched phenomenon of how teaching a language impacts on the
teacher’s sense of self, from the point of view of the lived experience.
For this reason phenomenology as a research method was chosen.
The phenomenological method draws from the work of philosophers

such as Husserl, Heidegger or Merleau-Ponty who investigated the things
themselves in their appearing (Merleau-Ponty 1962). The main principle
of Phenomenology is to examine every topic getting back to the conditions
found in of our experience as expressed inHusserl’s phenomenological dic-
tum: “to the things themselves” (Husserl 1950, p. 6). By this hemeant that
phenomenology should base its study on “the way things are experienced
rather than various extraneous concerns which might simply obscure and
distort what is to be understood” (Gallagher and Zahavi 2012, p. 6).
The focus of phenomenology is the way things appear to us through

experience, and the aim of phenomenological research is to provide a rich
textured description of lived experience (Finlay 2008). Phenomenology
uses the term lifeworld and it involves a way to describe theworld as experi-
enced, as lived, rather than a world separated from the people experiencing
it (Horton-Salway 2007).

Phenomenology as a qualitative human science research method seems
to offer a uniquely ideal approach to study the taken-for-granted expe-
rience of teaching a language. Phenomenology starts with wonder, with
having a fresh look at everyday objects and activities as if it was the first



74 M. L. P. Cavana

time we saw them. It is a reflection that problematizes “everydayness” and
taken-for-granted ways of thinking (Ravn 2016). Thus it will enable a
new, fresh look into the lived experience of language teachers.

2.1 Participants

The purpose of this study was to generate rich descriptions of language
teaching experiences. To gather the data, I carried out in-depth interviews
with two participants. They were both very experienced British language
teachers: one bilingual (English-French) with German as an additional
language, and the other was a NNS teacher of French. The study was
conducted in accordance with the British Psychological Society (BPS)
code of Ethics. In terms of how these were applied within the proposed
research this refers to: respect to the individuals, being aware of my own
competence, being responsible to avoid any harm to participants and to
myself and being fair and honest.
The participants were asked for their written consent and they were

informed about their right to withdraw at any time. In order to ensure
confidentiality and anonymity, the names used in this paper—John Car-
penter and Claire Woods—are not the real names and some personal
details have been omitted.
The participants were chosen following a maximum variation sampling

(Langdridge 2007).Thismeans that the researcher tries to findparticipants
who have a common experience, but with a wide variation of demographic
characteristics. The table below provides the key differences in several
relevant personal characteristics of Claire and John (Table 1).
The participants were interviewed separately for thirty to forty minutes.

The interviews were recorded and transcribed.

Table 1 Participants’ details

Claire John

Female Male
Under 45 Over 50
Secondary education, face-to-face Higher education, distance education
Bilingual French/English: teaching
French and German

Not bilingual teaching French
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The interview questions were designed following the phenomenologi-
cal approach and following the recommendations of M. Englander for a
phenomenological interview (Englander 2012). I asked the participants
for a description of teaching a language, for example a concrete experi-
ence or situation they could recall. The subsequent questions followed
the responses of the interviewee with focus on the phenomenon being
researched. While I was open to their responses and their experiences, I
also kept in mind the focus on my research which was their lived experi-
ences as language teachers. Therefore, my questions tried to elicit as many
concrete descriptions of their experiences as possible.
To reflect on my role as a researcher using this method. I considered

the following about the phenomenological method. I was aware of the
importance of self-awareness in doing this type of investigation and I put
into practice as much as I could the epoché, this means, bracketing my
own understanding, my own background and my own involvement.

I developed an attitude of refraining, at least initially, from importing
external frameworks and setting aside judgements about the phenomenon
(Finlay 2009). Obviously bracketing can be achieved only to a certain
extent, and in my case, as I am a language teacher it is impossible to
put aside my experiences and knowledge. However, I think that the phe-
nomenologicalmethod enabledme to be open and see the phenomenon—
in my case, the experiences of language teachers—in a new way. When
I processed and analysed the interviews, the findings were for me unex-
pectedly new and some of them intriguing, suggesting my position in this
study as insider-outsider (Milligan 2016).

2.2 Analysis

In the analysis I followed the phenomenology approach as portrayed by
(Giorgi 1985). Giorgi uses a Husserlian-inspired approach and provides
detailed guidelines for researching psychological topics that can also be
applied to educational phenomenon. It involves (Giorgi and Giorgi 2008;
Willig 2008):

1. The collection of concrete descriptions of the phenomenon from par-
ticipants;
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2. The researcher’s adoption of the phenomenological attitude;
3. An impressionistic reading of each description to gain a sense of famil-

iarity with the whole;
4. The in-depth re-reading of the description to identify “meaning units”,

which capture specific aspects of the whole;
5. Identifying andmaking explicit the significance for eachmeaning unit;

and
6. The production and articulation of a general description of the struc-

ture(s) of the experience.

Although the analysis starts with descriptive phenomenology, the final
stages of the analysis also include elements of interpretative and existen-
tialist phenomenology. That involves the context, intention and meaning
of the text, as well as looking for a general understanding of what it means
to be human, using for example reflections from the work of Sartre or
Merleau-Ponty. Following Finlay (2009) I consider the division between
descriptive and interpretative analysis as part of a continuum.

For phenomenologists there is the debate around the focus of their
research (Finlay 2009): Is it the focus on the essential and general structures
or of a phenomenon (eidetic)? Or is it to explain individual experience
(idiographic)? Although the approach of this paper is strongly ideographic
exploring how teaching a language is experienced by individuals, I also
adopted a middle view as suggested by Halling (2008), firstly looking at
particular experience; secondly considering the themes common to the
phenomenon and thirdly looking at philosophical and universal aspects
of being human. Following Halling’s approach I aimed to move back and
forth between experience and abstraction as presented in the following
sections.

3 Findings

3.1 A Male Non-native French Higher Education
Lecturer

John is a very experienced teacher of French. He has an excellent level of
French but he is aware that he is not a native speaker.
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3.1.1 A Fictitious Identity?

In the interview John described a situation during an intensive French
course where students were complaining about not having a native speaker
teacher, he said: “and I am not a native French speaker, so I consider myself
included in that critics, so that is quite destabilizing as a teacher”.

After feeling questioned by what he thought was a “false perception
on their part”. He decided to adopt a French identity throughout the
course, he changed his British name for a French one. The students were
convinced that he was a native French teacher:

so what I did was to adopt a French identity, (…) I changed my name on
my name badge that we all wore and I translated my name literally from
John Carpenter to Jean Charpentier which is a direct translation, and I told
my colleagues at the beginning of the two week period to only refer to this
name and not to my normal name, and it had a dramatic consequence.

The dramatic consecuence he is referring to, was significant for him as well
as for his students.

For him because what started as a game became part of his reality and
of the way he perceived himself:

(…) little by little I felt it changing my own identity as in much as I had
then to try and sustain the pretence of being French and not being British
and it is difficult to pinpoint exactly what it does to you internally, but I
was aware that I somehow portrayed a different personality.

With his new identity as Jean Charpentier, John remembers: “I think the
first time I did it, I was a little bit self-conscious about it and was aware
and wondered whether it was convincing and how quickly that would be
found out, so there was a sense of cheating or being a fraud or not being
genuine”.

At the beginning John/Jean had the feeling that he was representing
a fictitious identity, even feeling that he was cheating or being a fraud.
However, this was related to the possibility that students could “find out
the truth”, more than anything else.
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John/Jean on the other side, was aware of the reasons why he did that:
“it was for the teaching, and it had a real purpose to it”. It was to havemore
credibility for his student, to meet their expectations and their believes:
the idea that a good language teacher has to be a native speaker.

John/Jean gave the students what they wanted: a native speaker teacher.
But what does it mean? To have a French name? To have an excellent
command of the language? None of the students doubted that John/Jean
was a native speaker. In fact as the students found out at the end of
the course that John/Jean was British they could not believe it and had
difficulties to process this revelation. John/Jean recalls: “when the students
found out that I was not a native speaker they were quite shocked and they
had to make, just for the last two hours of the last day, they had to adjust
their perceptions to me back to ‘oh he is actually British’ and some of them
had great difficulty doing that and some of the were not persuaded by it
initially, and so I reasoned from that, I must have got into it and projected
some sort of Frenchness”.

It is interesting that when students found out, they had “to adjust their
perceptions”, said John/Jean. I wonder in which way? Did they see him as
a different person? Did he sound different? Less French? Did they see him
as a worse teacher? Did they have to question all that they had learned
from him? In terms of the students’ perceptions, I can only speculate
about their perceptions in a somewhat absurd situation in which they had
to question what they had experienced over two weeks, namely that his
French teacher, turned out not to be French.

3.1.2 Projecting Some Sort of Frenchness

In relation of John’s/Jean’s sense of self while he was acting as Jean, while
being conscious of his fictitious identity, he also recognized that part of
him was genuinely feeling French and “thinking” French. He spoke about
projecting “some sort of Frenchness”, he described: “being involved in
teaching French now and again for ten years and spending a lot of time
in France and using French virtually every day has had an influence on
me anyway, and there are times for example, when I can’t find words
in English or I find I am dreaming in French” or even when he talked
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in French without noticing, he described one of those situations “I was
confused and thought, oh where am I? And what language should I speak?
So you do internalise things to such a degree, so sometimes it can just throw
your compass a little bit”.
There is no clear cut for John/Jean about his feeling British or French,

or his language (French or English), sometimes he does not know, until he
heard someone speaking in a language and then he adjusts to the context.

In terms of how this experience was for him, he clearly enjoyed it. For
John having a fictitious identity was a “liberating experience”, even if he
felt he was cheating or being a fraud: “I got used to it and it was fun,
I enjoyed it, it was adopting a slightly different personality and (…) the
overriding feeling was (…) it was amusing more than anything”.

Having the possibility, the choice to project different personalities, not
to be constraint to a single one was experienced as a liberating feeling.

3.1.3 Being More Than What the Other Sees

The category “Self hood” in phenomenology is used to account for a struc-
tural feature of conscious experience, and it has to do with the person’s
sense of agency, the feeling of their own presence and voice in a situation
(Ashworth 2003). The self is actually completely interwoven with our
links with others and provided by interaction with others. In their reflec-
tions on social forms of self-consciousness, Gallagher and Zahavi (2016)
acknowledge that the “I” can become aware of itself through the eyes of
other people: I might frame my awareness of myself from the perspec-
tive of others, trying to see myself as they see me. Within this attitude,
the judgements that I make about myself are constrained by social expec-
tations and cultural values (Gallagher and Zahavi 2016). In the case of
John’s experience, it is the interaction with the others (his students) what
makes him aware of himself—as “deficient”, non-native French teacher,
this means that his sense of self is radically challenged and questioned.
This type of interaction can be considered as an “other-mediated form(s)
of self-experience” (Zahavi 2012). A clear example of this form of self-
experience can be found in the reflections of Sartre in the third part of
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“Being and Nothingness” in what he describes “Le pour-autri”: Being for
the others.

According to Sartre, self-consciousness (he exemplifies this in relation to
shame) presupposes the intervention of the other, that is, the self of which
I am ashamed. My public persona did not exist prior to my encounter
with the other, it was brought about by this encounter. To feel shame is
to accept the other’s evaluation; it is to identify with the object that the
other looks at and judges. In being ashamed I accept and acknowledge the
judgement of the other. Sartre states: “(…) I need the mediation of the
Other in order to be what I am” (Sartre 2003, p. 312). Commenting on
this passage Dan Zahavi explains Sartre’s position with the sentence: “I
am the way the other sees me, and I am nothing but that” (Zahavi 2014,
p. 213).

A closer analysis of John’s/Jean’s situation reveals that Sartre’s approach
does not quite work for him.Rather his action adopting a different identity
puts him in a position to say: “I am (both) the way the other sees me,
and more than that ”. This means, instead of being just constrained by
others, the experience is liberating and empowering: it opens an array of
possibilities, such as:

“I am what you think I am” (I am like a NS of French, you cannot tell the
difference)

“I am not what you think I am” (I am actually British, not a NS of
French)

“I am what I think I am not” (I do feel French, I project “Frenchness”)
“I am not what I think I am” (I am not a deficient teacher, I am not only

British)

John’s display of a fictitious identity reveals themulti-layered aspects of the
self where the terms “fictitious” or “real” do not mean anything. Also the
terms NS, NNS, in John’s experience lose the solidity they appear to have
in current debates and teachers’ and students’ expectations. They reveal
themselves as volatile, unsubstantiated constructs that appear or disappear
depending on the context and situation.
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3.2 A Female Bilingual (French/English) Secondary
Teacher with German as an Additional
Language

The lived experiences ofClaire teaching a language are characterized by flu-
idity and interdependence of the three languages/cultures: English, French
and German and the impossibility to provide a static, or stable account of
any of them, her feeling more enacting or inhabiting a language depends
on the circumstances, the students and the context.

3.2.1 In the Middle-In Between

Claire clearly feels her role of a language teacher as a mediating person:
“I think when I teach German I am a bit of an intermediary between the
English student and the German language and culture”, “I am facilitating
them to get nearer to a different culture, to a different language” “I feel like
an intermediary I want to persuade the children I am teaching that this is
fantastic, that this is really good”. When I asked Claire about where she
positions herself when explaining something about the French or German
culture (inside/outside) her response was “Ah…in the middle I think (…)
in the middle, neither in one or the other” (neither British nor German).
The role of an intermediary is difficult to grasp and to explain: “neither

here, nor there”.
The position of an intermediary resonates with the reflections of Simone

Weil in relation with the Greek termMetaxu (in-between-ness), something
that both separate and connect us. She exemplifies this with the image of
two prisoners whose cells adjoin communicate with each other by knock-
ing on the wall: “The wall is the thing which separates them but it also
their means of communication” (Weil 2004, p. 145).

Clare as an intermediary feels both separation and connection of her
students with the language and culture she is teaching. She has a double
function being the same as them/being different from them.
When I asked about to position herself in relation to being British or

French, she is unable to give a clear answer “Obviously being bilingual
French is part of me, but I don’t feel…I still feel very English… I still feel
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like a person from outside looking into (outside the culture) I don’t feel
either one or the other, I don’t feel French or German, but when I teach I
do”.

3.2.2 I Put on a Persona

One recurring theme in Claire’s interview is the experience of being some-
one different, creating a persona, pretending, in a word, enacting a differ-
ent person when she teaches.
Talking about her experiences teaching German she said:

“You have to be like a different person, don’t you?” And she further describes
her experience of teaching a language as having a different identity; she
says: “when I am teaching, when I am speaking German I feel I’m having
a persona, I don’t think I pretend to be a German in particular, but I feel
like a German expert, as a teacher of German as opposed to myself ” (…)

Part of your own character is there, it has to be, doesn’t it, but you also
project something. I think all teachers do that, don’t they? I think that if
you are teaching a language, I think you project something that you think
will typify a German person, or if I am doing a French lesson, I would use
the expression ‘oh la la’, not because I think that French people would say
that, but because it is attached to the persona ‘being a French person’ or
being a French teacher.

When asked about what she means when she says “persona”, Claire
answers: “What I mean…when they see me, they don’t see me like Claire
Woods (Her name ) but they see me like a German teacher, they say Frau
Woods, or in French they say: Madame Woods” when asked about how
this experience feels, she answers: “I feel quite empowered, because I know
I am the expert…(…) I think having a persona is quite liberating, isn’t it?
It enables you to be more creative”.

Being a language teacher for Claire has a fundamental ambiguity of
being/and not being herself at the same time: to be herself, she has to
be someone different. This being someone different emerges in the inter-
play of herself, the pupils and the social/cultural context. To illustrate and
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analyse this I will use the phenomenological concept of intersubjectivity,
which, since Husserl, has been object of systematic and extensive dis-
cussions among phenomenologists. Intersubjectivity is a relation between
subjects and includes an investigation of the first-person perspective. Inter-
subjectivity requires a simultaneous analysis of the relationship between
subjectivity and world. That means that “the three dimensions self, other
and world belong together, they reciprocally illuminate one another, and
can only be fully understood in their interconnection” (Zahavi 2019,
p. 88). Claire’s responses and actions in relation of her lived experiences
as a language teacher are indeed not only connected to the situation and
the others—her pupils—but they only emerge in interconnection. At one
point in the interview Claire said that she felt British, but when I asked
her: “Hundred per cent?” she answered “Well, except if somebody says
something about France or Germany, or French or German, and then I
would become an intermediary again”.

Her embodied self/selves also emerge in the interaction: her voice, her
gestures depend on the language she is teaching, as well as on the type of
learners: “I speak a lot lower when I speak German, lower, not the volume
but the pitch, I have a deeper voice in German and I have a higher voice
in French” She also talks about a body feeling more “airy” when she speaks
French.

3.2.3 Feeling Protective

Claire says in her interview that she feels protective in relation to the
culture and to the language she is teaching, if someone says something
against the French or German culture or language, she will defend them:
“I do defend them as well, for example if they say ‘why do they use such a
long word, it is ridiculous’ and I would say, ‘well, you know that is really
clever’. I do that…I can feel quite defensive, I suppose”.
Talking about a German film (Das Leben der anderen), Claire feels

angry when her students cannot appreciate or understand how good the
film is: “(…) it’s a brilliant film.Theywere saying, they didn’t get it and I felt
very cross with them, I said, you silly boy, again is purely German. I couldn’t
be anything else, and again I feel very much…very protective”. In her role
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as intermediary she oscillates from one side to the other, connecting her
pupils with the other side/the other culture and language.

4 Discussion

Ashworth (2003) stresses the ideographic, that means individual, focus of
phenomenological research and that the possibility of a “coherent ideo-
graphic description” of each interviewee is the immediate finding of the
research (Ashworth et al. 2003, p. 273).
However, as mentioned before, I followed Halling’s approach when

looking at common themes and more general and universal topics in
Claire’s and John’s experiences as language teachers.
The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of lan-

guages teachers, and in particular their sense of self. The analysis of the
data gathered through the in-depth interview has revealed some aspects of
the life world of language teachers which I will present in the following.

One essential part of their experience of being a language teacher was
associated with being someone else: “putting a persona, having a fictitious
identity, pretending”. This apparent contradiction was however not a sort
of alienation, rather they had the sense that “being someone else” was
their way of being authentic, of being themselves.What sounds like a clear
contradiction was lived in their experiences as “liberating”, “empowering”
and “creative”.
They accounted for multiple selves depending on the context: a British-

self, in “normal life” not in an educational setting, a French-self when
teaching French, an intermediary when teaching British pupils, the
protective-German-self when British people critizcized the German cul-
ture, the patriotic self when teaching the French culture, etc. However
those multiple selves did not appear as solid coexisting identities, but as
a fluid movement, as a continuous changing depending on the context.
Although there was a clear interplay between of self-others and world,
there was still a strong sense of agency, of choice, of creativity in their
being-in-their-world as language teachers.
The role of intermediary also emerged as a fundamental feature of their

lived experience as language teachers.This role expresses, on the one hand,
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an ambiguity of locus, of their position: “in between”, “not here, not there”;
on the other hand it reveals both connection and distance. Their efforts to
connect students with another language and culture also reveal that what
is given is distance, ignorance and disconnection.

In relation to the debate of the NS-NNS their experiences seem to
confirm Davies (2004) statement that the notion of NS is both myth and
reality. In the case of John, it was reality as part of the students’ beliefs
that they projected into him, it was myth as John/Jean showed that the
distinction had no real substance whatsoever. From a more philosophical
reflection John’s self-awareness can be considered other-mediated experi-
ence of the self, as described by Sartre, however his experience revealed a
stronger sense of agency, choice and creativity.
When we look into the findings in relation to current research about

teacher identity and in particular to language teacher identity, the results
offer some more nuanced insights into the view of language teachers’
identity as multiple and shifting, as stated by Varghese et al. (2009). More
than multiple well-defined conflictual identities, the experience of the
language teachers in this study seems to reveal a self that is in itself fluid,
moving, changing, creative, contradictory and ambiguous. This fluid self
seems to be also more in line with an emerging new paradigm of language
learning where the learner is seen as a continuous, multiple and fractured
self (Ros i Solé 2016).

Other new insights that have been unveiled in this study is how contra-
dictions seem to be harmonized in their experience: being someone else,
being in between, being and not being NS and how the self-awareness of
those contradictions are experienced erlebt as energizing: “fun”, “amus-
ing”, as “liberating”, “empowering” and “creative”.

5 Conclusion

The phenomenological approach allowed me to look into the lifeworld
of language teachers from the perspective of the teachers as subjects, not
only as object of study. Although this study focused on two individual
experiences, some themes have been identified and explored that seem to
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be part of the phenomenon investigated, the lived experiences of language
teachers.

Being a language teacher revealed itself in its contradictory nature,where
those contradictions are experienced as harmonized and energizing. In
particular the need to project a persona or a fictitious identity was at the
centre of the lifeworld of being a language teacher.

It has alsomanifested in its role as intermediary,mediating between con-
nexion and distance, interpreting between languages, cultures and indi-
viduals.
These insights are valuable contributions for the investigation of the life

world of language teachers, yet they are just some glimpses of one possible
way of looking at it.

As Husserl points out, all phenomena and objects invite us to explore
further:

There is still more to see here, turn me so you can see all my sides, let your
gaze run through me, draw closer to me, open me up, divide me up; keep
on looking me over again and again, turning me to see all sides. You will
get to know me like this, all that I am, all my surface qualities, all my inner
sensible qualities. (Husserl 2001, p. 41)

Following this spirit, this study may invite and inspire other researchers
to further looking into the lifeworld of language teachers.
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5
Becoming a Language Professional

in Higher Education: A Psychosocial Case
Study

Donata Puntil

1 Introduction

This chapter is an overview of a pilot study conducted in 2018 as part
of a Doctorate in Education. It focuses on the complex and intertwined
correlation between personal and professional instances in the trajectory
of language professionals in the context of BritishHigher Education (HE).
The three participants of this investigation are mainly referred to as lan-
guage professionals throughout the chapter, rather than language teachers,
although at times these definitions are interchanged. The focus on profes-
sionals reflects the emphasis of this study on the participants’ journey into
professionalization in the field of language teaching. In addition, particular
attention is given to the interaction between past and present in the pro-
cess of professional identity formation in which fantasies of the past are
constantly negotiated at unconscious, individual and social level, as high-
lighted by Bainbridge and West (2012). Personal and emotional aspects
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of teachers’ investment in change, in their agency in professional growth
and in their relationship to knowledge in their discipline also represent a
key focus of this research in line with a psychosocial approach to research
in education (Frosh 2010).
The choice to position this study within a psychosocial framework is

closely linked to my own professional background and to my personal
journey since, besides being a language educator, I am also a qualified psy-
choanalytic psychotherapist, member of the British Psychoanalytic Coun-
cil. The professional background in psychoanalytic psychotherapy repre-
sents a strong aspect of my own professional identity and informs the
ontological and epistemological framework of this research, as well as the
methodological choices employed for the study.
The three main research questions underpinning the study are as fol-

lows:

1. How is the professional identity of HE language teachers constructed?
2. What is the role of personal critical incidents in language teachers’

professional journeys?
3. What is language teachers’ relationship to knowledge, to the taught

subject?

The methodology used for this study is auto/biographical narratives
framed within a case study context (Yin 2009) within a qualitative insider
researcher framework (Hellawell 2006) aiming at emphasizing the valid-
ity and legitimation of participants’ individual voices (De Fina and Geor-
gakopoulou 2013) in the narrative process.
Written, oral and visual narratives are analysed within a thematic

framework; the psychoanalytical perspective, following the psychosocial
approach of the study, supports the formulation of themes and of critical
instances in teachers’ personal and professional accounts, paying partic-
ular attention to the discursive mode of the narration, to contradictions,
changes of tone, avoidances, silences that might shed light to psychody-
namic unconscious defences towards anxiety-provoking instances (Frosh
2010; Hollway and Jefferson 2013). In addition, the psychoanalytical
stance brings a further dimension to the analysis of autobiographical nar-
ratives, as outlined byDe Fina andGeorgakopoulou (2013), since it places
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its focus not only on the told story, but also and mostly on the untold, on
what is implied and referred to, but not explicitly narrated.
The context in which this study takes place is a Modern Language Cen-

tre (MLC) within the UK university in which I also work holding a senior
position. The choice to situate this research within the same department
I belong to is closely related to my professional role within that depart-
ment where I am responsible for training and staff development. Within
this context, I progressively reflected on the impact personal trajectories
have on professional pathways and how they represent important motiva-
tional factors in the journey into professionalization. Within the context
of UK higher education, Language Centres are often marginalized in the
academic discourse since they are usually positioned outside the main-
stream research-based frameworks and consequently the voice of language
teachers is often considered peripheral in the academic discourse (Wor-
ton 2009). As a language professional myself and as a language educator,
I am aware that this reality might have a negative impact on teachers’
motivation and interest in further professional development, potentially
undermining their professionalism and professionalization and closing up
new opportunities for career progression.

Despite this demotivational reality, the language professionals I closely
work with, including myself, are profoundly engaged and committed to
their professional role, therefore one of the main aims of this study is to
investigate the personal motives beyond the professional choices in order
to give voice and legitimization to those under-represented stories. There
is also an assumption that the engagement in the research process might
promote participants’ self-reflection on their agency in professional change
and transformation and might empower them to embark in new personal
and/or professional projects, as emphasized by West and Merrill (2009).
The following paragraphs outline the theoretical framework underpin-

ning the study and describe in detail the methodology that has been
employed to collect and analyse data within an auto/biographical per-
spective, followed by a final discussion on the outcomes of the study.
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2 Theoretical Framework

2.1 On Nomadic Identity: A Post-structuralist
Approach

The study presented in this chapter is mainly aligned within a post-
structuralist approach to knowing and to experience with particular refer-
ence to authors like Deleuze and Guattari (1987, 1994, 2000), Giddens
(1991), Braidotti (2011a, 2014) and Bauman (2000) who underpin the
research questions and shed light into my investigation into human life.

I particularly refer to Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) notion of time as
non-linear, as circular and fragmented and to their consideration of time
as becoming. In their main body of work Capitalism and Schizophrenia
(2000) the authors clearly refer to Bergson’s concept of time as a universal
non-linear feature and as a dimension that is structured along the coexis-
tence of different durations, different becoming that coexist and juxtapose
in a non-linear sequence of events. Their consideration of time as becom-
ing, is closely related to the notion of memory as both a conscious and
unconscious, fragmented recollection of un-sequential events.The authors
describe memory as multiplicity, as an involuntary and creative rhizome,
as an assemblage, as an act of recollecting deterritorialized events. In line
with their philosophy, I also refer to Braidotti (2011a, b, 2014) notion of
nomadism, considered not only as a physical displacement between dif-
ferent territories, but also as an existential positioning between different
internal representations of one’s identity.

In the last two decades, there has been a shift within the context of
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research moving towards an interdis-
ciplinary conception of language learning and teaching referring to post-
structural socio-cultural theories andpractices.We could consider the sem-
inal articles by Norton (1995, 1997, 2000, 2010, 2013), Pavlenko (2001,
2006, 2007), and Pavlenko and Blackledge (2004) as the turning points
in SLA research towards a post-structuralist paradigm by which research
on language learning started to shift towards identity as the core of investi-
gation. This shift of SLA research on identity had also an impact on inves-
tigating language teachers as critical participants in the process of profes-
sional identity formation (Morgan 2004; Varghese et al. 2005; Tsui 2007;
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De Costa and Norton 2017; Barkhuizen 2017; Miller et al. 2017; Wolff
and De Costa 2017; Zheng 2017; Mercer and Kostoulas 2018). This
position places language teachers as agentic in their professional self-
negotiation crossing borders between languages, cultures, social contexts
and professional paradigms and considers these passages as having pro-
found effects on one owns’ perception of oneself and on professional
practices.
The study discussed in this chapter aligns within this epistemologi-

cal shift in SLA towards post-structuralism while presenting at the same
time a key innovative aspect in its psychosocial framing (Frosh 2010; Bain-
bridge 2018; Holloway and Jefferson 2013) employing psychoanalytically
informed positioning andmethodological tools to question conscious and
unconscious factors at the centre of teachers’ personal and professional tra-
jectories.

At present, there are only few studies that employ tools of investigation
towards a psychoanalytical stance (Block 2007; Mansfield 2000; Morgan
and Clarke 2011). By drawing on post-Kleinian object-relation psycho-
analytical theories (Klein 1963, 1975;Winnicott 1971, 1975; Bion 1959,
1962), this investigation challenges binary notions of bi-culturalism, argu-
ing that language teachers not only navigate in between different territo-
ries constantly reconstructing their professional identity depending on
the context they operate within, but also come to terms with complex
and non-linear notions of identity and diversity within themselves, being
mediators of cultural and linguistic change within their identity formation
(Kristeva 1991; Coffey 2013).

2.2 On Becoming a Language Educational
Professional

While engagingwith thework of the post-structuralist thinkersmentioned
above and particularly with Braidotti (2011a, b, 2018) and Deleuze and
Guattari (1987) who underpin my ontological positioning, I progres-
sively reflected on my nomadic journey as a language learner, educator
and researcher. I therefore started to acknowledge that this study begun
unofficially forty years ago when I was eight-years-old and had my first
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direct experience of being in a language class. I was fascinated and mes-
merized by the English language teacher. I wanted to become a language
professional. While immersed in the research described in this chapter, I
came progressively to realize that it is this nomadic dialogue with myself
that I am carrying on with this study, a dialogue I started many years ago;
a research that begun, before it officially begun, as many researches do,
and that makes me aware that I have always been in the middle of it.

I grew up in a small village in the Dolomites in North Italy, an area
which is very close to Austria and Slovenia, linguistically very rich and
mixed, hosting few communities of minority languages. Being exposed
since a young age to linguistic diversity, to code switching and to com-
plex intercultural experiences, played a significant role in my perception
of languages as part of one’s own identity and as pathway to a professional
journey. The professional trajectory that characterized my development
as a language teacher, and later on as a language educator, is closely related
to these early experiences, to an ongoing internal dialogue with my past,
as well as to rational and career-driven decisions. I can now confidently
state that in my nomadic experience of life abroad, I decided to become
a language professional mainly to maintain that contact with my origins,
with my mother-tongue, with my internal objects, considered in psycho-
analytical terms, as the key figures who had an impact on my personal and
professional choices (Klein 1963).
As previously stated, the interaction between past and present in pro-

fessional trajectories is the main focus of this study. As Goodson argues
“definitions of our professional location and of our career direction can
only be arrived at by detailed understanding of people’s lives. Studies of
professional life and patterns of professional development must address
these dimension of the personal” (2003, p. 61). In these words, as along-
side his entire body of work on teachers’ lives, Goodson highlights the
relevance of critical incidents, as crucial events in teachers’ lives that can
affect career choices and professional practices. He endorses a shift in
education research from investigating teacher-as-practice to researching
teacher-as-person (2003, p. 60). The same stance is taken by Hargreaves
(1994, 1998, 2000, 2001) who advocates for a shift of perspective in
research on teacher development from practice-based to the realm of the
personal and of the emotional. Both Goodson and Hargreaves claim that
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teachers’ life cycle, determined by professional and personal choices, is an
important aspect of professional development and that it should play a
central role in educational research.

Based on these assumptions, I chose to position my study within a
psychosocial epistemological paradigm as a suitable underpinning frame
to represent the interrelation between personal and professional in the
unfolding of language teachers’ nomadic stories of professionalization.

2.3 On Professional Identity Formation:
A Psychosocial Perspective

Holloway and Jefferson (2013), in their innovative methodological
approach to social research based on a psychoanalytical framework, define
the inter-relation between intra and intersubjectivity in the analysis of
participants’ data as psychosocial:

[…] tracking this relationship relies on a particular view of the research
subject: one whose inner word is not simply a reflection of the outer world,
not a cognitively driven accommodation of it. Rather, we intend to argue for
the need to posit research subjects whose inner words cannot be understood
without knowledge of their experiences in the world, andwhose experiences
of the world cannot be understood without knowledge of the way in which
their inner words allow them to experience the outer world. This research
subject cannot be known except through another subject; in this case the
researcher. The name we give to such subjects is psychosocial […]. (2013,
pp. 3–4)

Holloway and Jefferson (2013) use the term psychosocial, as does Frosh
(2010), to describe the application of psychoanalytical thinking to social
and educational contexts and to frame the analysis of data as the inter-
play of participants’ conscious and unconscious motives, emphasizing the
insider position of the researcher:
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Psychoanalytically inclined researchers start from the position that uncon-
scious processes infiltrate the narrative accounts given by research partic-
ipants, so that interpretative strategies aimed at uncovering these uncon-
scious processes will be needed. […]This renders psychoanalysis as usefully
explaining the way in which external events become incorporated ‘into’ the
psyche or self, notably through concepts such introjection and identifica-
tion. (2010, p. 200)

In psychoanalytically framed research, the emphasis is placed on the agency
of the subject, on its internal world and on the relationship between
researcher and participants in the meaning-making narration of events,
without disregarding the reality of external circumstances in context.
Within this perspective, the use of psychoanalysis as a methodological tool
can enrich data analysis by offering a thickening and in-depth interpreta-
tive understanding of data, particularly in relation to personal narratives.
The notion of becoming, referring back to Deleuze and Guattari and

to Braidotti, is also central to psychoanalytical inquiry, in which early
and subsequent experiences are constantly intertwined in a multiplicity of
levels in which present, past and future are dynamically interconnected.
Klein (1975), Winnicott (1971), and Bion (1962) described in different
ways the early relationship between infant and mother as the outset for
the adult relationship to knowledge and to learning. In Bion’s view, the
baby capacity of thinking and learning is closely related to the mother’s
reverie, viewed as her containing capacity to process the infant’s instinc-
tive, irrational thoughts and to give meaning to them. The capacity to
think (Bion 1962), to learn and to relate to other human beings, is deeply
rooted in early relationships to significant others.Winnicott’s (1971) view
on playing as a creative meaning-making act, can also be considered as an
expression of learning and of personal development. Every step within the
journey into education could be considered, in Winnicottian terms, as a
transitional process, as a step into growth, independence and empower-
ment (Salzberger-Wittenberg et al. 1983).

Professional lives, including the ones investigated within this research,
can therefore be considered as act of becoming, as life-long and life-deep
processes involving the relationship to learning, to emotional investment,
to the meaning of choices and to the value of motivations, as outlined by
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Bainbridge andWest (2012) and by Hunt andWest (2006). The framing
of this study within a psychosocial perspective employing psychoanalytical
tools of investigation considers participants as agents in their meaning-
making choices into professional journeys and views their trajectories into
learning and becoming professionals as transformative, embodied and
emotional process in which phantasies, dreams, fears and conflicts play a
central role (Britzman 2009; Youell 2006).

3 Methodology

As previously outlined, this study employs auto/biographical narratives
as physical and symbolic spaces of self-reflection and as co-operative
meaning-making investigative tools where knowledge is co-constructed
between researcher and participants (Formenti 2017; Hollway and Jeffer-
son 2013; West and Merrill 2009).
The use of narrative methodology is mainly based on Bruner’s (1986,

1987, 1990, 2002) account of self-narratives as discursive constructions
allowing individuals to organize and to represent concepts of themselves.
Within this perspective, narrative inquiry is referred to as an act of co-
construction (Bamberg 1997; Riessman 2003), drawing from Bakhtin
(1981) notion of the dialogic self. Narrating one’s life is therefore not only
viewed as a re-telling of past events, but as an act of identity making in
the here and now, as a dialogic text in its becoming in which past, present
and future are all contained in the act of narration (Brockmeier 2000).

Narratives are key tools of investigation also within psychoanalytical
theories and clinical practice where the act of narrating is considered as an
act of identity-making in its own right. In the encounter between patient
and therapist, the here and now within the therapeutic encounter holds
the same value as past events narrated through accounts of memory and is
investigatedwithin the parameters of transference and countertransference
interactions. In narratives, as well as in psychoanalysis, critical instances
and turning points in one’s account of one’s life are considered crucial
points of investigation invested with symbolic meaning (Bruner 2001).
The analysis of turning points should allow to distinguish what is normal
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from what is extraordinary within the account of one’s life; the extraor-
dinary events are usually interpreted as agents of change, as it emerges
in the data collected for this study and outlined in following paragraphs
(Hollway and Jefferson 2013; West & Merrill 2009).

3.1 Data Collection

Data collected and analysed in this study are based on the
auto/biographical accounts of three participants within the department
described in previous paragraphs, as well as on my reflective diary and on
my psychoanalytic dialogue with a clinical supervisor, as outlined in the
following sections of this chapter.
The participants described below chose a fictional name to represent

themselves within this study, as outlined in Table 1.
The data collection took place during three months in 2018 and was

divided into five stages: a first stage in which participants wrote a short
account of their professional life following an open question. The writ-
ten autobiographical accounts were followed by a second stage in which
unstructured interviews were conducted. Participants were asked to bring
either an object, or/and a picture, to the interview as a representation
of themselves as language professionals. Asking participants to bring on
object/photo to the interviews is based on Winnicott (1975) and on Bol-
las (2009) psychoanalytic consideration that “an evocative object” might
trigger new self-negotiations and might allow participants to engage in
different emotional discourses about their professional selves.
The interviews were conducted using free association psychoanalytical

techniques, by which participants were guided as little as possible, allow-
ing space and time for free associations to emerge as part of the narration.
Hollway and Jefferson (2013) define this approach as Free Association
Narrative Interview (FANI). My own countertransference experience as a
researcher during the interview was considered as part of the data. Trans-
ference and countertransference are key concepts within the psychoan-
alytical encounter; they represent the relationship between analyst and
patient and within a psychosocial framework they shape the relationship
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between researcher and participants based on the notion that: “Psycho-
analytic exploration of fieldwork pays particular attention to […] how
unconscious processes structure relations between researcher, subject and
data gathered” (Hunt 1989, p. 9).
The third stage of the data collection process was a second interview

with participants in which the researcher engaged them in a cartography
activity (Braidotti 2011a, b). Participants were sent in advance the written
transcript of their interview and the cartography activity was based on
them drawing their life trajectory and extracting key themes from their
own narratives. The activity’s main aim was to actively engage participants
in the data validation and interpretation and to give them agency and
ownership in the research process.
The fourth stage consisted of a group meeting in which all three partic-

ipants were involved in a reflecting writing activity on the research process
and on their position within it.

Stage five represents my on-going reflective activity consisting of keep-
ing a diary to annotate field-notes, thoughts, emotions and flow of events
during the research process in order to promote reflectivity (Bryman
2016). In line with psychoanalytical clinical practice, I decided to have a
clinical supervisor, besides my Doctorate academic supervisors, in order
to monitor my emotional and personal responses to the research process,
with a particular focus on my relationship to participants, following Frosh
(2010) and Hollway and Jefferson (2013) psychosocial approach.
Table 2 visualizes the main stages of data collection.

3.2 Data Analysis

Written, oral and visual narrative data were analysed within a narrative
methodological perspective (Smiths and Watson 2010) focusing on the
concept of life as a journey and on its reconstruction through the narrative
process.The analysis also focused on transference and countertransference
dynamics, as highlighted by Blanchard-Laville and Chaussecourt:

[…] the clinical approach values the subjects’ subjective engagement and
the effects of this in terms, for instance, of the countertransference effect
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Table 2 Stages of the data collection

Stages Description Aims

Stage 1 Short questionnaires and
written biographical
accounts

To elicit demographic data
and to prompt a first
stage of self-reflection
and of biographical data
collection

Stage 2 Unstructured, free
associative interviews
(about 1 hr each) based on
the written account and
prompted by a
participant’s object/photo

To expand on biographical
data with a focus on
personal instances

Stage 3 Cartography activity To validate researcher’s
data analysis and to
include participants in the
data interpretation

Stage 4 Group meeting and writing
activity

To include participants in
the research process and
to reflect on the research
methodology

Stage 5
(ongoing)

Researcher’s reflectivity:
• Field notes
• Diary keeping
• Clinical supervision

To promote an on-going
self-reflective process in
all stages of the research

on the researcher. This subjective engagement provides a useful resource
for building important knowledge. The subjectivity of the researcher is
completely integrated as part of the investigation: it is ‘grist to the mill’ for
studying psychic phenomena between people. (2012, p. 55)

Table 3 outlines the eight key themes that have been identified in relation
to the participants’ autobiographical accounts.

Further to the above eight themes, the following three narrative cate-
gories were taken into consideration while analysing data (Table 4).

A proforma was conceptualized for each participant, following the
model suggested by West and Merrill (2009) and by Hollway and Jeffer-
son (2013), and a participant’s portrait in which the researcher annotated
demographic data, first impressions, thoughts and interview dynamics
immediately after the interviews, paying particular attention to counter-
transference reflections and to the emergence of unconscious manifesta-
tions.
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Table 3 Main themes in the narrative accounts

Themes Description

1. Family Both in relation to the family of
origins, as well as the a
newly-created family in a different
context from the country of origin

2. Professional journey—relationship
to the subject

In terms of education and
professional training both in the
country of origin and in other
contexts and relationship to
knowledge

3. Critical incidents Described by the narrator as events
that had an impact on their life and
professional choices

4. Significant others Identified as key important
people/mentors that had an impact
on the participants’ life and
personal trajectories

5. Values Life and professional values
identified as important by the
participants in their life and
professional practices

6. Languages Described by participants as having
an impact on their
self-representation

7. Journey Described by participants both in
terms of spatial and symbolic
journeys that had an impact on
their identity formation and
professional life

8. Relationship to
students/colleagues/institution

Expressed by participants as crucial in
their pedagogical practices and in
their professional identity

4 Discussion

The three vignettes below are an account of my reflections based on the
thematic analysis of the participants’ written, oral and visual narratives,
combined with the participants’ self-reflections and with my personal
notes.
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Table 4 Narrative categories

Categories Description

a. Setting and transference instances In terms of the physical setting of the
interview and the relationship
between participant and
researcher—unconscious aspects
are also taken into consideration

b. Narrative mode Considered as the narrative voice and
other relevant extra-linguistic
features

c. Researcher’s
reflexivity—countertransference
instances

Based on field notes, reflective diary
and auto/biographical
thinking—unconscious projective
processes might also be considered

4.1 Participant 1: Teaching as a Second Life

Alia is aMiddleEastwoman agedbetween50 and59.During the interview
she seems fully in control of the situation, very confident and outspoken
in her answers with a very assertive narrative tone. Her narrative voice
is clearly in the first person, with full ownership of her statements. Alia
lived in different places throughout her life due to her husband working
situation, mainly in the Middle East where she successfully worked in
management and moved to UK in her late thirties to follow her daughter’s
education. When in England, she started to engage with the possibil-
ity to become a teacher of Arabic. Her husband seems to have been the
major influence in her first steps towards a second career; throughout
her narrative he is portrayed as a key figure in her decision-making pro-
cesses, together with other members of her family. Her husband’s death, as
described in the interview, represented a critical incident in her personal
life and a decisive turning point in her professional trajectory. The object
Alia brought to the interview was a photo with her extended family; a
photo Alia is describing to me with pride and emotion, highlighting the
multicultural and multilingual traits that characterize her family. When
askedwhowere the important others in her professional life, Aliamentions
her husband, her mother, her daughter and her step-daughter.
The gender-generational discourse seems to be central in Alia’s percep-

tion of herself as a language teacher, particularly in her relation to what
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she defines as being her ‘teaching mission’, that of deconstructing western
stereotypes about Middle Eastern women:

[…] I am a girl from the Middle-East. An Arab girl from the Middle-East.
And on its own it carries a rather stigma if you put it on its own a Muslim
Arab girl, that in itself is a stigma. And for me I am carrying the flag of a
modern,Muslim, ArabGirl who is breaking the norm and doing something
to improve the image of that person and this is something very dear to my
heart.

Teaching her native language is very clearly a mission for Alia, not only a
profession. It is something deeply embedded in her identity as a Middle
Eastern woman with “ deep, resilient roots”. When asked about her initial
decision to start teaching, she replied that “it was sheer accident”; an
accident that changed completely her life: “ I think it’s a discovery and I
was lucky that teaching found me. I didn’t find teaching, the teaching job
has found me. […] it was a second life”. Alia seems to be very proud of her
capacity to have embraced this second life and to have subsequently trained
as a language professional, stating that “it is still a learning journey”.

In the cartography activity Alia drew a tree described as having strong
and deep roots, a tree that is ever-green and keeps blossoming, a tree from
the Middle East with, at its core, notions of growth, resilience, change
and transformation through learning and teaching. When asked about
the interviewing stages and about her participation into the study, she
said it was “overwhelming ….reading yourself…it’s like re-discovering
yourself […] the questions make you think…so you suddenly start to
look at yourself as an outsider…”.

4.2 Participant 2: A Tutor Is for Life

Priya is originally from India; her age is in the range of 40–49. She moved
to UK in 2007 to pursue her studies in art. She is a mixed-media artist; in
India she graduated in art and languages, studying also literature and lin-
guistics. She speaks many Indian languages and dialects, besides English
and Spanish and she states that languages are very important in the forma-
tion of her identity. Significant others in her personal and professional life
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are female figures in her family, who transmitted the passion for reading,
studying and for teaching. Priya seems to be very proud in telling her
grandmother’s story and the fact she was graduated, which was an excep-
tional reality in India in her generation. There is a strong sense of pride
that permeates Priya’s narrative of learning and later on of teaching. Priya
came to teach languages later in her life, after she moved to UK where she
met her husband who, in her words, encouraged her to teach Hindi.

Priya seems to be very proud of her journey into teaching, although
many times in her narration she states that “it was a challenging experi-
ence”. From Priya’s narration, it slowly emerges that teaching is invested
with deep personal and professional values stemmingmainly from the cul-
tural and social position teachers are related to in India, which resonates
of sacred and almost religious connotations:

A. Yes, very, very important I think and it comes from my culture, because
in my culture a tutor and your student relationship is almost sacred […].
Q. Yes…
A. It’s considered really, really high. So that’s why students have loads of
respect for teachers, for tutors. […]

The association of teaching to something sacred, something precious not
only in religious terms, is a recurrent theme in Priya’s narration, highlight-
ing the value she attributes to her professional life and to what it stands
for. Priya’s narrative is characterized by a developing sense of ownership
and pride in her teaching profession, accompanied by an increasing con-
fidence and passion for teaching, which slowly emerges to play a central
role in her identity formation: “It’s for life. A tutor is for life”. And later on
in her interview: “[…] So, and then you realise that and when you teach
and there are good results it gives you a boost…. […]… like a sanctuary,
yes….”
The photo Priya brought to the interview, is a picture depicting her stu-

dents in India; a picture at first glance I thought represented her family.
Through her narrative it emerges that language teachingmeans something
more than being a “good teacher”; it is invested with personal meanings
that resonate her personal transformative story of being a woman from
India who moved from the security of her cultural and social background
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to new territories and new possibilities: “[…] teaching in this country has
given me a lot as a person, I think that, and it has also created another
entire new identity for me, in a way […]”. Moving to UK seems to repre-
sent for Priya a critical incident that had important consequences for her
professional development, since it is in UK that she met her husband and
started embracing the idea of re-training as a language teacher.

Her drawing in the cartography activity was that of a ladder with strong
large foundations, moving upwards towards new possibilities. In the draw-
ing Priya used words in different languages, placing her Hindi identity as
a woman at the base of the ladder and her migration to UK as a central
step into the ladder.
When asked about her participation in the research process, she stated

it was an “introspective experience”.

4.3 Participant 3: Teaching as a Social Act

Lila is a Latin-American woman aged between 50 and 59. She is a very
experienced teacher with more than twenty years’ experience in teaching
English and Spanish both in UK and in Latin-America. She seems to be
quite confident and outspoken during the interview, with a clear sense of
ownership of her teaching profession and of pride in her achievements as
a language teacher. As for the previous two participants, teaching for her
started almost by chance when she was in her early twenties and moved to
London following her boyfriend. In London she worked in a volunteering
project with Latin-American refugees. She describes this project as being
very interesting and rewarding, although emotionally demanding. In her
narrative there is a strong sense of identification with the fragility and
displacement of refugees.
The identification with students is a recurrent element throughout her

narrative, as if by identifying with them she is in a certain way defending
herself from her own sense of fragility and displacement. Lila’s personal
and professional history is characterized, in her narrative, by a sense of
struggle, of resilience, of complex migration between countries and by
challenging personal circumstances that had a profound impact on her
professional choices.
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After her first three years inUK, Lilamoved back to her original country
where she worked in primary schools. Lila decided later to move back to
UK. It seems that this period represents a crucial event in her personal life
and a turning point also in her professional career, by which she seems to
have come to terms with her professional identity as a language teacher:

[…] definitely (assertive tone of voice)….absolutely….in terms of profes-
sional identity, that’s my identity…because there are many things that I
like, I do a little bit, but the identity it’s that of a language teacher….

Lila remained to live and work in UK and she is still very committed
and engaged with the teaching profession, above all with the social and
political implications related to teaching her native language. Teaching
Spanish represents for Lila the possibility to keep a close contact with her
native language and country. By projecting aspects of her own identity
and personal history into her teaching practices, Lila seems to have come
to terms with her sense of loss and of displacement that characterized her
life experiences of migration:

I really think itmakes a difference when you teach your own language…def-
initely…yes, because it’s about …it’s also about your identity…it’s every-
thing…it’s the stereotypes, the culture, you are part of that in the class, so
you are… ‘the real thing’ (laughs)….

Throughout her interview, Lila refers very often to teaching as a safe place
to be, as a position where she can go when feeling down and when unsure
of where she belongs to, as if teaching her native language offers her a
reconnection with her sense of identity and of belonging, opening new
possibilities of self-negotiation: “so yes, in difficult times it gave me sense
of, you know, to have a responsibility into my life, a place where to go
to…”. We can clearly see that teaching for Lila, as for the two previous
participants, is not just a professional practice, but it is an expression of
her identity, an activity that reconnects her with her cultural and linguistic
belonging, with her experience of migration and of coming to terms with
an internal process of transformation. In the cartography activity, Lila
drew a winding road with many turning points, with images of change,
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endurance and transformation; she also placed some key figures along-
side this journey. Her participation in the research, was referred to as
interesting, overwhelming and introspective.

5 Conclusion

Based on the analysis of the data described in previous paragraphs, this
study gives evidence of language professional journeys into teaching as
characterized by complex personal dynamics of migration and negotiation
of identities in new cultural and linguistic landscapes and by a clear sense
of personal investment in the teaching profession. As suggested by Block
(2003, 2007, 2014), we can see that professional choices, are very clearly
intertwined with personal lives and with critical incidents, like in the case
of the three participants, in which loss of important people and migration
to new countries, determined personal and professional turning points.
In the case of the second participant, particularly the migration into a
new country with a different cultural and social framework, seemed to
represent the major step into a re-negotiation of her professional identity
into new paradigms.
The process of becoming for all three participants seems to resonate

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) and Braidotti (2011a, b, 2014) post-
structuralist view of the subject as multiple, nomadic, fragmented and
in constant re-negotiation of their lifestyles and believes among a variety
of options. Data emerging from this study also seem to substantiate Gid-
dens (1991) and Baumann (2000) definition of ontological insecurity as
characteristic of the post-modern era, in which key central figures seem to
represent stable points of reference in the precariousness of liquid moder-
nity. This view refers back to psychoanalytical theories and in particular
to Winnicott’s believes stating that the foundation of human subjectivity
and of a sense of security at the basis of human development and learning,
are generated by the trust invested in caretakers and by the progressive
presence of secure and stable transitional objects.
We can clearly see from the data collected in this study, that the presence

of key secure figures in the participants’ personal lives, had a determinant
effect on their stories of migration and on their professional choices. In



5 Becoming a Language Professional in Higher Education … 111

addition, we can see that teaching the mother-tongue clearly represents
something much more than just teaching a subject; it is an act invested
with profound personal meanings, with cultural, social and moral values
that are embedded in past experiences. We could consider that teaching
the first language, the mother-tongue, like in my personal and professional
biography, is a sort of Winnicottian transitional space, in which partici-
pants seem to project aspects of their self-identity, of their personal stories
of migration in order to keep a connection with their original physical
and symbolic place of belonging and of security, with their mother-land.
Teaching one own’s language seems to be a place for self-negotiation.

The data analysis clearly indicates that language teaching is indeed iden-
tity at work and that the journey into becoming a language professional is
characterized by nomadic experiences of transformation (Braidotti 2011a,
b) and by a complex interaction between conscious and unconscious
fantasies between the margins of the personal and of the professional.
The nomadic and psychosocial approach to language teachers’ trajectories,
allowed space to non-linear thinking, to be attentive to disruptive ele-
ments in the narrative discourse of people’s lives, to consider unconscious
elements in the unfolding of experiences and to give space to the circular
dimension of time in teachers’ accounts of themselves. This approach also
allowed me to reflect on my own diasporic journey into the uncertainty
and non-linearity of becoming a language professional and a researcher. In
this way, nomadology, besides being an ontological framework of reference,
also becomes a methodology, that, particularly through the cartographic
activity, empowered participants to visually and physically represent their
complex and fragmented personal and professional journeys in a disruptive
and unconventional way.

Learning and developing as a language professional, do not seem to
follow linear and predicted trajectories into knowledge and professional
life, particularly those language journeys linked to nomadic and diasporic
experiences of migration and of life in liminal zone of proximity. The
narrative accounts co-constructed with participants seem to give voice to
scattered and fragmented experiences of transformation in which personal
and professional knowledge are intertwined, connected and interrelated in
a non-linear assemblage of occurrences and circumstances that define the
multiplicity of the self. Learning and becoming a language professional
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seems to be a rhizomatic, non-linear journey across boundaries and across
time and space.
The findings of this initial study will be further developed and new data

will be collected for the completion of the Doctorate in Education and
will hopefully contribute to a larger debate on language teachers’ iden-
tities with the aim to gear training opportunities towards more holistic
approaches. The outcomes of this study also indicate that the psychosocial
methodological framework informed by a psychoanalytical stance towards
data collection and analysis, can be considered as a valid investigative tool
to provide in-depth data analysis in relation to research on identity.We can
also conclude that a consenting engagement in a research project articu-
lated within a psychoanalytical framework,might, like therapy itself, make
participants, including the researcher, more aware of their inner conflicts
to learning and to professionalization and might potentially initiate trans-
formative journeys, as outlined by Bainbridge and West (2012).
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6
Modern Language Teacher Identity
Formation Through Engagement

with Exploratory Practice: The Future Will
Tell

Assia Slimani-Rolls

1 Introduction

In this chapter, I explore the formation of the professional identity of
a group of modern language teachers (MLTs) as practitioner researchers
(PRs) through the narratives that they wrote following their voluntary par-
ticipation in a longitudinal (2014–2016) Language Practitioner Research
(LPR) project that I co-directed (Slimani-Rolls and Kiely 2018). The aim
of this project was to enable the participating teachers to implement the
principled framework of Exploratory Practice (EP) in their classrooms.
EP is a form of practitioner research (PR) designed to empower language
teachers and learners to develop a better understanding of their practice
(Allwright and Bailey 1991; Allwright 2003; Allwright and Hanks 2009).
These narratives were published in Slimani-Rolls and Kiely (2018) as part
of the dissemination of the project outcomes.
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This chapter contains three sections reporting firstly on the precarious
environment in which MLTs in English universities exercise their pro-
fession; providing secondly an account of the LPR project which used
EP and whose advocates have put it forward as an innovative approach
for continuing professional development (CPD) and finally analysing and
discussing teacher identity formation from the published narratives that
the MLTs wrote to make sense of their EP lived experience.
The narratives are situated in the context of teaching modern languages

in higher education (HE) sector which regulates the profession in English
universities, and in the institutional context of the LPR project whose
aim is to introduce EP to MLTs. The project and the analysis of the
teachers’ narratives are informed by the sociocultural theory of learning
(Lantolf 2000; Lantolf and Poehner 2008; Johnson 2006; Johnson and
Golombek 2002) and identity formation within Communities of Practice
(CoP) (Wenger 1998).

2 Teaching Modern Languages in HE

In a review on the health of MLs in HE in England, Worton (2009),
unveiled the fractured environment in which MLTs operate. This review
casts light on the existing tensions between the University ML Depart-
ments who ‘define themselves as teaching language through content and
culture’ and the Language Centres and Institution-Wide Language Provi-
sion (IWLP) which are ‘erroneously perceived as teaching only language
skills’ (ibid., p. 4). The review reported that MLTs in the Language Cen-
tres/IWLP are often depicted as non-academic, non-research active and
mere service providers of everyday language learning (ibid., p. 26). In real-
ity, however, they teach languages for specific purposes providing a high
level of content on culture and society, business, politics, law, medicine
and other disciplines (ibid., p. 29). Indeed, an IWLP annual survey by
the University Council of Modern Languages and the Association of Uni-
versity Language Centres (Campbell et al. 2016) confirmed that most of
their MLTs hold relevant teaching qualifications at Diploma, Master or
Doctorate level and possessed considerable professional experience (2016,
p. 2). Nevertheless, IWLP remain, to this day, supported by many hourly
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paid staff working in vulnerable contract employment with limited or no
access to development opportunities which are otherwise accessible to staff
in the ML Departments (2016, pp. 11–13).
To the absence of professional recognition, casualisation of work con-

ditions and scarce staff development opportunities, the declining ML stu-
dent recruitment caused by some language policies, as we shall see below,
has impacted on the A-Level student numbers creating major complica-
tions that marred the overall MLTs’ professional experiences. As expressed
by Swarbrick (2002) ‘no post-16 pupils, so no graduates, so no teachers’
(2002, p. 12) causing the closure of someMLdepartments (Malpass 2014,
p. 2). Hence, less demand for MLs studies means less demand for teachers
and this will be evidenced, below, by the working contracts of the LPR
project ML participants.

It is undeniable that the expansion of English as a lingua franca has
played a role in the apathy that is shown to learning MLs (Lo Bianco
and Slaughter 2009; Graddol 2006), but not only this. Policymaking is
blamed by many to have hampered seriously the growth of ML learning
since compulsory language learning by 14-year-old pupils was abolished
under a labour government in 2004 (Lanvers and Coleman 2017). This
decision, explains Worton (2009), has effectively sent the message that
many students will not study MLs and has, in some way, demotivated
universities from planning ahead for the development of MLs as they
would normally do for other disciplines. Worton contends that there has
been insufficient ‘joined up’ thinking (ibid., p. 14) across the educational
language sector about the role of MLs over the last two decades or so. This
long oversight led to weaknesses in teaching and curricula throughout the
sector including life-long programmes (Tinsley and Board 2016; Holmes
2014).
Watt (2004) calls for the ‘urgent need for properly trained quality lan-

guage teachers to deliver a coherent modern foreign language syllabus
starting in the primary school sector and continuing throughout the edu-
cation system’ (2004, p. 66). Pauwels (2011) calls for innovative lan-
guage curricula and use of research-informed teaching in HE. In this
respect, Macaro et al. (2016), and Macaro (2003) urge MLTs’ to engage
in research activities. However, a literature review about research engage-
ment in ELT concludes that ‘teacher research remains largely a minority
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activity’ (Borg 2010, p. 391). This statement is shown further to be repre-
sentative of the MLTs research situation (Marsden and Kasprowicz 2017).
The reasons for this widespread phenomenon are well documented in
Hanks (2017) and Borg (2010, p. 409) among many others. Lack of
time, research skills, access to and support for research as well as lack
of mutual interest that teachers and university researchers show to each
other’s work are only some of the reasons that loom large in reports on
language teachers’ lack of research activity.

Surely the decline in the take up of ML learning, the lack of peer and
institutional support and prospects must impact on MLTs’ development,
and ultimately on how they perceive their professional identity. In this
regard, two definitions are relevant to the context of the MLTs of this
chapter. The first is from Varghese (2006) who defines teacher profes-
sional identities ‘in terms of the influences on teachers (added emphasis),
how individuals see themselves, and how they enact their profession in
their settings’ (2006, p. 212). The second is from Norton (2000) who
defines identity as ‘how a person understands his or her relationship to the
world, how that relationship is constructed across time and space, and how
that person understands possibilities for the future ’ (added emphasis) (2000,
p. 5). As we shall find in this chapter, prospects, possibilities for the future,
emotions, influences on and agency of teachers are intertwined and play
their part in teacher identity formation. Furthermore, Gee (2000–2001)
notes that ‘identity is connected not to the internal states but to perfor-
mances (added emphasis) in society’ (2000–2001, p. 99). However, as seen
above, teachers’ engagement in research is scarce. Indeed, Tavakoli (2015)
argues that the ‘segregation between the two communities [of teachers
and researchers] is related to the limited mutual engagement, absence of
a joint enterprise, and lack of a shared repertoire between them’ (2015,
p. 37). Hence, the relevance of working as a research project leader with
teachers in order to empower them to understand and implement in their
classroom EP which is proposed to bridge the gap between teachers and
researchers.
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3 Exploratory Practice (EP) as a Distinctive
Form of Practitioner Research (PR)

EP belongs to the PR family together with reflective practice (Farrell 2007)
and action research (Burns 2005) to cite only these because they are known
to many readers.1 EP distinguishes itself by its principled framework that
guides teachers and their learners to investigate together puzzles or teaching
concerns about their classroom environment. Examples of these puzzles
are ‘why aren’t the students interested in my teaching?’ (Slimani-Rolls
and Kiely 2014); ‘why are particular tasks, and not others, recommended
by researchers?’ and ‘why doesn’t group work proceed in the classroom as
planned?’Through puzzling, EP embraces ‘why’ as the deeper rationale for
research to inspire teachers to understand their professional context. Puzzle
investigations are led by a set of principles that constitute the backbone
of EP as explained below.

1. ‘Quality of life’ for language teachers and learners is the most appro-
priate central concern for practitioner research in our field.

2. Working primarily to understand the ‘quality of life’, as it is experienced
by language learners and teachers, ismore important than, and logically
prior to, seeking in any way to improve it.

3. Everybody needs to be involved in the work for understanding.
4. The work needs to serve to bring people together.
5. The work needs to be conducted in a spirit of mutual development.
6. Working for understanding is necessarily a continuous enterprise.
7. Integrating the work for understanding fully into existing curricular

practices is a way of minimising the burden and maximising sustain-
ability. (Allwright and Hanks 2009, pp. 149–154)

Principle 1 prioritises the classroom participants’ quality of life (QoL)
in order to sustain trust, respect, confidence, self-esteem and self-efficacy
in ways that bind people in their interactions with one another. Such
interactions are held to promote the participants’ social and emotional
well-being and are more likely to stimulate the advancement of quality of
work. In other words, it is the QoL that leads the way to quality of work
(Gieve and Miller 2006). Principle 2 recommends that the search for
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understanding the QoL as lived by the participants should happen prior
to any attempt at bringing change because understanding is ‘prerequisite
to intelligent decision-making’ (Allwright and Hanks 2009, p. 152).

Principles 3, 4 and 5 of collegiality and inclusivity for mutual devel-
opment are about enhancing the ‘power of working together’ (Miller and
Cunha 2009, p. 217). EP puts the emphasis on bringing together all those
who can invest in the enterprise of understanding classroom practice, not
least the learners who are seen as co-partners. Indeed, Worton (2009) has
shown above how detrimental is the separation between staff in the Lan-
guage Departments and Language Centers/IWLP working in silos rather
than together using each other’s resources for their mutual development.

Principles 6 and 7 propose that teachers integrate the search for under-
standing into their everyday teaching activity, so that this search becomes
part of teaching and not extra to it. Using their own familiar pedagogic
activities as investigative tools or Potentially Exploitable Pedagogic Activ-
ities (PEPAs) would enable them to investigate their classrooms sustain-
ably through, for instance, brainstorming sessions, pair/group work and
class discussion, interviews, dialogic feedback, posters, surveys and so on.
Hence, EPprovides opportunities ‘to articulate an epistemology of practice
that characterises teachers as legitimate knowers’ (Johnson and Golombek
2002, p. 3).
EP principles chime with sociocultural theories of learning (Lantolf

2000; Lantolf and Poehner 2008) which highlight that ‘what teachers
know and how they use their knowledge in classrooms are highly inter-
pretative and contingent on knowledge of self (added emphasis), students,
curricula and setting’ (Johnson and Golombek 2002, p. 2), a knowledge
that they have experienced in their own situated practice (Lave andWenger
1991). Hence, EP calls for teachers to use resources which are constitutive
of their professional identity.

Prior tomoving to the final section, I present the LPRprojectmethodol-
ogy which sets itself as a background for this chapter providing an account
of how I acted as a project leader, researcher and mentor to guide the
teachers’ engagement with EP and, as a result, provide them with the
opportunity to narrate their EP experiences from which I shall explore the
formation of their professional identity.
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4 LPR Project Methodology: The
Researcher and the Researched

To facilitate teachers’ engagement in research, I invited language teachers
from my university to join this project. Six volunteered, three ELTs and
three MLTs teaching languages for business purposes at undergraduate
level. It is important to stress that while the ELTs were employed full-
time, the MLTs were on fractional and hourly paid contracts highlighting
the precariousness of the ML teaching profession that was mentioned
earlier.

I engaged in ‘empowering research’ (Cameron et al. 1992) given the
relationship that I developed between myself as the researcher and the
practitioners as researched. The project was carried out ‘on, for and with ’
them (ibid., p. 22). I made the research goals explicit explaining that
my role consisted of guiding them to investigate their chosen puzzles. I
facilitated the sharing of knowledge among ourselves by creating collabo-
ration, dialogue and trust through enhancing the EP principles of ‘colle-
giality’ and ‘inclusivity’. Three strategies were used to scaffold everyone’s
efforts. First, I encouraged the participants to undertake peer observation
of teaching (POT) with each other to create conversations about their
teaching. Second, I offered one-to-one mentoring sessions to each of the
practitioners in response to their request for help with their investiga-
tions. These sessions helped to demystify research and empower them to
focus on reflecting on their practice as they live it daily. As one of the
participants contends [d]iscussions with the internal lead became deeper
as trust emerged and our relationship evolved to a point where I felt more
of an insider in the process’ (Banister 2018, p. 147) Finally, to heighten
further the ‘open, interactive and dialogic’ methodology (ibid., p. 23), we
agreed to meet, every six weeks, to express understandings and misun-
derstandings discussed during the POT, and those that happened during
the mentoring sessions that the teachers felt were valuable to bring to the
forum. Hence, opportunities for partnerships and collaborations devel-
oped allowing the group members to gel and grow into a community
created over time by the sustained pursuit of a joint enterprise, mutual
engagement and shared repertoire (Wenger 1998). This collegiality was
demonstrated by one of the ELTs who explained that ‘the broader impact
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of this project on me as a teacher is that I have gained a sense of raised
professional esteem and have formed stronger collegial bonds with the
group members. In fact, working together […] allowed me to see that
the puzzles we each brought to the project were actually issues which had
been important to each of us as teachers. However, what took our discus-
sions beyond the usual staffroom exchanges […] was having experienced
research-practitioners leading explorations into the literature and the stu-
dents’ perspectives’ (Houghton 2018, p. 164). Learning collectively how
to use EP, the teachers have ensured a route for their socialisation through
the appropriation of relevant academics’ behaviours and discourse conven-
tions in their pursuit of sharing my enterprise of understanding how EP
works in the classroom. In Gee’s words, they gained access to the ‘ways of
thinking, acting and believing’ (2005, p. 7) allowing their identity as PRs
to be enacted and also ascribed to the learners with whom they negotiated
their puzzle elucidation.
The practitioners sustained their efforts throughout 2014–2016 fos-

tering for themselves personal, social and professional developments
(Slimani-Rolls and Kiely 2018) that space constraints prevent us from
discussing here. Witnessing the benefits that they derived, I invited them
to write narratives about their lived experiences (2016–2017) in order for
them to deepen their sense making (Johnson and Golombek 2011) of EP
and share their insights given the scarcity of PR activities. These narratives
were published in Slimani-Rolls and Kiely (2018) and so ethical consid-
erations were addressed and consent forms signed. As such, the MLTs are
referred to, by their names, as authors, when quoting from their narratives
which constitute the topic of the next and final section of this chapter.

5 Modern Language Teachers’ Narratives

Language teacher identity represents an emerging field. The interpretive
social paradigms in theories of sociocultural learning mentioned earlier in
reference to EP ‘have an interest in identity, agency, discourse, diversity,
social interaction, local context and lived experience’ (Miller 2009, p. 172).
This section aims to bring insights from identity theory (Wenger 1998)
and identity definitions (Norton 2000; Varghese 2006), as said earlier, to
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explain the formation of MLTs’ professional identity in their attempts to
develop as PRs.

Narratives are researchmethods used to search for teacher identity argu-
ing that their strength lies in that they capture experiences as they happen
‘in the midst’ of the complexity of classroom life (Clandinin and Connelly
2000, p. 63). As such, narratives have the potential to bring ‘new mean-
ing and significance to the work of teachers within their own professional
landscapes’ (Johnson and Golombek 2006, p. 3). They are used here as a
lens to explore the MLTs’ professional identity formation during their EP
journey.
Wenger (1998) proposes a dual process of ‘identification’ and ‘negotia-

bility of meaning’ to understand the complex processes of identity for-
mation. Identification is defined as the investment of the self in building
modes of belonging which become constitutive of our identities. Wenger
explains that while engaging in practice allows individuals to find out
how they can participate in activities and develop the competences that
are required, relating to others gives individuals a sense of who they are.
From this perspective, identification is participative, relational and experi-
ential. It is also reificative when individuals identify or are being identified
to socially organised groups or roles. As to the negotiability of meaning,
it determines the extent to which individuals are competent and able to
commit to shape the meaning in which they are invested. This notion
is essential to identity formation because meanings are achieved in the
process of participation and they contribute to the definitions of events,
actions, symbols, concepts, ideas which are important within the social
configuration to which one is aiming to belong. Another notion that is
relevant to this chapter is the concept of trajectories. Wenger explains that
identity in practice develops out of interactions between participation
and reification leading him to consider that identity ‘is not an object,
but a constant becoming […], as we go through a succession of forms
of participation, our identities form trajectories [which have] a coherence
through time that connects the past, the present and the future’ (1998,
pp. 153–154).

Further to Wenger, Zembylas (2003) asserts emotions in teacher iden-
tity construction as primarily ‘affective and is dependent upon power and
agency, i.e., power is understood as forming the identity and providing



126 A. Slimani-Rolls

the very condition of its trajectory’ (2003, p. 213). Indeed, both power
relations and agency played part in motivating the MLTs’ participation in
the LPR project. The institutional demands of engaging in research and
scholarship were instrumental in having the project funded which, as a
result, stimulated the teachers’ participation. Examining a set of articles
on recognising and realising teachers’ professional agency, Edwards (2015)
was surprised not to find the dialectic of person and practice mentioned in
this literature given the teachers’ sensitivity to the environments in which
they worked and how these contributed to how they were or were not able
to exhibit agency. She explained that ‘paying attention to the demands
that teachers recognise and respond to in the dialectic of person and prac-
tice may produce further useful insights’ (2015, p. 781) as we shall see
later.

5.1 The ML Participants

The threeMLTs teach Italian, French and Spanish.The teachers of French
and Spanish are experienced teachers employed on fractional contracts.
They have worked over fifteen years in the institution where the EP project
took place. They contributed, while on their EP journey, to creating new
language programmes in response to the institutional demand of widening
language tuition across the campus to fight against the decline of ML
learning. The situation of the teacher of Italian is different. She is an
experienced teacher but is an hourly paid visiting lecturer who studies
for a Ph.D. and teaches undergraduate students in another university as
well as privately in an international company. Although this chapter is
about MLTs, there will be, when relevant, references to the ELTs as all six
practitioners worked collaboratively throughout the EP enterprise.

5.2 Methodology

It is worthwhile to remind the reader that, except for the Italian teacher,
the participants are neophyte researchers and writers. To facilitate there-
fore the re-storying of their narratives, I invited them to brainstorm, as
a group, the major stages that they underwent to elucidate their puzzles
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during 2014–2016. This strategy responded also to the book reviewers
who requested a similar format across the six narratives. Several head-
ings emerged under which the teachers’ accounts were constructed: (1)
introduction; (2) search for understanding, (a) puzzle identification, (b)
rationale for the chosen investigative method(s), (c) data collection, (d)
data analysis; (3) understanding and discussion; (4) reflection into the
EP processes and the way forward. A word limit was estimated by the
group for each of these sections which were debated in terms of their
content. For instance, a theme that was brought up was the identity per-
spectives whereby the reflection about the self as teacher and as researcher
has emerged as a logical topic to raise together with teachers’ beliefs and
perceptions of research; compatibility of teaching and research; profes-
sional trajectory regarding the role of research in their professional life;
the role of writing and publication including the researcher role: being
a novice, or not being novice and being treated like one. it is important
here to emphasise that the suggestion of writing the narratives came up at
the end of the project when I realised that the teachers had embraced the
EP enterprise. Indeed, one the participants asserted that ‘EP offered tan-
gible benefits and enhanced understanding, sustaining my interest to the
degree that I worried about having a ‘research hole’ in my professional life
as the project’s end neared (Banister 2018, p. 149). Extending the project
to enable the writing up of the narratives was, on the one hand, welcomed
by the participants but, on the other hand, some felt apprehensive about
what to write about. In this sense the participants needed to be supported
and their memory jogged so they could confidently engage with the new
experience of writing.

Apart from this editorial directive which led to the participants and
project leader to discuss together the layout of the narratives, the partic-
ipants re-storied their experiences freely. I focussed mostly on ensuring
clarity of language and quest for substantiating frequent claims such as ‘I
was so impressed by the students’ level of contributions’ and ‘the discus-
sion went very well’. The aim was to encourage them to see their narrative
as embedded within the sociocultural and sociohistorical contexts of what
constitutes an impressive contribution and a successful discussion and so
on. It took between 9 and 11 months for the narratives to be constructed
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(2016–2017) as no time abatement was provided for the teachers to com-
pose their narratives.

5.3 Data Analysis

The data analysis was conducted as follows: first, I read the narratives while
attempting to identify commonalities and idiosyncrasies in the teachers’
reactions to the implementation of the EPprinciples.Then, I identified the
EP principles which the MLTs found particularly challenging and traced
how they engaged in the practice through developing effective PEPAs and
involving the students as partners allowing them to identify themselves
and be identified by others as PRs. Early in this process, I opted to report in
detail on the analysis of the narrative of oneML teacher, Michelle Rawson
(2018) who caught my attention when, considering her professional iden-
tity. She concluded that ‘I regardmyselfmore as a teacher than a researcher’
(p. 102). Strikingly, two of the ELT teachers manifested their identity dif-
ferently. One explained that ‘[d]isseminating my research helped me to
identify a legitimate aspect to my professional identity. Presenting and
publishing consolidate the notion of a researcher dimension to identity
in a way which personally I would find hard to achieve through reflec-
tive practice alone’ (Banister 2018, p. 149). The other asserted that ‘the
project enabled me to reshape and establish my new identity of ‘research
practitioner’ thus boosting my teacher self-efficacy beliefs’ (Goral 2018,
p. 182). Hence, it was important to establish the circumstances which
incited the ML teacher to make such a statement. Space constraints pre-
clude detailed analyses of all three ML narratives. However, quotes from
the two other MLTs’ and the ELTs’ narratives are provided when helpful
to the data analysis.

5.4 Teachers’ Early Encounter with Exploratory
Practice (EP)

The following excerpt depicts, one of the ELTs, Marianna Goral (2018)
reporting on her early encounter with EP. It is typical of the six partic-
ipants’ reactions in the initial stages of their participative identification
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demonstrating the shock that engaging with EP had initially had on the
reconstruction of their teacher identity.

I was so concerned about finding the ‘right puzzle’: Would my puzzle
be worth researching and would there be enough substance to it? Would
this research truly make a difference in my own classroom pedagogy and
would the notion of simply ‘understanding’ something rather than going
down the route of problem-solving satisfy my learners and me? How would
my learners cope with research being implemented in their class time?
Furthermore, I was not sure if I would be able to marry my ‘day job’ and
the LTR Project: Would I be able to balance two years of research and the
demands that come with it, along with my existing workload and other
commitments? Would I be able to strike a healthy balance and avoid burn
out? EP professes that implementation of… (PEPAs) allows for research to
take place at the same time as teaching but what about all my other work
commitments, would I be able to align these with my research? (2018,
p. 170)

Similarly, toMarianna, the participants felt vulnerable and destabilised, at
first, in their attempts to work with EP. In this regard, Zembylas (2003)
explains that teacher identity ‘requires the connection of emotions with
self-knowledge’ (2003, p. 213). Indeed, the mentoring sessions indicated
that their confidence was shaken. However, while Zembylas contends
that vulnerability can have a double impact causing emotional turmoil
and isolation, he recognises that it can also lead to transformation once
teachers achieve a better understanding of their surroundings and make
appropriate adjustments to suit the new circumstances. Teacher emotions
can be ‘sites for transformation or resistance’ and play a major part in their
identity and agency (Zembylas 2005, p. 214). In this case, the community
of practice set up by the teachers and the project leaders has protected them
from isolation and vulnerability and has, as we see later, provided them
with the means of reifying their identity.
The MLTs did not, however, encounter difficulties with all the EP

principles. The teacher of French, Michelle Rawson (2018) reported that:

Not surprisingly this [EP] commitment to a collegial approach was a key
motivation for my joining … the project. (2018, p. 92)
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While the teacher of Spanish, Esther Lecumberri (2018) illustrated
more amply that:

The focus on understanding and improving the quality of life of both learn-
ers and teachers … encouraged me to participate … Promoting collegiality
by bringing teachers together was another reason to embrace the project,
which afforded opportunities to collaborate with colleagues, and benefit
from a mentor’s guidance to develop my research skills. (2018, p. 106)

Indeed, Wenger contends that ‘surviving together is a viable enterprise
[…] in the quest for a viable identity’ (1998, p. 6) that is of value to the
institution and to higher education in general. Their agency in under-
standing EP and developing rapport with each other and with myself as
their mentor have supported them in their identity reconstruction as PRs.

Although discussed at the outset of the project, learner inclusivity
and use of PEPAs seemed to be at odds with the participants’ teaching
approaches. Michelle explained:

Although I have always involved my students in class discussion, I initially
had some difficulty in seeing them as co-partners … due to the way I
myself had been taught to regard the teacher as dispenser of knowledge and
students as recipients. (2018, p. 93)

In other words, there is a limit to the learner’s integration in the
classroom processes beyond the discussions and group work as routinely
practiced. Furthermore, the ELT teacher, Chris Banister (2018), asserted
frankly, I doubted whether my learners would be sufficiently motivated
to engage deeply with classroom research (2018, p. 147). Hence, both
principles of PEPAs as research tools and learners as partners have chal-
lenged epistemologically the teachers and it took them well over a year
before theymanaged to rethink and implement these twoEPprinciples. As
indicated earlier, the mentoring sessions and group discussions played an
important role in instilling confidence and trust in the teachers to rethink
their teaching routine. The CoP in which they evolved fuelled their sense
of self-esteem and self-efficacy, maintained their willingness to research
themselves and their surroundings and contributed to fine tuning their
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efforts while venturing into unfamiliar territories. Michelle became grad-
ually more adventurous looking at the classroom context and the students
through a different lens noting that:

A slightly different focus was used in each phase of the project… to explore
the student’s views and ‘dig’ deeper into their thoughts and feelings as well
as to review and refine my search for understanding as it evolves from one
phase to the next… I used a group discussion when I first shared my puzzle
with the students. Did they think that the use of Italian had a negative
impact on learning French? This was something I had not done before
asking students about their views on an aspect of their learning. I normally
expect students to follow the plan or the agenda I have set … I knew I
would be ‘less in control’ of the direction the conversation was going to
take. (2018, pp. 93–94)

After all, Michelle used the same old technique of group discussion but,
this time, she no longer saw its purpose limited to practising only curricular
activities. She used discussion as a research instrument to vehicle a serious
conversation for the students to express real-life concerns, feelings and
thoughts that mattered to them and their peers. Why do they use their
mother tongue rather than practice the target language is a serious question
for the teacher’s sense of professional identity? She exercised her agency to
find ways of investigating this frustrating issue together with the students
in ways that resonate with them as mature individuals ‘capable of taking
learning seriously’ (Allwright and Hanks 2009, p. 15).

Overall, I felt that they were happy, even proud to be part of the ‘puzzle’.
A couple of them stated that they really enjoyed being treated as mature
and responsible learners and not ‘primary school’ students. They claimed
that it was refreshing to be able to freely express their views; to find that
their opinions mattered, and feel trusted and feel taken seriously … With
hindsight, I felt that this discussion was vital in opening up a channel of
communication to talk and to see their contribution valued. (2018, p. 94)

Emotions are central to teaching (Hargreaves 1998; Zembylas 2003). In
this regard, the students’ emotional reactions to Michelle’s adjusted prac-
tice have enhanced her sense of identity as a professional as she facilitated
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meaningful exchanges between herself and the students and between the
students themselves. Emotional experiences as well as relationships change
when teachers get to know their students better. Not only has Michelle
risen to the challenge of viewing PEPAs as research tools and learners as
co-partners, she gained also, as a result, a renewed interest in and respect
for the students’ views. She has actually ‘lived’ the understanding that
‘teaching is, above all, about relationships and that building good rapport
with students is vital’ (2018, p. 94). According to Palmer (1998),Michelle
demonstrated ‘capacity for connectedness’ (p. 13) by reconfiguring a class-
room discussion into a novel research instrument to reify her professional
identity.
While Michelle’s puzzle was about the students’ use of their mother

tongue, Esther’s was about why they employed their mobile phones in
disruptive ways. She could simply apply the ban that the university had
put on the use of these devices but she ‘chose to care’ (O’Connor 2008;
Hargreaves 1998) because she knows that banning their use would deprive
them from employing them usefully as cameras, dictionaries, information
providers and recorders. Instead, Esther opted for the inclusive approach to
negotiate a more accommodating use of these devices rather than impose a
unilateral ban; thus, demonstrating the idea that teachers’ emotions guide
the formation of their identities (Nias 1986; Zembylas 2003).
With the students’ permission, Esther created a PEPA by videoing one

of her lessons to demonstrate the distraction that these mobile phones can
cause. Encouraged by the students’ recognition that they can be divisive,
Esther developed a survey to address the likely impact of these devices on
the students’ concentration and participation, the extent of the partici-
pants’ responsibility to keep them at bay and the value of the University
policy. Esther explains below why she felt that she was successful in her
endeavour.

I believe that the decision to allow mobile phones in class should arise from
mutual understanding and agreement, not from a frustration position of
powerlessness and uncertainty about who should make decisions. Open
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exploration in the classroom of the contexts of, reasons for, and conse-
quences of phone uses is a strategy that can influence the overall atmo-
sphere in the classroom in a positive way and avoid the negative impact of
controlling and banning the use of mobile phones. (2018, p. 114)

Zembylas (2003) contends that the connection between teacher iden-
tity and emotions is the result of agency and is determined by the indi-
viduals to reflect on their professional actions (2003, pp. 224–225). The
experiences that both MLTs have lived with their students cast light on
the confidence and professionalism with which they have embraced their
CPD and evolved their practice. Such development is more likely to fit
in with their professional identity as they remained at the heart of this
process-oriented enterprise working on their own agenda rather than a
pre-established schedule.

6 Discussion

FollowingWenger’s theory of identity (1998), theMLTs’ narratives showed
that they engaged with two important sources of identity formation: they
recognised that they possess the competence that their community values,
and that their professional identity has been reified beyond their legiti-
mate peripheral participation. Indeed, they wrote about their feelings of
excitement and exhilaration following their contribution in institutional,
national and international events whereby they have been given legitimacy
of access to practice. In Wenger’s views, ‘identity in practice is a layering
of events of participation and reification by which our experience and its
social interpretation inform each other’ (1998, p. 151).

Among the many actions and events that have reified their identity as
professionals was the LPR project recognition as ‘an example of excel-
lent practice in recent British educational research/scholarship’ by the
organising committee of the Annual Conference of the British Educa-
tional Research Association (BERA, Leeds University, 2016) in which
some of the participants have contributed. Subsequently, BERA invited
the practitioners to represent them at the Annual Conference of the Amer-
ican Educational ResearchAssociation (AERA,Texas, 2017). Although for
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funding reasons, they could not all participate in the BERA/AERA events,
the invitation itself gave a tremendous boost to their sense of professional
identity. It is, indeed, worth mentioning here that it was never the aim
of the project to encourage the practitioners to disseminate externally as
this was well beyond the project leaders’ initial expectations. One realises
only too well the challenges that making one’s work public could present.
I could not, however, reject the practitioners’ request for support with the
development of potential conference abstracts. Doubts on their forthcom-
ing achievements would only nullify the work that I did as their mentor
to make accessible their search for understanding. I could only open up
yet another facet for their development. Their perseverance in voluntarily
disseminating their work demonstrates commitment to their professional
growth and highlight their dormant capabilities.
The three MLTs agreed that the EP experience was, in their own words,

‘inspiring ’, ‘exhilarating ’, ‘rewarding ’ and ‘empowering ’. While they com-
mented amply on the gains that they derived from their EP experience,
they also reported on the challenges that they have confronted including
those of disseminating their work. Michelle argued that ‘there is always
a difficult balance between the institutional requirements of the job and
the new vision of EP which is not always facilitated by the working con-
ditions’ (2018, p. 102). Esther recognised that ‘time and dedication are
required’ (2018, p. 115). Anna confirmed also the pressure of time but
mostly focussed on analysing the principles and how she implemented in
her practice.

On balance, Michelle focussed on ‘the attention already need[ed] to
be given to other activities as a teacher (for instance, developing mod-
ules to be taught across the University to encourage more students to
learn foreign languages, and organising cultural events)’ (2018, p. 102).
Indeed, Michelle is reminding us that the efforts of elucidating teaching
puzzles could appear rather demanding against the decline in the inter-
est that characterises ML studies. ‘EP clearly has value, but the teaching
environment may not always facilitate it’ and she sees herself ‘more of a
teacher than a researcher’ (p. 102). Yet, further along the line, she adds ‘I
found presenting the understandings of my puzzle […] an enriching and
enlightening experience. Although it was stressful, it was also exhilarating
as the feedback […] from the audience was very encouraging’ (p. 102).
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On the one hand, Michelle’s experiences are competing in the midst
of the past, where language programmes had to be created to bring new
students, the present where the EP and institutional needs have to be bal-
anced and the future which depends on what can currently be done to
improve it. Michelle’s identity is visibly impacted upon by the past and
the present which are influencing the way she perceives the future. On the
other hand, Esther ventured into the future remarking that the teaching
concerns that she noticed during her endeavours ‘could (added emphasis)
become potential puzzles to explore in the future’ (2018, p. 116). Being
a developing researcher with varied prospects of working in HE, Anna
seemed to have decidedly adopted the mentor’s suggestion that ‘the next
stage of the project would focus on involving actively the learners in phras-
ing and investigating their own puzzles’ (2018, p. 131). Indeed, Anna is
taking in her stride the idea that there will be a next phase to the project
which consists of working with the learners themselves. It is extremely
relevant to refer here to Wenger (1998) who explains that as trajectories
‘[…] our identities incorporate the past and the future in the very process
of negotiating the present’ (1998, p. 155).
Varghese’s (2006) definition of identity in terms of the influences on

teachers, referred to earlier on, is compatible with the MLTs’ accounts
under discussion. Embodied in EP, the influences of others through the
LPR project have been invaluable. As indicated earlier, teachers relate to
students and identities are relational. EP has opened up options that are
taken forward in different ways—as teachers, as researchers/academics—
but always within an expanded sense of identity although the influences
are not limited only to those exerted by EP and the project set-up. The
precarious professional situation of MLTs in HE is omnipresent and con-
tinues to overshadow their professional lives.

Identity is also about ‘how a person understands possibilities for the
future’ (Norton 2000, p. 5). The efforts of implementing EP might look
heavy against the backdrop of the declining interest in MLs. However,
it depends on how the future manifests itself through the improvements
to the ML situation that HE institutions, the British Council, British
Academy, business associations and others are trying to bring. More
recently, a framework proposal from the All-Party Parliamentary Group
on Modern languages has put forward a National Recovery Programme
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‘of strategic objectives [to be] implemented by the professionals and prac-
titioners […] to achieve a step change in the UK’s languages capability’
(2019, March 4). It depends, therefore, on what the future brings. If the
student recruitment improves then the EP framework would be instru-
mental in helping a strong return of ML studies across the educational
sector and the construction of a better quality of life for teachers and
students alike, as stated earlier.

7 Conclusion

EP values have been embraced and its benefits reaped. All the participating
teachers noted the way the project gave them a confidence and sense of
personal growth, while in turn enabled exploration, optimism and inno-
vation. Marianna’s illustrative excerpt clearly indicated that identities are
constructed in the midst of ‘tension between our investment in the various
forms of belonging and our ability to negotiate the meanings that matter
in those contexts’ (Wenger 1998, p. 188). Engaging in practice, as the
participating MLTs did, is a compelling form of identification because it
involved investing themselves in what they did and in the relationships
that they developed.
Times have changed since the late 1980s and early 1990s in which

Block (2000) reported as having failed to support ML teachers in Lan-
guage Centres to undertake action research projects. Back then, research
and scholarship were not in teachers’ professional contracts, nor were
teachers mentored to engage with research. Currently, the future looks
promising. Much work is being developed by various professional bodies
and institutions to improve ML uptake and MLTs professional develop-
ment. An example of this is the IATEFL Research Special Interest Group
(Smith et al. 2016) which strives to devise accessible ways for language
teachers to make their work public in manageable ways.
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Note

1. For a deeper discussion on similarities, differences and distinctive philo-
sophical underpinnings between members of the PR family, see Hanks
(2017, pp. 23–31).
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7
How a Community of Practice Shapes
a Modern Foreign Language Teacher’s
Views of Herself as a Teacher over Time
and Space: A Biographical Case Study

Christina Richardson

1 Introduction

Much recent literature on language teaching and learning has fore-
grounded the importance of understanding identity in promoting effective
language learning (Norton and Toohey 2011). Similarly, within teacher
education, the value of identity researchhas been acknowledgednot only in
the process of teacher-learning anddevelopment (Beauchamp andThomas
2009;Norton 2017; Pennington and Richards 2016;Varghese et al. 2005)
but also increasingly in the retention of teachers in the profession (Mor-
rison 2013). In order to develop professionally, in the sense of taking
responsibility for their own professional development, it is increasingly
recognised that teachers need to develop agency (Toom et al. 2015) to
navigate the school Modern Foreign Language (MFL) subject domain,
a site of seemingly unresolvable debates on issues that concern teachers
such as the role of grammar and the use of the target language (Swarbrick
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2002). Agency is defined in Pyhältö et al. (2015) as the “capability of
intentional and responsible management of new learning at both individ-
ual and community levels” (2015, p. 813).
This chapter, with the author’s professional background as a language

teacher educator within a higher education institution setting, seeks to
gain insights into how language teacher identity develops over time and
how factors such as communities of practice (Wenger 1998, 2010) and
affiliations (Werbińska 2016; Pennington 2015) shape that development.
The concept of a community of practice (CoP), originally developed in
relation to a social theory of learning (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger
1998), is widely contested in terms of nature, scale and applicability (Hod-
kinson and Hodkinson 2004). Hodkinson and Hodkinson’s own work in
this area whilst focusing on CoPs in relation to school teachers’ learning in
the workplace is, however, useful here in providing discussion and analyses
of similar secondary school contexts to my own. The definition of CoP
that most resonates with my own conceptualisation and context is that
of Wenger’s work (1998), which sees a CoP as a social learning system.
This view recognises identity formation as part of learning, stressing the
importance of learning as becoming (Wenger 1998), a focus that is central
to this chapter. I use the term “affiliation”, following Werbińska (2016,
p. 137), to refer to “the individual’s willingness to become a language
teacher and desire for recognition as a legitimate member of the teaching
community”. I also refer to disciplinary affiliations more loosely to refer
to associations or connections, for example, within Applied Linguistics.

My interest in the influence of these factors stems frommy professional
engagement as a teacher educator with research and practice in relation to
the process of becoming a teacher and consequently in the construction
of language teacher identity. As Werbińska (2016) points out, becoming
a teacher is an ongoing process: the formal learning of the initial teacher
training is a phase, albeit an important one, in the shaping and develop-
ment of teachers and identity formation is implicated in the process.

At a timewhere within theUK school system there is an increasing sense
of crisis about teacher retention as recognised by the Public Accounts
Committee report “Training and Developing the Teaching Workforce”
(2018), an exploration of the relationship between teacher identity and
teacher retention from an Initial Teacher Education perspective is both
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timely andpertinent.Understanding how teacherswork and learn together
and their perceptions of themselves at different stages of their careers is
increasingly important when considering how best to equip teachers for
their careers and for retaining teachers longer term.
The language teaching context of the research presented here is that of

a teacher of French and German working in the secondary school sector.
Within MFL teaching specifically, the national picture in England is fre-
quently presented as a far from positive one (Lanvers and Coleman 2017;
Tinsley and Dolezal 2018), a factor that may impact on teacher recruit-
ment and retention. Of particular concern, as highlighted in Tinsley and
Dolezal’s survey of language trends (ibid.), have been the declining levels
of participation in the study of MFL, particularly French and German
since the removal of the compulsory study of MFL for 14 to 16-year
olds, together with the introduction of more challenging examinations.
However, a recent government initiative announced by the current schools
standards minister (Speck 2019) creating a Centre of Excellence at York
University and nine specialist language hubs in schools, is set to attempt
to boost the teaching of modern languages in schools.

Having sketched the background to this chapter, I now provide an
overview of the structure of the chapter. This chapter is organised in the
following way: first, I present an account of the theoretical underpinnings
of the conceptualisation of language teacher identity that is pertinent to
this chapter. Subsequently, I introduce the study and discuss the research
methodology and present the analysis and discussion of the case study
data.

2 Theoretical Framework

In this section, I explore the complex notion of teacher identity and high-
light the central features of language teacher identity. I draw on sociocul-
tural theory on communities of practice as reflected in the seminal work of
Lave and Wenger (1991), Wenger (1998), and Hodkinson and Hodkin-
son (2004) to look at the relationship between communities of practice,
learning and identity. I begin by exploring the notion of language teacher
identity.
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2.1 Understanding Language Teacher Identity

It is widely agreed that teacher identity is a complex and multifaceted
construct (Beauchamp andThomas 2009; Beijaard et al. 2004), a concept
that remains challenging to define and one which may also represent a
site of struggle (Norton 2000). Day et al. (2007) working within the UK
school context maintain quite simply that teacher identity is the way in
which teachers define themselves to themselves and others and is different
from teacher role. Research into teacher identity (Beijaard et al. 2004;
Pennington and Richards 2016; Varghese et al. 2005 amongst others) has
consistently identified two features of identity. First, teacher identity is
constructed over time, evolving throughout a teacher’s career. Longitudinal
studies such as early work on professional development phases (Huberman
1995) and variation in teachers’ effectiveness in different professional life
phases (Day et al. 2007) have offered some insight into generic patterns
in teacher development. However, as Steadman points out:

In the making of the teacher, there is no endpoint of perfection at the end
of a linear pathway or on completion of an apprenticeship: the practice of
learning to teach is an ongoing process, marked by uneven development
(2018, p. 6).

Second, teacher identity is situated (Pennington and Richards 2016)
and develops through a process of interaction with others (Cooper and
Olson 1996). The social and cultural environment plays a crucial role in
shaping teacher identity and may further be reflected in “affinity groups”,
which share according to Gee (2000, p. 105): “allegiance to, access to and
participation in specific practices” or in affiliations to a particular profes-
sional community (Werbińska 2016). Pollard et al.’s work (2019) within
theUK school context highlights the influence of teaching colleagues both
in the immediate school environment and beyond and the benefits in rela-
tion to school effectiveness of communities of practice (Lave and Wenger
1991) where teachers are also learners.
The views of teacher identity discussed above are particularly pertinent

to the focus and context of this research. Firstly, the nature and structural
organisation of classroom teaching in UK schools is such that teachers
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rarely work in isolation as they are frequently part of a subject department
where teachers of the same subject have opportunities to work closely
with other colleagues. Consideration of the influence of CoPs is, therefore,
particularly relevant. Secondly, Day and colleagues’ work (2007) and later
work reported in Day and Gu (2010), whilst not specifically looking at
language teacher identity, is situated within the same UK school context
as my study. Furthermore, it involved exploration of teachers’ professional
identity as part of their longitudinal studies of teachers’ lives.
Whilst the above discussion has highlighted features of teacher identity,

which may apply across different subject teaching contexts, it is important
in this case study of an MFL teacher to consider research literature that
looks more specifically at language teacher identity. Building on Richards’
work (2010) which identified core areas of competence and expertise in
language teaching, Pennington and Richards (2016) reconceptualised and
developed these competences in relation to language teacher identity. Of
interest here, are the notions of language-related identity , disciplinary iden-
tity andmembership of a CoP . Language teachers need to have not only the
linguistic knowledge but also the skills to communicate easily with those
who have little knowledge of the language (Pennington and Richards
2016). According to Pennington (2015), a language teacher’s identity is
best built upon a foundation not only of specific linguistic and curriculum
knowledge but also on broader knowledge of the content of the field (for
example, in Applied Linguistics) gained through formal education. In the
context of MFL teaching in the secondary school setting that is the focus
of the chapter, consideration of language-related identity in relation to
their linguistic knowledge is particularly important: teachers’ confidence
and competence in the target language have long been part of the debate
over the use of target language in MFL classrooms (Macaro 2000).

It has been increasingly argued (Sharkey 2004; Pennington and
Richards 2016) that teachers should not only possess practical and theo-
retical knowledge but should also be producers of knowledge, developing
personal understandings of teaching (Borg 2006) that include beliefs,
principles and theories. These understandings underpin teacher maxims
(Richards 2006) or sets of working principles which reflect how teachers’
identity develops over time (Pennington and Richards 2016) and how
teachers’ knowledge and theorising evolve.
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What I have sought to emphasise here is that teachers develop their
identities individually within a timeframe but always within a context, of
which there are many not only the CoP, but also the wider educational
community and society as a whole.

2.2 Identity Formation Through Situated Learning:
The Subject Department as Community
of Practice

An aspect of a language teacher’s identity that has been considered by
researchers is the teacher’s connection to one or more of the commu-
nities of practice. Exploring the formation of identity through situated
learning has been the focus of seminal work by Lave and Wenger (1991)
andWenger (1998),Wenger et al. (2002) amongst others.Wenger (1998,
p. 149) emphasises the link between identity and practice, seeing the two as
“mirror-images of one another” and argues that identity is shaped by com-
munities of practice. Beauchamp andThomas (2009, p. 180) also explain
that “by participating in a community of professionals a teacher is subject
to the influences of this community on identity development”. Within
the secondary school setting, the subject department in this case the MFL
department, grouping together teachers of the same discipline, often forms
this community of practitioners (Dimmock and Lee 2000; Visscher and
Witziers 2004). However, within these departmental groups there may
be associations between practitioners who embrace similar practices and
share similar approaches (Gee 2000). Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2003)
draw on Bourdieu’s notions of habitus (1984) and dispositions (Bourdieu
andWacquant 1992), emphasising that a person’s dispositions evolve over
the course of a learner’s “learning career” (Bloomer andHodkinson 2000).
The above theories which highlight the situated nature of learning pro-
vide a useful framework for exploring identities in practice and identity
(trans)formation in practice.
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2.3 Development of School MFL Teacher Identity
over Time

The dynamic and continually evolving nature of teacher identity has been
highlighted in earlier discussion as a central characteristic of identity. I cite
Norton’s definition of identity here as it emphasises identity construction
across both time and space. Norton (2013, p. 4) defines identity as “the
way a person understands his or her relationship with the world, how that
relationship is constructed across time and space, and how that person
understands possibilities for the future”. Here she recognises the way in
which identity may shift over time, but she also sees both teacher agency
and social structures as central to identity formation. This definition is
particularly resonantwith the context ofmy studywhich draws on anMFL
teacher’s reflections on her identity over time and in different teaching
contexts.

In understanding how identity develops over time, it is helpful to con-
sider how individual and institutional identity work together and how
these identify shift as teachers progress in their careers.This career progres-
sion is recognised to be unpredictable, full of uncertainty and non-linear
(Gatti 2016), a view that resonates with research into professional life
phases (Day 2012) and seminal research by Huberman (1993, 1995) who
argued that the process of career development is filled “with plateaux, dis-
continuities, regressions, spurts and dead ends” (Huberman 1995, p. 196).

New teachers typically present an institutionally-sanctioned, tradi-
tional, teacher-led identity in their early career as their “default identity”
according to Richards (2006, p. 16) This safe style is one which new
teachers might readily assume as they recognise the more traditional style
as providing a recognised structure for a class to be delivered and man-
aged effectively. As teachers become more confident they may move away
from this default teacher identity to a more authentic and personal iden-
tity (Richards 2006). Shifts in identity may continue to occur throughout
a teacher’s career, according to Pennington and Richards (2016), when
teachers feel under pressure to deliver content for exams, where they have
concerns about behaviour management, the introduction of new teach-
ing methods or experience a lack of confidence in the target language
(Richards 2006). This section has highlighted the unevenness of identity
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development; however, it is worthy of note that opportunities for ongoing
professional development together with early promotionmay enhance the
teacher’s sense of identity and belonging as I discuss in Sect. 3.

3 The Study

This chapter originates in research conducted as part of my doctoral study
(Richardson 2011) which looked at inclusive practice in teachingModern
Foreign Languages in mainstream schools with a focus on students with
dyslexia. Whilst not explicitly looking at teacher identity, the initial study
revealed that subject communities of practice were highly influential in
shaping teachers’ knowledge, beliefs and understanding of MFL teaching.
This chapter develops the study by providing a biographical case study
of Maria, a teacher of French and German at School X, one of the par-
ticipant schools at the time the initial research was undertaken. In line
with British Educational Research Association (BERA) ethical research
guidelines all participant schools and names were anonymised, and any
identifying features of the school were not referenced.
Taking a biographical case study approach (Barkhuizen et al. 2014),

building on the author’s doctoral research, in this chapter I explore the
development of Maria’s identity as a teacher of MFL in relation to the
environmental and social influences of her school setting. Maria, an expe-
rienced Modern Languages teacher, worked from 2000 to 2008 in a sec-
ondary school. She gained her teaching qualification andmoved to School
X in 2000, becoming Head of the MFL department in 2001. She took a
break from MFL teaching to have a family but continued to be involved
in education as a sports coach from 2013 but also pursuing further studies
in language education.
The general research questions (RQs) underpinning this chapter are as

follows:

RQ1. How does Maria see herself as an MFL teacher?
RQ2. What contextual factors shape her sense of professional identify over
time and space?
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3.1 Methodology

This research takes a biographical case study approach (Barkhuizen et al.
2014). According to these authors, biographical case studies are studies of
individuals in which data are elicited from the participants and written up
as narrative accounts. Such accounts may be followed by further analysis
mirroring Tsui’s study (2007) of the career of an EFL teacher in China. A
biographical case studywas chosen for twomain reasons: first, biographical
case studies, as a form of narrative enquiry, allow for the exploration of
personal accounts of experience and are means of giving a voice to teachers
and gaining insight into their interpretations of those lived experiences.
The most resonant characteristic of narrative enquiry for this study is
that it allows for exploration of language teacher identity over time and in
multiple settings and contexts (Barkhuizen et al. 2014).Time and space are
key considerations in this research as I seek to explore the development
and shaping of Maria’s identity over a period of eighteen years and in
different contexts.

Data were collected from the case study participant, Maria, in an in-
depth semi-structured interview, with a view to exploring her professional
trajectory over time and space and how her views of herself as a teacher
might have changed as she moved between different teaching contexts
since I first interviewed her for my doctoral research in 2002.

According to Charmaz (2003, p. 312) qualitative interviewing: “pro-
vides an open-ended, in-depth exploration of an aspect of life about which
the interviewee has substantial experience, often combined with consid-
erable insight”. Interviewing as a data-collection technique is widely used
in social sciences (Alshenqeeti 2014) for the following purposes: firstly, to
gain information relating to specified research objectives; secondly, to test
hypotheses or to suggest new ones; thirdly, as validation of other methods
by providing more in-depth information or throwing light on unexpected
results.
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3.2 Data Analysis

The approach I have taken in the process of analysis of data draws on
the analytic-inductive techniques, which are used within the naturalistic
or interpretivist paradigm for the analysis of interview and observation
data (Goetz and LeCompte 1981). These techniques, Analytic Induction
(Znaniecki 1934) and the Constant Comparative method (Glaser and
Strauss 1967), begin with the data themselves and then through inductive
reasoning lead to the development of theoretical categories. They both
involve scanning and categorising data.
The interview data were transcribed and then coded (Charmaz 2003).

In line with the Constant Comparative Approach, the interview data were
examined closely, line-by-line and labelled with a term or category, in an
attempt to find a term that “distils events and meanings without los-
ing their essential properties” (Charmaz 2003, p. 320). The key themes
that emerged were as follows: experiencing self-doubt, valuing family sup-
port, encountering newmethods, consolidating practices,making connec-
tions, viewing language as performance, valuing humour. These themes
are addressed under the relevant Professional Development Phase (Ewing
and Manuel 2005) heading in the next section.

4 Analysis of Findings and Discussion

To give a sense of identity development over time, the data are presented
according to an adapted version of critical phases identified in teach-
ers developing professionalism (Ewing and Manuel 2005). Pollard et al.
(2019) explain that the sense of commitment and value sets with which
many teachers begin their careers are validated as professional charac-
teristics with time but that this trajectory of professional development
frequently involves conflicts between the desire to be a teacher and prac-
tical challenges. Most teachers can resolve these conflicts and develop a
sense of professional identity, frequently experiencing similar stages as they
develop a “more confident professionalism” (ibid., p. 10). These stages
move from “Early expectations; facing early challenge”, through “Early
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days of first appointment”, “consolidating pedagogical content knowl-
edge” to “building a professional identity and voice” (Ewing and Manuel
2005). Maria’s career trajectory is neither smooth nor linear (Gatti 2016)
and does not fit neatly with Ewing and Manuel’s phases (2005), but using
the critical phases shown below allows for discussion of the development
of Maria’s identity as she moves in, out and across different phases. Ewing
and Manuel’s phases have been adapted to reflect Maria’s trajectory and
Phases 2 and 3 have been merged and re-named.

4.1 Phase 1: Early Expectations: Facing Early
Challenges When in Training

The first phase to emerge as critical for Maria was her first training
placement where she experienced what Werbińska (2016) terms “discon-
tinuities” or interruptions (in terms of disappointment about the lack of
priority given to MFL) and her negative encounters with the reality of her
particular classroom context of her first school training placement.

4.1.1 Early Self-Doubt

Maria seems to have been experiencing the self-doubt that typifies many
of the emotions of teachers in the early stages of their careers when
they encounter negative experiences (Fantilli and McDougall 2009). She
revealed some disappointment at the lack of interest or focus on language
teaching and concern about the challenges of student behaviour manage-
ment: “language teaching wasn’t a priority. Stopping the children from
hurting each other was”. It was at this point that she felt a certain lack of
clarity about her role and some self-doubt as she says: “I was slightly won-
dering what was going on because I hadn’t felt that I had been massively
successful”. This suggests that there was a degree of challenge to Maria’s
identity as a language teacher and her affiliation (Werbińska 2016) or
desire for recognition as a valid member of that community.

Nevertheless, Maria continued her training. As Ewing and Manuel
(2005) point out, the factors that determine why and how some trainees
are able to move forward from negative early experiences are not well
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understood. In the case of Maria, she reported having clear ideas about
being a language teacher before she started her training: “My mumwas an
MFL teacher. I had a sense of what and who I wanted to emulate”. Her
ability to draw on a positive role model (Knowles 1992) in her mother
and her mother’s disciplinary affiliations (Pennington 2015) appears to be
a factor in her desire to continue to pursue her career.

Maria’s autonomy at this stage can be seen in her apparent belief in her
own self-efficacy or ability to influence student behaviours or achievement
(Guo et al. 2010), her motivation to teach and her “agentive-reflective
powers or autonomy” (Werbińska 2016, p. 135). Werbińska (ibid.) uses
the term to refer to “a teacher’s capacity to act while being guided by a sense
of self-dependence and responsibility for educational reflection formed
by ongoing reflection” (2016, p. 137). Maria’s matter of fact statement
about the behavioural challenges: “language teaching wasn’t a priority.
Stopping the children from hurting each other was” suggests that she is
not over-awed by the challenges. This is also a point she makes later in
the interview: “I wasn’t fazed by the behaviour stuff ”. She can manage
despite the challenges to her belief sets. She shows autonomy in her ability
to reflect on these tensions and maintains a degree of resilience (Ewing
and Manuel 2005).

4.2 Phase 2: Early Days of First Appointment:
Encountering New Methods
and Approaches/Consolidating Practices

Maria’s professional development can be seen to be fairly rapid: she was
appointed Head of Department in her second year of teaching. At the
beginning of her second critical phase, Maria came across new methods
that presented a departure from what she had encountered during her
training (Morrison 2013) and hence maybe engendered a reassessment of
her thinking in the face of the unfamiliar as Werbińska (2016) suggests.

Maria’s development could be seen to enter a phase where she was
exposed to new ideas and responded critically to new influences which
appear to have helped her to crystallise her views of herself as a teacher
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(Hodkinson andHodkinson 2004): what she valued and practices she dis-
tanced herself from. She can be seen to be engaging with a community of
practice as a site of learning (Hodkinson andHodkinson 2004) in relation
to a new Target Language-based method and more broadly about being a
language teacher. This approach can be described as a model of Commu-
nicative Language Teaching (CLT) which unlike the more standard form
of CLT used in schools, features almost exclusive use of the target language
by both teacher and students. Lessons typically include strong elements
of competition as well as games and songs.

In the following section, conceptualisations of communities of practice
in relation to Maria’s teaching context are discussed. I follow this with an
examination of the influence of the shared practices within the department
as regards the use of the new teaching approach.

4.2.1 Influence of Subject Department: Communities
of Practice

During her early years at School X, Maria’s views of herself as a teacher
seemed to be shaped by a colleague from her subject department and his
embracing of a new teaching method. Maria found this method inspi-
rational: “I was genuinely very inspired by his way of teaching […].
I think he was the biggest influence onmy teaching style”. AlthoughMaria
reported feeling inspired by her mentor colleague, she saw her identity as a
teacher as being separate from the method. She revealed some reservations
about the method: “there were elements of that I felt comfortable with
and elements I didn’t so I picked only those”. The more playful elements
of the approach, allowing students to interact in a more “teasing” way, or
engaging in “verbal duelling” (Cook 2000) did not always appear to sit
comfortablywithMaria.Whilst appreciating someof the light-heartedness
of the method, she rejected the exchanging of insults.

However, Maria appears to have seen in the playful nature (Rampton
1999) of this method a point of connection to her sense of identity (Borg
2006), stating “I tended to use humour quite a lot and thatmethod allowed
me to be who I knew I needed to be”, suggesting that she saw the use of
humour as a valued quality in a languages teacher (Prodromou 1991).
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4.3 Phase 3: Finding a Place: Making Connections
and Encountering Conflict

Ewing andManuel (2005) maintain that it is during this phase that teach-
ers begin to understand how important it is to make connections and to
find a place. Furthermore, they assert that it is during this period teachers
frequently realise the challenge of managing conflict with other teachers
and navigating a politically complex setting.

4.3.1 Making Connections: The Challenges of Getting
Colleagues on Board

Although Maria’s early experiences as a teacher of MFL suggest an affil-
iation with the community of practitioners of the new method in her
school, notably her mentor, she subsequently met with some resistance
when, a year later, as Head of Department, she attempted to encourage
her colleagues to engage with the method by visiting another school and
to consider taking on board some ideas from them: “there was no way in
which they could conceive of borrowing ideas”.

4.3.2 Affinities and Fragmentation

Maria’s affinities with other colleagues appeared to shift as influential staff
and new staff came in. When taking over as Head of Department in her
second year as a qualified teacher, she became increasingly aware of frag-
mentation or divisions in the department. As stated by the participant,
despite her colleagues’ resistance, when her mentor left the school, Maria
and another colleague continued to use elements of the new approach.
Affiliation with this colleague as a member of the community of practi-
tioners was through a shared endorsement of elements of that approach
and a similar teaching style whereby they created a professional connec-
tion and potential for collaboration, elements which are recognised as
highly significant in the development of the identify of early career teach-
ers (Morrison 2013). In addition to the colleague who also embraced the
new approach, there were some colleagues who shared broadly similar
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teaching styles to her and with whom she developed closer links: “There
were pockets of only two who taught German then there was one who
I could share ideas with. We would have a regular slot even it was just a
quick chat”.
The teachers in this instance were connected by teaching styles and

shared assumptions (Wenger 1998) about what worked in language
lessons. In terms of working together and sharing of materials, the affini-
ties were most clearly related to shared practices such as the use of games
in the language classroom.

According to Maria, the department of six teachers was somewhat
divided with significant differences in approach between teachers who
were “old school where the classes were silent” and the noisier classes
where teachers were “more fun”. Maria aligned herself with the latter set
of teachers. She also reported disagreeing with colleagues about issues such
as grammar, stating in relation to one of her colleagues, “one thing we used
to argue about was grammar”.Whilst discussion is not always harmonious,
Wenger et al. (2002) argue that a sparky disagreement can be part of the
positive energy of a community of practice and can stimulate reflection
and problem-solving.

4.3.3 Beliefs and Values

During the period of consolidation of her practice at her school, Maria
appeared to have reinforced some of her educational beliefs (Pajares 1992;
Borg 2006) and her values. Maria reported viewing language as perfor-
mance and valuing the use of humour in language teaching to help create
an environment where making mistakes is seen as a natural part of lan-
guage learning. She embraced the new approach as a way of providing
some light-heartedness in the lessons and to help students to develop a
good-humoured and positive approach to making mistakes in language.

She reported allowingher students to be “put on the spot” to some extent
to help them develop wider life skills of dealing withmakingmistakes with
good humour, although like Morreall (1983), she was concerned by the
idea that laughing with someone at their mistake might mean laughing
collectively at someone.
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4.4 Phase 5: Building a Professional Identity
and Voice: Teacher as Agentive Educator

There are two key threads that run through Maria’s biographical account:
the constancy of a wider teacher identity and a strong sense of agency
(Edwards 2015).Maria’s view of herself as a teacher appears to have broad-
ened as she progressed through her career, leading her to identify herself
most strongly as an educator rather than as an MFL teacher. Seeing her-
self as an educator means working across different contexts and applying
her generic teaching skills with a view to educating children holistically.
Increasingly she is able to identify and reflect on her values and belief sets
as will be illustrated in this section.

Although Maria had a break to have children, she still viewed herself as
a teacher, as illustrated below. Since she left her school in 2008, she has
undertaken a coaching role and maintains that: “it’s bigger that just this
classroom identity … I don’t feel that I have left teaching”. However, she
felt that absence from formal teaching had embedded the permanence of
her identity as a teacher, albeit an identity that is shifting and broadening
over time and space (Norton 2013). Similarly, whilst working in a different
context or space as a coach later on, it became clear toMaria that as a teacher
she had a set of skills and knowledge that remained with her and could
be transferred from one context to another: “it’s teaching, you realize that
those skills don’t ever leave”.

4.4.1 Beliefs and Values

As illustrated below, Maria viewed herself primarily as an educator. As
such, her attitudes to herself were underpinned by strong beliefs about
educational responsibility for the development of the whole child. What
she enjoyed as an educatorwas communication and connectionwith learn-
ers and the: “responsibility of being an educator of a child’ and ‘making
eye contact responding thoughtfully to a child”. Her comments suggest
a recognition of the moral underpinnings of education (Sockett 2008)
together with a valuing of the relational aspects of teaching (Gatti 2016).
Through her continuing role as a coach she can continue to be an educator
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and to connect with young people: “I’m somebody who values connection
with people, finding out why people are finding certain things difficult”.
What also emerged from the interviews was that Maria valued her

general teaching skills, such as behavior management and clear communi-
cation very highly. For Maria it was very important to see herself as more
than a modern language teacher to help her deal with challenging times
in the work place: “conceptualizing yourself as an educator rather than
simply and straightforwardly as a modern language teacher really helps
you to see those times through”.

Maria’s comments suggest that as she has becomemore experienced, she
has become less influenced by the immediate environment and contextual
factors (Lave and Wenger 1991) and has become more independent in
her identity as a teacher. Whilst she is not currently teaching MFL in
a school, she has been able to reflect on not only her own teaching but
also on her educational values. She exhibits a confidence and a sense
of clarity about her teacher identity. At the same time, she exhibits the
desire to challenge and question, suggesting that she would welcome the
opportunity to engage with critically reflective discourse communities of
experienced teachers or professional development programmes involving
university tutors and school teachers (Thomas et al. 1998) or, indeed as
she has done, to undertake further study.

5 Conclusion

This chapter has examined the concept of language teacher identity, look-
ing at perceptions of identity; to what extent contextual and social factors
such as communities of practice and affinities have shaped the develop-
ment of the case-study participant, Maria; and how these influences have
changed over time. I now return to my research questions:

In relation to RQ1, it is clear that Maria identifies most strongly as
an educator rather than as an MFL subject teacher. This is an identity
which, although shifting in nature, endures over time. Embedded in this
view of herself as a teacher are sets of general beliefs and values sets about
education as well as more specific ones that relate to language learning.
Maria sees her teacher identity as extending beyond the classroom into
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different contexts where she can bring her valued teaching skills in relation
to communicationwith young people and behaviourmanagement to bear.
Nevertheless, as anMFL teacher, she is clear about what she valued: seeing
language as performance, using humour in language teaching and learning
and creating a safe classroom space for making mistakes.
Turning now to RQ2, the contextual factors that shaped Maria’s sense

of identity over time and space, it is clear that identifying with and sharing
approaches and practices at her school, helped her to develop confidence
and an increasing clarity about who she was as a teacher in the early stages
of her career. Whilst benefitting from some degree of sharing of practice
and affiliations during the early and middle stages of her career, Maria
appears to have had the confidence to be independent in her thinking and
her practices which has sustained her in her career. The apparent lack of
reliance on a large community practice after her mentor left is significant
as it raises questions about the extent to which communities of practice are
enduring in their influence or are sustained by othermembers (Hodkinson
and Hodkinson 2003).

Although she appears to have briefly faltered slightly, Maria showed
resilience (Ewing and Manuel 2005), and seems to have benefitted from
emotional distancing through her higher-level studies, which perhaps has
enhanced her sense of identity as a teacher to enable her to develop her
disciplinary affiliations (Pennington 2015) and educational beliefs (Borg
2006).
Whilst individual case studies are bound to the particular case, they

nonetheless provide nuanced accounts of teacher development. I would
argue that this study offers interesting and potentially important insights
with implications for teacher education. First, it adds to the body of liter-
ature that highlights the important relationship between teacher, subject
affiliation, identity and agency, suggesting that a strong identity as an
educator, a strong sense of agency and ongoing engagement with formal
education and research may be key factors in sustaining a satisfying and
ever-developing teaching career. Nevertheless, a greater focus on teacher
identity in teacher education programmes would certainly be beneficial.

Further studies are needed with a wider range of participants into the
factors that influence the development of teacher identity over time and
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space to ascertain whether it is familial influences or personal characteris-
tics and beliefs or indeed a complex mix of all of these (Beauchamp and
Thomas 2009) that are most significant. Also worthy of further investi-
gation is the role played by the development of disciplinary knowledge as
teachers develop as researchers through undertaking collaborative research
projects, or indeed through language education studies, in consolidating
and clarifying teachers’ views of themselves as teachers (Pennington and
Richards 2016).

It is striking that Maria identified most strongly as an educator rather
than as anMFL teacher and that she has an enduring desire to develop her
teacher role to become a producer of knowledge (Johnson 2006) and a
theoriser in her own right, a role that would resonate with Zeichner et al.’s
work (2015) advocating a more democratic epistemology in teacher edu-
cation through a re-framing of whose knowledge counts and how school
teacher and teacher educators interact across institutional and ideological
boundaries.
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8
Constructing Hybrid Identities
in the Language Classroom

Lorenza Boscaini and Debora Quattrocchi

1 Introduction

This chapter presents the personal accounts of two teachers of Italian, in
the UK. In both narratives the authors look at the impact of pluricultural
settings on identity construction and projection in the context of MFL
teaching and learning.

Lorenza’s narrative shows how the love of reading can be a motivating
factor for language learning and, by extension, for developing the complex
identities that interact in the language classroom. By doing that, she also
explores the feelings of anxiety she experienced as a bilingual learner and
later on as a language teacher in the classroom; it also highlights the
importance of flexibility and acceptance of linguistic differences in the
process of developing language teacher’s agency.
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Debora’s narrative shows how the conventionally attributed identity of
the MFL teacher as monolingual/monocultural ambassador has become
too confining in the context of the diverse and multicultural realities
present in our world. In her narrative she suggests that the role of medi-
ator (Kohler 2015; Liddicoat 2014) can better address the idea of dif-
ference embedded in the dynamics of the language classroom, especially
at a time of demographic and social changes as a result of migration. In
her narrative she reflects on the tensions that as a transnational language
teacher in the UK she experiences in the context of the MFL classroom
and the difficulties in reconciling cultural and linguistic differences in her
teacher/mediator role.

2 Lorenza’s Narrative

2.1 Growing Up in Two Languages

I have many fond memories of the rural community where I grew up
on the outskirts of a provincial town in the northeast of Italy boasting
Palladian buildings of unparalleled beauty, rivers, open views towards the
mountains and fields running alongside a cycle lane leading to town. In
this community a variant of the Venetian dialect was (but is no longer)
the language spoken by its 5000 inhabitants. This co-existed in a state
of diglossia with the official language. Italian was used in education and
formal situations because it was regarded as culturally and linguistically
more prestigious, also owing to a larger body of literature written in Italian.

My childhood in diglossic Vicenza meant that I became bilingual (Gros-
jean 2008), using the local dialect in (both formal and informal) conver-
sation at home or socially, particularly with school friends, and Italian
for reading and writing at home or in school. I recollect reading avidly
from an early age any printed text, even newspapers. This love of read-
ing was instrumental to developing my Italian language skills and gen-
eral knowledge, as it was later on in my life to developing my desire
and motivation to learn other languages (a factor considered by Gardner
and Lambert 1972) and to have strong affiliations with the wider Italian
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language community, as well as with other speech communities of the
languages I have learned.

At an early age I discovered that Italian or Venetian were not simple
means of communication and that instead they were loaded with, what
Norton calls “their social meaning” (Norton 2000, p. 5). This tension
between language and dialect had never affected me until I started pri-
mary school, where the freedom to speak my dialect was denied because
in the Italian education system at the time the use of the Venetian dialect
was deemed unacceptable, while Italian was considered a language better
placed to describe the dominant culture and therefore, the key to future
success.This idea of different languages co-existingwithin one community
was new tome. I imagine that many children around the worldmust expe-
rience similar feelings when transplanted to a new linguistic environment
in school, especially after migrating to a new country. The two languages
co-existed and interacted within myself, but expressing thoughts and feel-
ings in Italian was at times awkward, embarrassing, unlike the richness of
scope when using theVenetian dialect. Concurrently, there were situations
when it was not easy to communicate in Italian.

I recollect one shaming critical incident in the classroom when my
teacher tried to find out which was my natural writing hand and I replied
in my dialect that I was ambidextrous. She surprised me by demanding
that I should speak Italian. I remember askingmyself: “why?”, while trying
subconsciously to justify the teacher. That experience led me to acknowl-
edge a nexus between language, culture and identity, but also to learn
to disguise my accent and switch from Venetian to Italian in order to fit
better in society. This spurred me to adopt a more flexible approach as a
“speaker-hearer” (Grosjean 2008, p. 9) later in life and even gave me the
willingness to use foreign languages unconventionally (including code-
mixing or romance-esque ) (Block 2010), when communicating with other
interlocutors.

Being an avid reader led me consciously to develop confidence in my
language skills and to accept that I had two speech communities: Venetian
for family or neighbours, Italian for my formal educational environment
in which I developed an imaginary and creative world. (I would spend
hours absorbed in reading children’s tales in Italian to reimagine my own
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version of the events, identifying myself in characters such as Thumbe-
lina, or Pinocchio’s Blue Fairy). Retrospectively, it could be said that, at
an early age, I acquired a sense of self by negotiating multiple identities
(Venetian child and daughter, Catholic choir girl, volleyball team player,
actress in the local theatre, Italian student, etc.), while trying to reconcile
myself subconsciously with the community dialect, the social power of the
national language and the new horizons it opened for me. Inevitably, the
acceptance of my new Italian speech community would lead to feelings of
detachment from the connections that I used to share in my childhood.

I did not study another language as the Italian primary curriculum then
had noMFLprovision.Nevertheless, I spent time fantasising about what it
would sound like speaking Russian, French or English. Later on, inmiddle
school, I enthusiastically began learning English, mainly through gram-
mar and mechanical non-communicative drills. I embraced new forms of
thinking and identified with those attached to rather stereotypical ideas
of the UK, which, of course, were epitomised by my love of British pop
music. In addition to English, in high school I learned Latin and French,
and at university I read modern languages. Subsequently, my identity as a
language learner opened new horizons and challenges through prolonged
absences studying and living abroad in Finland, Hungary, Moscow and
London, places where I learned and used other languages and felt a sense of
affiliation to transnational and transcultural communities, which extended
beyond local relationships and concepts of nationhood. Undeniably, those
experiences have formed the plurilingual citizen of the world that I have
become today. They also effectively represent a partial loss of my orig-
inal identity which, although compensated by multiple newly acquired
identities, has resulted in me being perceived often as an outsider.

On the term plurilingual I draw here from Álvarez and Pérez-Cavana
(2015) who make a difference between multilingualism and plurilingual-
ism. Although often used interchangeably, such terms differ from one
another as the former refers to separate co-existing languages in society,
while the latter refers to the languages an individual can use (including
one’s own mother tongue) as being “in a sophisticated interrelationship”
(2015, p. 62), and constructed in social interrelation. As we will now
see I consider an essential aspect of my role as a teacher of Italian that
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of supporting the expansion of the language learner’s own multilingual,
pluricultural and transnational identity.

2.2 On Being a Teacher of Italian

As a plurilingual individual with strong affiliations to different European
cultures (Italian, British, French and Russian) and sub-cultures (Italians
in London, MFL teachers’ community, etc.), my professional identity as
a language teacher is deeply embedded within my beliefs, my passion for
teaching andmy personal multiple and contradictory identities, which are
at times fragmented (because they pull in different directions: local versus
global, traditional versus new roles). I live and teach Italian in Britain,
spend periods of time in Italy and other European countries to visit fam-
ily and friends or travel to other parts of the world. At the intersection
of different cultures, life can be complex, particularly when negotiating
transnationalism with nationalism. With the former being a fluid and the
latter a fixed concept, uneasiness in individuals and society can be exacer-
bated as exemplified by reactions to immigration.My professional identity
is also very much influenced by my past experiences as a learner of English
and Russian, my bilingualism and the sense of achievement in mastering
Italian at the expense of the partial loss of my dialectal competence.

As a young graduate I worked as a freelance translator. This activity was
solitary. So, longing for a diverse workplace and interaction, in the UK I
fulfilledmy aspirations becoming a teacher of Italian to adults, andmoving
on to teach in secondary institutions and Further Education. In my career
as a language teacher, I have renegotiatedmy teacher’s identity according to
new professional and academic goals, different institutions’ pedagogical
and social norms, cultures and structures and personal academic inter-
ests, particularly process drama, in which I have developed professional
expertise and knowledge. I have been an active agent in transforming my
teaching practice, for example by encompassing drama and performing in
language learning because as Eteläpelto states: “Although human actions
have a social genesis, they also emerge from subjects’ personal histories”
(2014, p. 650).
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My identity as a teacher is co-constructed through personal agency, but
also through interaction with my UK learners (a mixture of domestic and
international students).Within the language classroom the societal micro-
cosm of learners’ identities correlates to the ambitions and motivations of
its members: that is why it is important to adopt flexibility and demon-
strate acceptance of differences. As in my case, their learning is affected by
perceptions, beliefs, history and their own awareness and understanding of
cultural identity. In the language classroom students engage in what Nor-
ton (2000) calls “constantly organising and reorganising who they are and
how they relate to the social world” (2000, p. 11), although this process
sometimes can create conflict, as illustrated by the following example.

Early in my teaching career, one of my degree students burst into tears
in the classroom saying that she felt so hopeless and inadequate, that she
could never bring herself to speak Italian. When she was three her Italian
father had severed his ties with her whole family. Consequently, she experi-
enced painful emotions and struggled to renegotiate her identity through
the new language. As with my own experience in primary school this
episode illustrates the strong emotional and cognitive dimension implicit
in language learning. When the afore-mentioned student told me her
story, I felt uncomfortable and, to this day, I feel guilty because Italian
had triggered for her memories of a difficult past. Professionally, this early
critical incident focused my attention on the interrelations between lan-
guage andmemories and taught me never to underestimate their potential
emotional impact on language learning.

In my teaching career I have learned to evaluate situations in the class-
room, consider options and long-term implications and make decisions
on how to move forward. For instance, when a learner is reluctant to
enact a role-play, I always think that s/he may have reasons for this. As
a strategy, I reinforce the message that simulations of fictional personali-
ties or role-plays, singing in Italian or dancing are great opportunities to
learn a language. One of my ab-initio students who refused to engage in
a conversation activity scheduled at the pause of aTarantella being played
(a performing activity aimed at creating a jovial atmosphere in the group)
justified himself saying: “Sorry, I amBritish”, invoking cultural stereotypes
and implying that his cultural background prevented him from express-
ing emotions. This scenario made me realise that my professional choice
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of activities and freedom to set tasks based on my pluricultural experi-
ences may not always make all the classroom participants feel equally at
ease because of culturally rooted and socially constructed attitudes. At
the same time, I feel it is important that students see me not only in my
professional role but as a human being who, if necessary, is willing to use
more flexible approaches, such as multiple linguistic codes and bold lan-
guage constructions. For instance, I use my passive knowledge of Spanish
to un-code meaning when a Spaniard mistakenly says in Italian moglie
instead of donna because of its Spanish cognate mujer. It means that I can
help them to avoid misunderstandings by suggesting the correct word in
Italian.
The perception of what is a teacher’s role can certainly vary from stu-

dent to student and over time from institution to institution. Instructor,
neutral chair, commentator, devil’s advocate, consultant, actor, expert and
facilitator of learning, mediator in discussions, assessor, IT expert. These
are just some of the intrinsic roles of a MFL teacher. Moreover, today we
cannot ignore the role of social media and the new technologies in edu-
cation as these have become essential learning tools. Students’ attitudes,
motivation, interaction, openness or resistance to learning, even their per-
ception of my persona affect my own sense of identity and beliefs about
my teaching practice. I would like to believe thatmy choices and actions in
the classroom, although influenced by my own personal and professional
experience, go through a process of recognition, evaluation, negotiation
and response to learners’ demands. This is no small task and accomplish-
ing it can be isolating, so I value supportive colleagues’ collaboration and
their willingness to share professional experiences. Despite having differ-
ent professional affiliations, the community with which I identify most is
that of international Italian language educators.

2.3 My Personal Reflections

My narrative recounts how some critical incidents that occurred to me
as a language learner were pivotal experiences both in my personal and
professional identity construction, as a learner and as a teacher. My bilin-
gual language learner’s experience highlights how my desire to integrate
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socially into the wider Italian community became a motivating factor in
developing language proficiency. It also led to a passion for literature and
spurred me to reflect on the nature of language, language usage and mean-
ings. Particularly, the personal and social implications of choosing to speak
one language rather than another increased my interest in the correlations
between language, culture and identity.

Becoming a teacher in the UK, where I had not been educated, and
teaching in different institutions was a significant milestone for me. This
required continuous professional learning and the renegotiating of my
professional identity. It posed many challenges (some linked to the socio-
cultural and material characteristics of the different institutions in which I
worked) and a need to reshapemy teaching practice in an agentivemanner.
Furthermore, as a teacher who is aware that her identity is moulded by
experiences, interactions and beliefs, I became particularly concerned with
the process of identity formation and the way encounters with different
learners and languages affect such a process in the language classroom.

Similarly, for the learner the act of redefining one’s own identity through
contextualised learning can be confusing, especially when one experiences
feelings of belonging to different groups with whom language, thoughts
and beliefs are shared.The examples I have given inmy narrative show how
language learning is emotionally charged (Krashen 1981; Dewaele 2010).
They also illustrate how language learners sometimes may feel pushed
outside their comfort zone, just as I did when communicating in Venetian
dialect in my Italian school. As a bilingual learner and as a teacher I have
never really liked code-switching or code-mixing in communication and
have always tried to avoid them. However, in a mixed ability group of
learners with different mother tongues and backgrounds code-switching
or code-mixing could avoid breakdown in communication and contribute
to reduce their affective filter, hence create a light-hearted atmosphere,
conducive to learning. This can give participants a new sense of freedom
and empower them to use their pluricultural and linguistic competences.

As a teacher, I see my sense of agency as a combination of profes-
sional commitment, motivation, creativity, choices, life-long learning and
well-being (Eteläpelto et al. 2013). I view flexibility and inclusiveness as
elements that can be successfully encompassed in the teaching practice to
facilitate language learning. Hopefully institutions will putmore emphasis
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on flexible language learning approaches to increase acceptance of learning
differences, tolerance of different cultures, social cohesion and intercul-
tural awareness. As my present life, work, homes and relationships stretch
beyond the boundaries of one single country, I perform at the intersec-
tions of different cultures and languages, as a multilingual, plurilingual,
pluricultural, transnational individual, an experience that truly enriches
my teaching.

3 Debora’s Narrative

3.1 A Language Teacher’s Journey

I close my eyes and see myself as a younger woman, sitting in front of a
teaching recruitment panel. The Chair asks me a crucial question: “Why
do you want to teach Italian in the UK?” I smile to myself, I am prepared
for this, I have rehearsed it many times, I know exactly what to say: “I
love working with students and teaching and promoting my culture and
language; I find sharing ideas and knowledge with students and colleagues
rewarding and enriching; I enjoy designing stimulating pedagogical activ-
ities. But mostly it is about my passion for promoting my culture and my
language to students in a multicultural capital like London”.

At that time, I had not yet developed a truly wide perspective on lan-
guage teaching. As a young teacher my competence was based more on
theory than experience andpromotingmy culture andmy language seemed
a very good answer. And perhaps it was so, some twenty years ago, when I
was still quite new to the job and theworld had only just started to proclaim
itself interested in diversity and inclusivity. A world not yet transformed
by the internet revolution and the impact of social media, where mass
migrations had not yet happened, not at least on the wide scale and with
the public resonance recently experienced. A world in which being multi-
cultural merely meant promoting examples of banal nationalism, naively
placing a few exotic flags next to the British one in the classroom. Twenty
years on, this is a very different world, one where in light of a new necessary
intercultural orientation, promoting one’s culture and language suddenly
feels extraordinarily “small”, almost dangerously narrow-minded.
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In time and with experience I could not help questioning my iden-
tity/ies as someone living in another country, someone who had swapped
the well-known coordinates of her original language and culture with
new ones, as a teacher of Italian operating in a multicultural British cap-
ital; and almost inevitably as a cultural ambassador, an ascribed identity
(Block 2014), which I have always found far too confining, attributed to
me by the educational system, the institutions I worked for, the curric-
ular expectations, the regulatory bodies for standards in education and
unwittingly perpetuated by students, colleagues and to an extent even by
myself. Kramsch (2014) draws our attention on how “globalisation has
changed the conditions under which FLs (Foreign Languages) are taught,
learned, used. It has destabilized the codes, norms and conventions that
FL educators relied upon” (2014, p. 302).

As anMFL educator living through global changes, I now view cultural
and linguistic practices across the world as more and more interlinked
and it seems almost unnatural to look at them as separate entities. As
a result of growing mobility and interconnectedness the role of mono-
cultural/monolingual ambassador seems dated and inadequate. At some
point in my professional experience it felt natural to me to veer towards a
mediatory approach instead, which allowed for a recognition of difference
in the classroom, where so many voices are heard, not just the teacher’s,
but also and above all the students’ voices, with their own accents, cultural
traits, behaviours, memories, traumas, differences. Significantly Kramsch
(2014) encourages MFL educators “not to lose sight of the whole”, by
which she means:

Catching the essence of a word, an utterance, a gesture, a silence, as they
occur inside and outside the classroom, and seeing them as a manifestation
of the speaker’s or writer’s voice, informed by an awareness of the global
communicative situation, rather than just by the constructing of sentences,
paragraphs and texts. (2014, p. 309)

Indeed, in the language classroom students learn to develop not only
their own voice but also “an ear for the voices of others” (ibid.). The
teacher/mediator can help students move through and embrace difference
without prejudices, with empathy and an open mind.
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Moving towards a mediatory role was a conscious decision for me. We
are faced bymany challenges throughout our careers as educators and need
to respond to social change, legislations and sector policies, yet never losing
track of students’ individual needs. Teachers’ agency is the result of many
tensions, which inevitably inform identity construction. Edwards (2015)
refers to it as a combination of “commitment, responsibility, strong judge-
ments, self-evaluation, connection to the common good and attention to
what people do” (2015, p. 779). I would also add intercultural media-
tion to this list. As Liddicoat (2014) puts it, “intercultural mediation is a
form of bringing languages and cultures into contact for individuals and
groups through a sharing of understanding and cultural practices, values,
norms” (2014, p. 260). This process of sharing grants us, MFL teachers
and students, a unique insider/outsider position from which it becomes
easier to accept/embrace multiple interpretations of cultural and linguistic
practices.

3.2 Italy Is Changing

I am teaching a class, it is December 2017, and inevitably we are going
to talk about the holidays. How do Italians spend the festivities? Do they
gather around the family table? Do they go to church? What do they
eat? Not only are there the inevitable differences between Northern and
Southern Italy, different traditions, different specialities, from tortellini
and cappone in the North to local scacciate in Sicily alongside many other
significant nuances, but with the recent waves of migrations experienced
by the country, the Italian population has necessarily made room for new
linguistic and cultural practices, some of whichmight even impact the way
we celebrate holidays together. So where do I start? How do I convey these
changes to my students? How do I gradually undo that stereotyped image
of Italian identity still promoted by text books, and tell them that Italians
are changing, from the way they talk, to the way they pray, to the way they
eat? I am reminded that learning a language—and the culture associated
with it—is a process, an ongoing journey, for both teacher and students,
and as such it never truly ends: in the classroom many voices mix and not
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necessarily combine together and teaching a language is about communi-
cating, transmitting meaning, sharing knowledge but also different views
and emotions. A languagemight bemade of grammar rules,words and syn-
tax but all of these are emotionally charged when spoken in context, when
spoken to and heard/received by others. Thus the way people celebrate le
feste in Italy is different now, because times have changed and keep chang-
ing at an increasingly fast pace; being “migrants through time”,1 today
we all experience language and culture in quick transformation, having to
make room for new behaviours, linguistic influences, practices, narratives
of migration, trauma and integration at a growingly faster pace than in
the past. How can a language teacher perform as an ambassador of one
single target language and culture in today’s widely interconnected and
fast-changing world? And how can s/he mediate through cultures when
the cultures overlap and leak into each other?

Due to its economy and geography, Italy, a country of emigration until
the 1970s, has turned in the past fifty years into a country of immigra-
tion, recently experiencing an extreme level of mass migration (Crespi
2014). We have all become painfully familiar with images of refugees
stranded at sea struggling to reach the coast for safety, driven by the remote
promise of a better life. According to Crespi, in 2011 Rumanian citizens
living in Italy reached about 1 million and “formed the largest foreign
community in Italy (21.2% of the total number of foreigners), followed
by Albanians (10.6%), Moroccans (9.9%) and Chinese (4.6%)” (2014,
p. 250). Together with immigrants from Africa (Libya, Tunisia, Nigeria),
they are gradually changing the cultural texture of the country. Signifi-
cantly Crespi’s data points at the number of foreign under-age children
resident and/or born in Italy, growing from 412,432 in January 2004 to
932,000 in January 2010 (ibid.). This suggests that a considerable portion
of young people living in Italy today have been born or brought up by
at least one foreign parent, thus growing up juggling the heritage culture
and language alongside the cultural and linguistic practices of the host
country. Italy’s demographic and cultural composition is changing and
this makes teaching a class about a specific country’s culture and language
a lot more problematic than it might have been two or three decades
ago. It also reminds us that curricula should always be fluid and ready to
accommodate new topics to reflect social changes in real time.
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3.3 On Being a Language Teacher in a Changing
World

My narrative attempts to capture (and reflect upon) the tension that lan-
guage teachers like me might experience in the context of the foreign
language classroom, where we have been traditionally perceived as ambas-
sadors of a given language and culture but where in fact today, we find
ourselves to act more and more as intercultural mediators.

Delanty (2003) warns us that in our times we can no longer rely on
traditional coordinates such as class, gender, ethnicity and as a result “the
reference points for the self have become unstuck” (2003, p. 135). Our
fluid sense of identity as transnational individuals relies on our ability to
acknowledge and accept difference, to focus “on the recognition of differ-
ence rather than sameness” (ibid.). Like many MFL teachers, I have spent
a considerable portion of my life in another country and have developed as
a result a hybrid identity, encompassingmultiple cultures (and languages).
I have learnt to embrace difference, to accept otherness and make it my
own. Evans (2014) proposes the notion of “valorization of difference”
(2014, p. 204) and reminds us that “a foreign language and its culture
reside in the concept of ‘otherness’” (ibid.). Hybrid identities and transna-
tional experiences shape classroom practices and equip us with the relevant
intercultural competence needed to navigate across cultures/languages.

But, what does it mean to navigate across cultures and languages?What
does it mean to act as mediator in the context of the language classroom?
As a language teacher I mediate between all the cultures and languages
represented in the classroom, while simultaneously negotiating my own
sense of identity, often fragile, as a transnational living across languages in
a fast-changingworld.Throughmediation I encourage reflection, analysis,
multiple interpretations and, to borrow Kramsch’s words once more, the
capacity to develop “an ear for the voice of others” (Kramsch 2014, p. 309).
Traditionally an intermediary, in the language classroom a mediator

is someone able to convey meaning across different parties who do not
share the same language. With globalisation and increasing mobility, the
recent spread of technology and its impact on communication, mediation
has become the stuff of everyday life for many of us, thus contributing
to promote a natural shift towards an intercultural approach in all areas,
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not just language teaching and learning. We all work, study, do business
transactions with people from different backgrounds than ours on a wider
scale than we used to. This has brought a deeper awareness of difference ,
of otherness, alongside a sense of displacement but also a sense of empathy
and understanding and ultimately an ability to recognise, filter through
and welcome multiple perspectives.

In the context of the language classroom it might be helpful to think of
mediation as a journey from one linguistic and cultural system to another
(and back and across) which in the process conveys not only meaning but
also its affective component, thus promoting tolerance, empathy and a
capacity or at least a willingness to engage with otherness. While Kohler
(2015) reminds us of its common association with “notions of conflict
and resolution of difference” (2015, p. 3), Liddicoat (2014) points at how
“mediation is no longer seen in terms of the resolution of communica-
tion problems but rather is an interpretation of language in use” (2014,
p. 261). The idea of difference , filtered through mediation, seems to per-
meate everything we do in the language classroom, as I will try to illustrate
below.

As an Italian who has spent half of her life in the UK I have learnt to
negotiate simultaneously different cultures and languages (not to mention
the different identities attached to these), on a daily basis, both on a
professional and a personal level, feeling somehow “hybrid”, not entirely
one or the other, but a mixture of the “Italian” and the “British” mind-sets.
Inevitably I continuously have to make cultural adjustments to respond to
societal behavioural requirements and reconcile the two. In my classroom,
students often have amultilingual/multicultural background too, thus also
finding themselves having to negotiate different languages and different
identities.

As a teacher of Italian, when I teach language inevitably I also incor-
porate loose elements of the culture of the country in my lessons (these
might range from current affairs to fashion, to specific societal rituals, e.g.
the tradition of the Italian aperitivo or certain events in childhood, such as
communion or confirmation,which reflect the strongCatholic orientation
of the country and used to mark crucial stages of childhood). However,
as outlined earlier, the changing social texture in Italy makes the current
country’s cultural framework more complex to understand. This means
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that the perceived idea of “Italian” culture is no longer solid and “same”
but somehow diverse and shaped by difference . Engaging with difference
through the mediation of the MFL teacher, students go through various
processes of recognising, analysing, comparing (to their own experience)
and rationalising “other” practices (initially alien to them) and finally
accepting them and making them their own (Liddicoat 2014).

One example of this in my experience as an Italian language teacher in
the UK, revolves around how loud Italians are perceived to be. Often in
the classroom I am told by students of British upbringing in particular,
that Italians are too loud and that they gesticulate too much. They have
noticed these traits in a variety of situations, in their journey to work,
at work, in the cafes, pubs and streets of London, etc. Their immediate
response to this is assuming rudeness or argumentativeness, especially if
compared with their own way of speaking, generally soft and less forceful
(the urge of making comparisons between a system we know well and
one we don’t know so well is hard to resist). It is only after engaging at a
deeper level with the cultural norms intertwined with the language, that
students come to the realisation that despite a louder and more animated
tone of voice, the conversations they thought to be arguments were in fact
perfectly amicable.This is when difference is understood and internalised.
In my experience of the multicultural class, when loudness is discussed I
have noticed class participants from non-British backgrounds allying with
each other and aligning themselves with the so-called loud Italians. This
might seem a trivial example and yet it highlights the considerable role
that stereotypes still play in our society as well as the tension (stemming
from difference) often present in the language classroom. The tension is
dissipated when students shift their perspective from a close and internal
one, to an external one (putting themselves into someone else’s shoes), and
accept that amicable conversations can take place also in louder tones.

My role as teacher and educator is to defuse tensions but not to ignore
them, even when it is difficult to reconcile them.My aim is to foster in stu-
dents a willingness to recognise and embrace difference with empathy and
curiosity, exercising an open-minded approach towards others/otherness.
At a time of fast-pace changes, significant migrations, globalisation and
greater awareness of multicultural issues, it seems crucial to re-think the
role of the language teacher in the MFL classroom from ambassador for
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the target language to professional intercultural mediator, able to process
and convey (but not necessarily reconcile) difference and change; able to
help students understand and embrace otherness, develop intercultural
awareness and metalinguistic competence, while they also engage with
their own mediation processes.

4 Concluding Remarks

Writing these accounts, although initially challenging, has been liberating.
It has given us a platform to discuss aspects of our teaching and professional
learning that we had not shared before. It has also provided a focus on
pedagogy and agency, with a precious opportunity to reflect on the process
of renegotiation and transformation taking place within our professional
and personal identity. Ultimately, it has showed us how bold we have
become through our journey, in making difficult choices, questioning
some of the stifling conventions imposed to us by formal teacher training
or sector policies, founding instead our practices on experience and class
interaction.

Our personal narratives explore the complex, fluid relationship between
language and identity in the MFL context. Although coming from differ-
ent perspectives (the first account focusing on identity renegotiation and
agency, transformation of the language learner into a language teacher;
the second one looking at the language teacher’s journey from language
ambassador to intercultural mediator), both narratives propose a similar
approach towards language teaching and learning. Being both mindful of
the impact of the affective component on language learning and the com-
plexity of teacher–student dynamics, in these narratives we have drawn
attention to issues of anxiety, trauma, difference, so often experienced by
MFL teachers and learners.

Digital communication entails a wider access to languages, interdisci-
plinary research, foreign literature, translated ideas and information than
ever before. Language, identity and culture necessarily encompass elements
of transnationalism, hybridity and in-betweenness and today identity is
informed more by difference and diversity than unity and coherence. It is
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therefore crucial to reassert the relevance of language learning and linguis-
tic diversity in the broader educational context and continue to devise new
approaches to language teaching as a means to increase social cohesion,
tolerance and intercultural mediation.

Note

1. Hamid (2017, p. 209). I have borrowed this phrase fromHamid’s ExitWest
because it perceptively summarises the sense of displacement experienced
by many today as a consequence of the extreme acceleration of pace of life.
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9
The Journey to Becoming a Language
Teacher: Motivation and Engagement

with the Process of Professional
Development and Lifelong Learning

Laura Puente Martín and Susanne Winchester

1 Introduction

Involved in a myriad of daily activities, planning lessons, attending meet-
ings, marking students’ work, it is easy to lose sight of oneself as a teacher.
We live in the now, constantly adapting to change and moving on to the
next step. It is hardly a surprise that we do not often stop to think about
how far we have travelled since the start of our teaching careers.
We have been lucky to be offered the opportunity to undertake this

journey as authors of this narrative. We were invited to delve into a cru-
cial aspect of our personal lives that we can now identify as a motivating
factor in becoming a language teacher, and in steering the direction of our
professional development. We were both moved by each other’s accounts:
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on the one hand, the early discovery of a love for words, and how this pas-
sion is closely interconnected with family memories; on the other hand, a
more bittersweet journey, now triggering the opportunity to raise aware-
ness of the personal difficulties that some teachers may experience simply
because of the way they look—a case which will probably resonate with
many colleagues.

Nevertheless, our stories of how we became language teachers converge
in a vivid passion for both learning and helping others to learn, assisted
by our own engagement with specialised professional development.

2 Laura’s Narrative

2.1 “Miss, Where Are You Looking At?”

I was in front of a group of teenage pupils, in a small classroom in a
comprehensive school somewhere in England. I had arrived there just a
few weeks before, to work as a Spanish Language Assistant in three local
state schools: two grammar (selective) schools and one comprehensive
(non-selective) school. I had been appointed for one of the few hundred
jobs available, thanks to my academic results in my final year studying for
an English Philology degree in Spain, and I had been feeling rather too
pleased with myself. For a long time I had dreamt of living and working
abroad, and now I was finally here, in England. This was going to be my
big adventure, and, as it turned out, the start of my teaching career.
The comprehensive school where I was teaching had been a bigger

culture shock than the carpet in the bathroom of the house I shared with
other foreign language assistants. I was very impressed by the facilities
the school had, such as the Year 11 common room, but very disappointed
about the lack of interest the pupils had in their learning. I knew behaviour
was generally poor, and these pupils were very vocal about the fact that
they saw no point in learning foreign languages. “Why do I have to study
Spanish?”, they would ask, “I am never going to go to Spain”.

However, the negative attitude of the pupils towards learning was not
the biggest stumbling block for me as a teacher. The biggest stumbling
block was something I actually thought very little about: my strabismus.
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I had suffered from it from birth; an operation at the age of five was very
successful with one eye, but there was overcompensation with the other.
I had never suffered from bullying at school in Spain; it was something
that people simply made no comment about, at least in front of me.These
positive experiences did not prepare me well for teaching teenagers at a
secondary school. Whenever I asked a student to do something in class,
they would ask me to confirm if I meant them. Often, they would turn
around to look behind them, as if I were looking at something just beyond,
over their shoulder. For a start, the students were probably genuinely con-
fused: it could be that they had never had a teacher with strabismus before.
However, they soon repeated this process constantly and deliberately in
the class, with a smirk, challenging me explicitly with the question “where
are you looking at, miss?”.

Undoubtedly, the pupils´ reactions and behaviour had a negative effect
on my self-esteem and professional enjoyment of the teaching experience
at this comprehensive school. However, pupils at the grammar schools
where I was also contracted to work behaved quite differently and seemed
to enjoy my lessons, particularly the oldest ones who were studying at
GCE level. As a consequence of this overall experience, by the time the
academic year ended, I had resolved in the first instance to continue my
studies with a Ph.D., in order to work in higher education in the long
term. I had already looked into this possibility before leaving for England,
so it was relatively straight forward to start working towards a doctorate in
English literature. Although this approachmay sound rather pragmatic, in
practice at the time I was mostly looking forward to some uninterrupted
time devoted to research and scholarship in a field, literature, I am still
passionate about. Thankfully, I was privileged to have a very supportive
and encouraging supervisor, as well as the financial help of a research grant
that enabled me to take this path.

On the other hand, encouraged by the more positive experience of
teaching in the grammar schools, where students had never made any
comments about my strabismus, and I had been happy teaching, I decided
also not to give up on teaching altogether. Nowadays, I am an Associate
Lecturer at The Open University, where I have worked for over fifteen
years.
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2.2 Perceptions of Difference

So far, during the rest of my teaching career, I have never encountered
antagonism or negativity due tomy strabismus: my experience at the com-
prehensive school remains an isolated, if important, critical incident.How-
ever, the negative impact that strabismus can have is well-documented. As
stated by Astle et al.:

People with strabismus often report problems making eye contact when
speaking with others (Nelson et al. 2008; Satterfield et al. 1993). Abnor-
mal gaze cues associated with strabismus may explain why they have more
difficulty in social situations and why others develop negative impressions
of them. (2016, p. 122)

For teachers, difficulties with making eye contact with students can have a
negative effect when managing a class or a specific activity. The realisation
that a problem can occur indeed may prompt teachers into developing
coping mechanisms and seeking advice or specialised help, if available.
They may choose to be upfront with their pupils about their strabismus,
thus creating a wider learning opportunity, too. For instance, a teacher
suffering from a rare form of dwarfism, diastrophic dysplasia, provides an
example of how this may work in real practice:

In my work, I’ve also learned that children are not afraid to ask upfront
questions like “Why do you look different?” When my students ask why I
perform simple tasks in a particularway,we often try to imitate differences in
movement tomake comparisons. For example, I show themhow I liftmyself
onto a student chair and use a ruler to tap the light switch on or off. This
becomes away to explore howpeoplemay do things differently, even though
we all have similar thoughts, dreams, and feelings. (Venter 2017, n.p.)

This example reveals how self-reflection can help to resolve a problem
and develop agency, where the teacher takes control of a situation by mak-
ing a proactive intervention: in this case, talking openly and graphically
about dwarfism.

I remain full of admiration for what this teacher did. Even now, reflect-
ing on my experience and writing this story, I feel as if I were exorcising
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a demon. So, what did I do? I want to believe that, in a very sketchy
manner, I was beginning to be what Schön (1987) and others refer to as
a self-reflective practitioner.

As described by Boud and Walker (1990), self-reflective practition-
ers take time to think about their lessons after they have finished. They
rehearse in their memories parts that went well and parts that went not
so well. Pinpointing what made these sections successful and unsuccess-
ful helps teachers to develop further those valuable techniques, and to
readjust or abandon altogether the resources or strategies that simply did
not work. In this process self-reflective practitioners proactively seek the
support of relevant, up-to-date, innovative literature and training; banks
of resources; line managers and networks of teachers.

So, I was aware that my classroom management skills could be
improved, and I started seeking a wider range of teaching resources. For
instance, I exchanged activity ideas and resources with other language
assistants in the schools I was working at. I also enquired after supplemen-
tary classroom resources, and some of the teachers guided and encouraged
me. For example, I remember using supplementary worksheets that were
available as part of the textbook packages the schools used, but the teach-
ers had no time for during normal lessons. Some of the resources pro-
vided by the Consejería de Educación (part of the services of the Spanish
Ministry of Education in the UK) were also very helpful. One particular
example comes to mind: a magazine that gathered activities created by
Spanish language assistants across the country, which I received at one
of the schools. Nowadays this resource still exists, albeit with a different
name, Acti/España.
There is then some evidence that I was on the journey to becoming a

self-reflective practitioner, but it is also true that there are things that I
did not do. Even if I did not allow the experience to bring me down—
my adventure year in England was, otherwise, going pretty well-, I did
not confide in my line manager about the pupils’ comments about my
strabismus: it would have been just too humiliating. To a degree, I was
suffering from professional isolation, as I did not trust anybody enough to
be open about something that I felt was very personal. A strong culture of
hierarchy in Spanish universities in my undergraduate years also made it
difficult for me to take the step to approach a manager with a professional
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situation that could be potentially read as aweakness, a failing, or a liability.
The working culture in higher education in the UK can be described as
more collaborative, diverse and inclusive, and I think this culture hasmade
me more willing to reach out to my managers and colleagues later in my
career. For instance, conversations in professional forums, workshops and
conferences have helpedme to adapt to institutional and industry changes,
such as new policies and tuition systems. At a more personal level, contact
with colleagues strengthens my personality and agency as a teacher, as well
as contributing to a feeling of belonging within an academic community.

Part of being an effective teacher and self-reflective practitioner is a
desire to become acquainted with your pupils´ specific needs in order to
adjust your teaching to them. Although I could sense a fundamental dif-
ference between some of the pupils in the comprehensive and grammar
schools where I was teaching, I did not have enough knowledge at the time
to pinpoint exactly how these differences came about in the first place.
On the other hand, nowadays I have a better understanding of British
society and I am able to ascertain the reason why many of these pupils
at the comprehensive school were not interested in learning foreign lan-
guages. It was partly because they had very low expectations about their
future, due to their socioeconomic background: that’s why they thought
that they were never going to travel to Spain. Besides, they had an inter-
nalised perception that education was not for them, and, if they acted
defensively, it was because they felt excluded. I, however, was brought up
in an inclusive society that, although not without its own endemic prob-
lems, arguably valued education for everyone, regardless. I have always
been passionate about the benefits of lifelong learning, and I have a wide
range of interests, including literature, history and foreign languages.
At a more material level, education can increment your chances in life
drastically; it can also enrich your inner life and train you to think criti-
cally. I am sure that teachers at the comprehensive school where I worked
made every effort to motivate their pupils to take advantage of the oppor-
tunities that education afforded them to improve their socioeconomic
situation, empowering them for instance by developing their reading and
writing skills.

I wish I had been more willing and able to integrate myself successfully
within this collective endeavour, but thankfully at a later stage in my
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professional career I have been able to attempt to remedy this. Nowadays,
I work for an institution with a strong ethos promoting lifelong learning
and equal opportunities, and I want to encourage my students to achieve
their goals in life. I find a high degree of communion with my managers,
colleagues and students in the value we all place on education, while
advocating that all school children, such as some of those I encountered
in the early stages of my career, should be encouraged to feel confident
about their individual potential, and to have high expectations for their
future. As Toom et al. (2015) emphasizes, in order to stimulate agency
in teacher education there needs to be the necessary social support and
culture, as well as equality and acknowledgement.My personal experiences
have mademe sensitive to the needs of my learners, particularly those with
specific learning differences and any medical conditions that potentially
can have a detrimental impact on their studies. For example, as part of
my continuous professional development I have specialised in Specific
Learning Differences (SpLDs), in particular, dyslexia. At my institution
I have supported numerous students who had disclosed SpLDs, showing
them techniques to structure, develop and proofread their writing for
their Spanish and Applied Linguistics modules. I have helped dyslexic
students understand the syllabic structure of the Spanish language in order
to enable them to bridge the gap between thewritten and the spokenword.
In tutorials, I have learned that simple things, such as taking care to keep
yourworksheets and slides clear and uncluttered, can help not just students
with SpLDs, but all students in general.

Both specialised training and shared experience have been instrumental
in the process of refining the skills required to best support students with
SpLDs. Nevertheless, the unspoken connection I feel with learners dealing
with these kinds of obstacles remains a key motivating factor. Empathy,
and the willingness to listen and intervene, sometimes proactively, are
important elements for me as a teacher, and there is evidence that students
find this helpful, because they mention it in their feedback. This is very
rewarding for me. Back in that comprehensive school, I may not have felt
quite like a teacher yet, probably, quite rightly.However, I would have been
relieved to learn that “teachers’ professional agency is not a fixeddisposition
of an individual teacher, rather, it is constructed situationally in relation to
the current context and past personal experiences (Emirbayer and Mische
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1998; Greeno 2006; Lipponen and Kumpulainen 2011)” (Toom et al.
2015, p. 616). In other words, you are not born a teacher, you make
yourself one.

3 Susanne’s Narrative

3.1 My Little Book of Words

Froman early age, I have been fascinated bywords and languages. I grewup
surrounded by pocket dictionaries whichmy father used in the 60s and 70s
when English was not the Lingua Franca that it is now. My father worked
as an engineer in many countries, in remote places, where knowing some
of the native languages was important for survival. My father enjoyed
language learning and was to a large degree an autodidact—he would
buy dictionaries (we had Greek, Spanish, many French and English and
Italian phrasebooks and dictionaries) and teach himself, using the language
knowledge of Latin, French and English which he had learned at school.
Of all the countries he worked in, Italy was the one he travelled to most
often and loved. In fact, my mother and father lived in Italy before I
was born. I remember my mother recounting how pronunciation and
mispronunciation could distort the meaning of a word in Italian—and
any other language!—so much that one would not be understood. She
demonstrated this with the Italian word for egg, uovo. As a young child,
I found it great fun, trying to pronounce the two initial vowels in a way
other than I had known from my mother-tongue, German. I was amazed
to find that there were so many other languages that expressed the same
thoughts and ideas but just in other words. I found the idea fascinating!

I knew that these little phrasebooks and dictionaries were special; for
a five-year-old girl, they held some magic within. Sometimes, my father
would make phone calls to Italy and often, before a conversation, would
look up specific terms.Then, I would listen to him in wonderment, speak-
ing in Italian, saying ordinary things in this beautifully elegant sounding
language. I would always ask him what he had been talking about and his
answers always left me feeling astounded that there was more than one
way, more than one language, to talk about the world.
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Oneday, duringmy kindergarten years, I got up very early onemorning,
before anyone else had woken up; I went to our bookshelf and chose
the smallest and—to me—most appealing dictionary and painstakingly
copied out one small page. It was my father’s tiny Italian dictionary. I
hadn’t yet learned to write, so I have no idea how it must have looked.
The page was supposed to be a present for my friend. Proudly, I handed it
over to him in the morning, and in the afternoon, my mother was asked
to see the nursery teacher. They thought it was an unusual present. Why
would a child, who could not write, copy out a page in a dictionary, in a
foreign language, as a present for a friend? There was curiosity as to what
had motivated me to do this; I don’t know how the conversation with my
mother went as I had to wait outside the office, but I felt disappointed.
In a way, I felt that the magic of the little present had escaped them. How
could they possibly fail to see how special these words were? I was sharing
the most precious treasures with my friend!

3.2 Learner and Teacher Agency

It must have seemed odd at the time, but the fascination did not pass and
became a lifelong passion. Apart from my compulsion to collect words,
another quest shaped my childhood life: I wanted to find out who had
“invented German” and I would frequently ask adults this question on
first encounter. I was fascinated by the idea of language itself and that
ideas could be expressed in many different ways.

I don’t ask so much about the invention of German anymore—I have
learned!—but I still like words and share them with others! This resulted
in my decision to join the Doctorate in Education programme at my insti-
tution. The focus of my research was on vocabulary learning and involved
producing vocabulary sets on digital flashcards for beginner students of
German. This enabled me to research a topic I am passionate about and
to share it with a wider audience.
The fact that early childhood experiences canhave a significant influence

on later professional development was acknowledged by Knowles (1992)
and in my case, the early fascination with words steered my entire life and
career. As all German pupils in the 80s, I started learning English when I



194 L. Puente Martín and S. Winchester

was ten and, a year later, French. Many lists of vocabulary were written—
some of them were learned, many forgotten. As a pupil and student, I
experienced a lot of frustration during my language studies, always feeling
that there was a lack of words inmy foreign language knowledge. As a pupil
and student in Germany, in my language classes, I was encouraged to read
long texts in French and English and to produce my own vocabulary lists
with translations.These were often incorrect because I hadmisunderstood
the text and context.When we were given vocabulary lists by our teachers,
I always managed to know the first few items on the list, but my recall
diminished the further I got down in the list. And I felt further frustrated
by the fact that I could understand every word my teachers were saying
but could never achieve the same standard when I spoke. Unfortunately,
when I learned languages in the 80s, I received no training in how to
learn effectively.With more guidance on learning strategies and a warning
that language learning needs determination, resilience and acceptance of
failure, my learning may have been more efficient and less emotionally
challenging. Later in my life, I studied other languages, out of curiosity,
enabling me to see the world through different lenses and giving me an
opportunity to explore different options for learning words. Just as one of
the characters in Khaled Hosseini’s novel And the Mountains Echoed, I felt
that “if culture is a house, then language was the key to the front door;
to all the rooms inside…” (2013, p. 362). It is often said that dictionaries
represent not only the language used but also the beliefs, ideologies and
values of any given speech community. So, words and what they represent
in different language communities create a direct route to understanding
a different culture, too. The words and languages I collect help me to
understand the world that goes beyond my own language community.

In terms of learning words, I often had the image of myself as that of
a Victorian butterfly collector, hunting and trying to capture particularly
beautiful specimens, realising that these beautiful creations are elusive and
fragile and can easily disappear again which is why I examined the role of
memory, of how to commit vocabulary to memory to prevent the hard-
earned foreign vocabulary from escaping.

In my school and university days, very little attention was paid to learn-
ing skills, so when I came across Sebastian Leitner’s (1974) work on learn-
ing how to learn, I felt a sense of empowerment because it validated my
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beliefs of teaching and learning: that knowing how to learn is vital, that
learners need to be instructed in learning strategy use, that vocabulary
learning should be approached systematically and that it is best to adhere
to a particular learning schedule to ensure that nothing is forgotten. I
stumbled upon his work at a time when I worked as a private tutor, teach-
ing French and English and recognising that what my students needed
was not only help with learning the language but also knowing how best
to learn. Leitner’s effective way of self-testing and making judgements on
what parts of the learning material needed more attention than others was
a simple system. It revolutionised the way I tackled vocabulary learning
and started my interest in learning strategies in language learning.
This interest continued throughout my professional and personal life

as teacher and language learner. I was asked many times by students how
best to learn vocabulary because they, just as I, felt that simply writing
vocabulary lists did not do the job sufficiently.When I worked as Modern
Foreign Languages Curriculum Coordinator for a consortium of Adult
Education centres, I was also in charge of professional development of
MFL tutors and was fortunate enough to receive training as an e-guide—
a champion for implementing technology in teaching and learning. It
was during that time that I realised the huge potential of technology in
language learning and teaching. It was during one of the training sessions
that I came across uponflashcard programmes and realisedwhat a powerful
tool they could be formy students. I started collecting vocabulary frommy
students’ textbook, translating it and uploading it to Quizlet, a flashcard
programmewhichnot only helps students tomemorise vocabulary but also
provides a range of different activities to practise retrieval of vocabulary.
These sets can then be shared with students via a link—and here I was
again: collecting words and sharing them with others!

Students welcomed this learning strategy; in data I gathered (question-
naires and focus groups) for my research on vocabulary learning, one
student stated that learning vocabulary with my translated and uploaded
sets was for them “the best thing ever”; another student reported that they
had considered leaving the course but the availability of the flashcards had
changed their mind. The response by students had confirmed my hunch
as a language learner myself: students felt a need for more support for
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vocabulary learning and that they felt more secure in their learning with
the availability of translated vocabulary sets.

As a teacher I felt empowered to see myself as an action researcher and
take agency of my own professional identity. My discussion with students
and my research findings demonstrated that my beliefs were shared by
others and that my own attitude to learning had influenced my teaching
and professional identity. Extending my beliefs beyond that of language
learner and applying it in my professional practice had struck a chord
with my students. I felt that my views had validity—I had found my
professional voice as a researcher. Coldron and Smith (1999) suggested:
“People find a kind of agency in positioning themselves […] in response
to needs that arise from an assessment of the circumstances in which they
find themselves.” (1999, p. 714) Furthermore, Edwards (2015), drawing
on the work of Taylor (1989, 1991) and Eteläpelto et al. (2013) explains
that agency is based on our capability of making judgements about the
goals for our actions and involves teachers forging their own professional
practice and identity. Once I had recognised that my experience as a
language learner was shared by many others, my professional knowledge
enabledme to seek a solution and thus shapemy own professional identity
and autonomy in the process. I have also realised that my identity as a
language teacher is intertwined with my experiences and identity as a
language learner.

I am fortunate in that the higher education institution I work for allows
for professional development in the form of taking modules alongside
other students. The experience of being a student and a teacher in parallel
is of enormous value; having the opportunity of being a student empow-
ers me in my identity as teacher. My students value my expertise as a
teacher and my experience as a student. The availability of professional
development does not only help to become a better practitioner but also
to see oneself as a researcher. The availability of professional develop-
ment opportunities as practitioner-researcher allowed me to follow the
Doctorate in Education (EdD) programme and to research a field I was
passionate about. For me, the choice of opting for an EdD rather than a
Ph.D. was rooted in my drive to improve learning for others, for which
an action-research approach was ideal.
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My research, sparked by my curiosity as a child and my intuition as a
language learner and teacher, has been sharedwith students and colleagues.
My practice and beliefs are thus deeply settled in my historical self. My
journey has come full-circle but I intend to travel the path again, with
new knowledge and understanding…. and more sharing of words!
To refer to Cooper and Olson’s terminology (1996), I most certainly

see myself as a composite of multiple “I”s’; foremost I am a teacher and
leaner in equal measures: I teach my native language, German, in the
UK, with English being my language of habitual use. I have now reached
a point in time where I have lived in the UK longer than in my native
country, yet I still see myself as a learner of English—a truly lifelong
learning process. To me, learning has made me who I am—not only in
terms of knowledge but also in terms of my identity. This is reflected in
Lave’s assertion that “learning is… more basically a process of coming to
be—of forging identities in activities in the world” (1992, p. 3).

My experiences as a learner and teacher feed into a perpetual cycle of
personal and professional development. My sense of shifting, multiple
identities is echoed in Cooper and Olson (1996) who view professional
identity as multifaceted and conclude that a number of factors influence
teacher identity. Referring to Mishler (1999), Beijaard et al. (2004) con-
clude that

It is better to recognize in the definition of identity that a plurality of sub-
identities exists. To give expression to this, Mishler used the metaphor of
“our selves as a chorus of voices, not just as the tenor or soprano soloist
[…]. Identity development occurs in an intersubjective field and can be
best characterized as an ongoing process, a process of interpreting oneself
as a certain kind of person and being recognized as such in a given context”.
(2004, p. 113)

Inmy identity as language learner with a passion for words, I will continue
to gather these lexical building blocks, full of culture and ideas, while my
professional, teacher identity will keep looking for ways to make learning
more effective and enjoyable.
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4 Conclusion

When we started work on this chapter, we sent each other our narratives
first and both of us had an initial crushing feeling that we didn’t have
anything profound to share, nothing to say. We felt that our voices were
very much like the voices of many other language teachers in similar
situations. We felt that, because our voices were similar to those of others,
we did not have a voice at all. However, when we reflected on and talked
about our experiences, we realised that both our narratives were not quite
so different in that they described a critical incident in our lives that shaped
our identity as teachers. While one incident occurred very early on in life,
the other happenedwhen already firmly set on the path of being a language
teacher. Nonetheless, the two incidents determined what came next and
influenced our understanding of whowe are as people, as language learners
and language teachers.Of course,while one perspective andunderstanding
stems from a retrospective examination of events that shaped the person,
the other choice of action and construction of voice and agency occurred
much later in life than childhood. What both of these incidents show is
that they served as turning points. For one, in their young life, there was
an intuitive feeling that language holds something special and that those
cherished words served to unlock some kind of hidden world. For the
other, it was the experience in the classroom that determined her future
career path.

In the foreword to Nunan and Choi’s Language and Culture : Reflective
Narratives and the Emergence of Identity (2010), BonnyNorton recognises
that “the validation of past history and experience” (p. xi) can be difficult
for students and teachers who are, academically, not accustomed to using
their own voice to support their research. In defining voice, we utilise
Nunan and Choi’s definition as “the centrality of the human story to
qualitative research in terms of what the story is and how the story is told”
(2010, p. 1). These authors’ assertion that the act of writing can become
the act of enquiry itself was enlightening. They explain that the procedure
of writing is complementary to the final product, i.e. our exploration of
the path to our identity as teachers is equally as important as our identity
itself. Our account, our giving voice to theWerdungsprozess, the coming
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into being of who we are as people and as professionals is just as essential
as examining the status quo of our identities.

Personal narratives, thus, can be encouraged as a valuable research tool
that can also open a window onto our colleagues’ practice and identity, a
world otherwise relatively private, but immensely varied internationally,
enriching our own teaching potential and contributing to a feeling of
community beyond our own specialisation and educational institutions.
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Conclusion

The context of modern foreign language teaching in the UK is a rich field
of investigation. MFL teachers represent a community of practice whose
experiences and stories are key to understanding the impact of MFL poli-
cies in the education system, as well as to how the existing fragmentation
of the language teaching environment affects practitioners. Their stories
as migrants and/or as pluricultural and plurilingual individuals are also
important to determine the impact of socio-political and demographic
phenomena on the profession and on society as a whole.
The decision to write this book aboutMFL teachers’ identity arose from

a personal reflection onmy own experience as a member of the profession.
The encouragement and predisposition I encountered among the group
of colleagues who eventually became contributors to this book—fellow
women language teachers and teacher educators with transnational lives
in many cases has resulted in a fruitful and congenial collective endeavour
which has made us reflect on our individual and professional trajectories.
The cathartic experience of writing the individual chapters has given us
an opportunity to share lived experiences, visions for the future of the
profession and desires for change. It has alsomade us realize how important
the task of giving voice to other language teachers is; to hear through their
words about their role in the constantly changing educational, social and
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political scenarios in which they live including the current climate of the
national decline of the subject and the fractured environment in which
these teachers often operate. We have done so in the hope that it will help
to better understand who MFL teachers are, what moves them to become
teachers and what they bring to their learners.

It is often said that in order to understand language teaching and learn-
ing we need to understand teachers and to appreciate the professional,
cultural, social and individual identities which they claim or which are
assigned to them. Through the chapters in this book we gain an under-
standing of how MFL teachers themselves make sense of their experience
of teaching a language in the UK and of how teachers’ personal and pro-
fessional journeys and their sustained immersion in diverse linguistic and
cultural milieux have, undoubtedly, an impact on individuals’ sense of
identity and their professional practices. We have addressed those aspects
in this volume as follows:
The study on transnationallanguage teachers in the UK in Chapter 2

reveals that teachers’ sense of self is not fixed by a particular culture or
language and that their experiences of managing conflicting attitudes and
values across diverse socio-cultural and linguistic worlds conveys the con-
stant process of rethinking their identity. This chapter also reveals that
in spite of the educational changes, uncertainties and difficult conditions
of service that affect many of these professionals, their sense of identity
remains strongly connected to their practice and the relationship with
their learners and other practitioners.

In Chapter 3 we learn about the role that dilemmatic agency plays in the
process of identity construction among the Russian professional female
community of teachers/translators in the UK. Through Irina’s voice, a
representative of that community of professional women, we learn about
the dilemmatic decision-making process involving constancy and change,
being the same as others and being different, resisting and at the same
time conforming to gender and professional ideologies.

Chapter 4 unveils how the lifeworld of being a language teacher is
contradictory in nature, although contradictions, for the participating
language teachers, are experienced as harmonized and energizing. More
specifically, the need to project a persona or a fictitious identity seems to
be at the centre of the lifeworld of being a language teacher which also
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manifests in its role as intermediary, mediating between connection and
distance, interpreting between languages, cultures and individuals.

Expanding on previous chapters, the study in Chapter 5 gives evidence
of language professional journeys into teaching as characterized by com-
plex personal dynamics of migration and negotiation of identities in new
cultural and linguistic landscapes and by a clear sense of personal invest-
ment in the teaching profession. In addition, we can see that teaching
the mother-tongue clearly represents for teachers something much more
than just teaching a subject; it is an act invested with profound personal
meanings, with cultural, social andmoral values that are embedded in past
experiences.

In Chapter 6 we learn of the importance of modern language teachers
engaging with action research projects as a compelling form of identifi-
cation because it involves teachers investing themselves in what research
activity they do and in the relationships that they develop as part of that
process. The Exploratory Practice project co-directed by the author lays
out a model which can be replicated in other language centres.

Chapter 7 adds to the findings of previous chapters by emphasizing
the role played by the development of disciplinary knowledge as teachers
develop as researchers through undertaking collaborative research projects,
or indeed through language education studies, in consolidating and clari-
fying teachers’ views of themselves as teachers. In this study the participant,
anMFL secondary school teacher, not only identified herselfmost strongly
as an educator rather than as an MFL teacher, but she had an enduring
desire to develop her teacher role to become a producer of knowledge and
a theorizer in her own right.
The final two chapters in the book capture personal reflections from

practicing MFL teachers who explore the complex, fluid relationship
between language and identity in the context of their professional and per-
sonal lives. In these chapters, the authors acknowledge finding the exercise
of writing their stories challenging and liberating at the same time. They
also recognize the value of the experience from which they have emerged
confident and reassured as it showed their resilience in overcoming the dif-
ficult choices and the rejection of conventional practices in their journey
to become the professionals they are today.
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The voices that emerge from the nine chapters in this volume illustrate
the diverse and at times contradictory, fragmented and creative landscapes
MFL teachers navigate. They also evidence teachers’ agency in responding
to and acting upon the social environment and in developing, maintaining
and constructing their identities as members of academic departments and
educational institutions, but also as pluricultural and plurilingual individ-
uals. It is this sense of agency and also their resilience in their decision-
making abilities, which enable them to develop their potential and enrich
their professional lives. In addition, in this book we have highlighted the
importance of language teachers engaging with research and demonstrated
that the barriers between teaching and researching, the dichotomy of the
teacher-researcher, can be softened. The chapters in this book evidence
that MFL teachers develop as researchers through undertaking collabo-
rative, exploratory and auto-ethnographic research which allows them to
consolidate and clarify their views of themselves as professionals and as
part of communities of practice (Pennington and Richards 2016). In all
cases, practitioner inquiry and/or auto-biographical narrative have served
as empowering instruments with transformative values that have helped us
to bridge the gap between the practitioner and the researcher. As teacher-
researchers we have engaged with the process of research as a method
to generate knowledge about MFL teachers’ identity that can enhance
how they are perceived in social and educational establishments and raise
awareness of key issues affecting the profession.
We hope this bookmakes a contribution to the field of language teacher

identity research by offering a fresh insight into understanding a key ele-
ment in the educational and socio-political debate surrounding the disci-
pline of modern foreign languages in the UK—namely the teachers’ voices
and their sense of agency in shaping their professional lives.
We also hope the stories and reflexions in the chapters inspire others to

pursue further research in this field.
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