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Abstract
The global forces shaping international education requires us to explore how transnational pre-service teachers navigate new 
and unfamiliar education contexts. Within studies of transnational pre-service teacher education, the voice of the Chinese 
diaspora remains largely on the periphery. This article aims to redress this paucity by applying Foucault’s fourfold ethical 
framework to demonstrate how one Chinese teacher’s reflexivity can contribute to the construction of an ‘ethical self’ in 
Australia. Data were drawn from a teacher-researcher’s journal entries and analytic memos documenting self-reflective 
practices in the course of both teaching and research. The article seeks to adumbrate the ways in which reflexivity—as an 
ongoing and dynamic process—can work as an intercultural space for developing professionalism and enhancing quality 
in practitioner research. This work is important if we are to re-imagine teacher education as part of a wider social justice 
agenda through respecting the experiences and voices of ‘others.’ Integral to the analysis is promoting the two-way flow 
of cultural knowledge, particularly those from the Asian diaspora whose voices are often denied in relation to the global 
dynamics of knowledge production.
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Introduction

In Australia, over 90% of teachers of Chinese are native Chi-
nese speakers and received tertiary education in Chinese 
institutions (Orton, 2016). Teaching in Australian schools, 
it could be argued these educators are in a process of transi-
tion—shifting from beliefs align with principles of the Con-
fucian educational legacy to new pedagogical identities and 
practices that fit into Australian educational schema (Molo-
ney & Xu, 2015). During this process, teachers may engage 
in negotiations (and renegotiations) as they encounter ten-
sions and conflicts which influence their pedagogical deci-
sions and practices (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011). Imagining 

teacher education as part of a wider social justice agenda, 
it is important to explore how they live out the cultural dis-
junctures and challenges of new and unfamiliar educational 
contexts (Chow, 2019).

Within studies of transnational pre-service teacher educa-
tion the voices of the Chinese diaspora remains largely on 
the periphery (Kohli & Pizarro, 2016; Singh & Han, 2010a). 
With this in mind, we aim to explore the reflective practices 
of one Chinese teacher-researcher (the lead author) who 
worked at the intersection of inquiry (research) and practice 
(teaching) (Mockler, 2014) with the aim of improving her 
pedagogic practices through recursive cycles of theoreti-
cally-informed design, enactment and reflexivity (Lingard & 
Renshaw, 2010). What is foundational to the inquiry was the 
teacher-researcher’s commitment to develop her professional 
skills and to construct an ‘ethical self’ in a foreign cultural 
context that differed substantially from the country of origin.

By foregrounding ethics—as a dynamic way of know-
ing and being within educational practice—this single case 
study seeks to provides insight which may inform how teach-
ers from different cultural contexts are trained and the role 
reflective practice plays in (Singh & Han, 2010b; Singh 
et al., 2007). Furthermore, this work seeks to foreground the 
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experiences and voices of ‘others’ as integral to promoting 
the two-way flow of knowledge (Lomer, 2017), particularly 
those from the Asian diaspora whose voices are often denied 
in relation to the global dynamics of knowledge production 
(Singh & Han, 2009; Stein, 2019; Tikly, 2004).

This article progresses in six sections to explore the 
teacher-researcher’s reflexivity. It begins with a brief over-
view of reflexivity in education and Foucault’s work on eth-
ics, before discussing the methods adopted in detail. Then 
we supply excerpts from journal entries and analytic memos 
whereby the teacher-researcher’s reflexivity was exercised 
towards education for an ethics of engagement (Christie, 
2005). The discussion section works to problematise the 
reflexive process around these artifacts and what this may 
mean for developing professionalism and enhancing qual-
ity in practitioner research. Finally, the article concludes 
with delineating how ‘reflexivity on ethics’—as a disposi-
tion—should be fostered in initial and continuing teacher 
education given the important implications for cross-cultural 
education.

Reflexivity and reflective practice 
in education

Interrogating the role of reflexivity and reflective practice 
in the field of education continues to be an important topic 
of teacher education and professional development (Dewey, 
1933; Feucht et al., 2017; Phelan & Kinsella, 2013; Powell 
et al., 2016; Zembylas, 2014). A specific line of inquiry has 
centred on how reflexivity and reflective practice may inform 
a range of teacher identity transitions (Ball, 2016; Ball & 
Olmedo, 2013). Reflexivity refers to a mental capability to 
control feelings, evaluate performance, initiate and develop 
plans, which enables teacher-researchers to explore ethical 
entanglements before, during, and after the inquiry (Donati 
& Archer, 2015; Kleinsasser, 2000). Insights are generated 
through the interplay of theory/research knowledge and 
practice, which informs future ethical decision-making and 
quality just education (Bentley-Williams & Morgan, 2013; 
Clayton, 2013). Hence, reflexivity is consistently consid-
ered as a key characteristic of ethical practice in practitioner 
inquiry as it is integral to the development of transferable 
knowledge about teaching and researching (Powell et al., 
2016). Based upon this understanding of reflexivity, reflec-
tive practice can be understood as teacher-researcher’s 
reflexive capability, a form of critical thinking and a way of 
contemplating the theory/practice nexus with informs peda-
gogical practice (Watts, 2019).

In this article, we align with McCabe and Holmes (2009) 
and consider reflexivity as both a concept of qualitative 
validity and a tool used during the teaching and research 
process to achieve the goal of professional development. We 

intend to explore how Foucault’s (1988) ‘technologies of 
the self’ can be used to mobilise a continual practice and 
contribute to the formation of a disposition. In a Foucauldian 
sense, therefore, we draw on the data to explore the prac-
tice of reflexivity in order to understand how one Chinese 
teacher-researcher working in Australia was better able to 
see, understand and analyse her inquiry and practice, her 
students and herself.

Foucault’s notion of ethics

Michel Foucault’s theoretical work has been applied to 
educational studies where scholars have sought to explore 
understandings of emotions (Niesche & Haase, 2012), peda-
gogy (Gore, 1995a, 1995b; Hope, 2013; Pitsoe & Letseka, 
2013; Zhao, 2019) and educational leadership (Niesche & 
Keddie, 2011, 2016). His conceptualisation of ‘technologies 
of power’ and ‘technologies of the self’ (Foucault, 1980b) 
provides valuable insights into theorising reflexivity in 
practitioner inquiry, and this section examines the fourfold 
ethical framework developed in Foucault’s later works (Fou-
cault, 1990) regarding ‘care for the self’. Work by Niesche 
and Haase (2012) have used the four-part framework as a 
scaffold to actively connect emotions to a teacher’s ethical 
position.

For Foucault, ethics refers to the individuals’ continual 
work on behaviours with respect to themselves and to insti-
tutions where he consistently links the notion of ethics to the 
exercise of power (Foucault, 1981) and to the governance 
of others:

I say that governmentality implies the relationship of 
self to self, which means exactly that, in the idea of 
governmentality, I am aiming at the totality of prac-
tices, by which one can constitute, define, organise, 
instrumentalise the strategies which individuals in 
their liberty can have in regard to each other. It is 
free individuals who try to control, to determine, to 
delimit the liberty of others and, in order to do that, 
they dispose of certain instruments to govern others. 
(Foucault, 1984, pp. 130–131)

Informed by reflexivity, therefore, ethics is considered a 
form that freedom takes (Foucault, 2000) where it is impor-
tant to understand ethics as a thinking tool within govern-
mentality which ‘refers to the control one may exercise over 
oneself, and others, over someone’s body, soul and behav-
iour’ (Foucault, 2007, p. 122). As such, Christie (2005) per-
ceives ethics, as a disposition, directs thought and conduct, 
entails considerations of how to be and behave in relation 
to self, and to others. The individual, as the site of power 
(Ball, 2016), constitutes him/herself through an incessant, 
active process of self-governmentality, in relation to notions 
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of human good and harm (Niesche & Haase, 2012). It is 
believed this form of self-discipline can challenge ‘regimes 
of truth’ if it engages with reflexivity (Zembylas, 2014). Of 
note, care for the self morally precedes practice of governing 
others, and a good ruler must be able to exercise power cor-
rectly on himself in order to govern others (Foucault, 2000).

We consider Foucault’s (1990) fourfold genealogy of eth-
ics as a key framework to examine the teacher-researcher’s 
reflexivity. The following briefly describes the four aspects 
of ethical work put forward by Foucault:

Ethical substance is ‘the way in which the individual has 
to constitute this or that part of himself as the prime material 
of his moral conduct’ (Foucault, 1990, p. 26). In this article, 
we use this notion to refer to the teacher-researcher’s reflex-
ivity that is relevant for ethical judgement in order to achieve 
professionalism in the foreign cultural context (Donati & 
Archer, 2015). While Foucault (1984) states that practice of 
the self is not invented by individuals, but shaped by culture, 
society and social group, reflexivity, as a ‘personal emergent 
property’ of individuals (Archer, 2007) and formed by the 
aphrodisia, that is, ‘intersection of bodies, pleasures and 
desires’ (Niesche & Haase, 2012, p. 279), can be drawn upon 
to facilitate the teacher-researcher’s ethical judgement in 
relation to wider contexts.

Mode of subjection is ‘the way in which the individual 
establishes his relation to the rule and recognises himself 
as obliged to put it into practice’ (Foucault, 1990, p. 27). 
In this instance, the teacher-researcher can, for example, 
develop pedagogical approaches which comply with policy 
documents from educational authorities (see for example, 
New South Wales Quality Teaching Model). Furthermore, 
they can connect knowledge, experience and skills to what 
is deemed as expertise (e.g. fully peer-reviewed research 
journals).

Forms of elaboration is the ‘ethical work that one per-
forms on oneself, not only in order to bring one’s conduct 
into compliance with a given rule, but to attempt to trans-
form oneself into the ethical subject of one’s behaviour’ 
(Foucault, 1990, p. 27). In this article, we consider forms 
of elaboration in relation to the specific writing of reflec-
tive journal entries and analytic memos which constitute a 
central part of ‘self-forming activities’ contributing to how 
one becomes a moral subject. Hypomnemata, or the act of 
writing to document ideas and experiences for personal or 
professional purposes is deemed by Foucault (1991) as a 
way of self-training and guiding future potential courses of 
action (Lilja, 2018).

Telos is ‘an action that is not only moral in itself, in its 
singularity; it is also moral in its circumstantial integration 
and by virtue of the place it occupies in a pattern of con-
duct’ (Foucault, 1990, pp. 27–28). With this in mind, in Fou-
cault’s writings telos refers to the accomplishments (or the 
endeavouring to accomplish) of a certain mode of being that 

contains the features of an individual’s notion of the ethical 
subject (Niesche & Haase, 2012). To be more specific, it is 
the achievement of a mastery over oneself (Foucault, 2000; 
O’Farrell, 2005). In this article, we use the notion of telos to 
refer to the teacher-researcher’s moral stance and her reflex-
ive practices of becoming an ethical teacher-researcher in the 
international practicum.

Drawing on Foucault’s fourfold ethical framework, this 
article is a foray into drawing on abstract social theory to 
unpack the ethical tensions experienced as micro practices 
upon the self on the ground (see Ball, 2016; Bazzul, 2017). 
Directly related to the agenda of this article, there are no 
examples which draw on Foucauldian ethics to explore a 
teacher-researcher’s reflexivity in a cross-cultural context. 
As such, keeping in mind a commitment to social justice, 
this article explores ways of understanding how reflexivity 
works iteratively and recursively, serving to discipline the 
teacher-researcher in both practice and inquiry.

Methods

The data of this article was collected as part of a larger 
practitioner inquiry on pedagogical influence on primary 
students’ Chinese language learning in Australia (Xu & 
Knijnik, 2021; Xu & Stahl, 2021; Xu, 2021a, 2021b). The 
teacher-researcher (the lead author) was embarking on her 
doctoral study in order to become a ‘good’ teacher and 
researcher as she understood it (Xu, 2021a). We adopt a 
constructivist paradigm where truth and meaning are con-
structed and interpreted by individuals (Crotty, 1998) and 
the focus is on the complexity of views instead of narrow-
ing them into a few categories (Creswell, 2009). As such, 
our epistemic stance is interpretivism as it ‘looks for cultur-
ally derived and historically situated interpretations of the 
social life-world’ (Crotty, 1998, p. 67). Reflective journal 
entries (n = 18), students’ focus groups (n = 4), and class-
room teacher’s semi-structured interview (n = 2) were 
implemented in an effort to ‘give voice to the insider’s per-
spective’ (Howe, 2004, p. 54), while interpretively under-
standing how this perspective existed in relation to the social 
milieu and experiences of the larger project. Therefore, the 
research presented is best described as a case study, where 
we ‘investigate a contemporary phenomenon (the case) in 
depth and within its real-world context, especially when the 
boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be 
clearly evident’ (Yin, 2018, p. 15). Arguably, a case study 
approach has the capacity to unfold some dimensions of the 
theory/practice nexus with (Watts, 2019) in relation to the 
subject’s ‘care for the self’ realised through reflexivity and 
writing. This paper involved the use of reflective journal 
entries (n = 18) written after observing the teacher-research-
er’s own lessons (n = 18) (Term 1 and Term 2, 2018), as well 
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as analytic memos (n = 4) with the students’ focus groups 
(n = 4) (Term 1, mid-term, Term 1, end of term, Term 2, 
mid-term, Term 2, end of term, 2018).

Flick (2014) points out that in interpretive inquiry, 
researchers are not disinterested bystanders and their voices 
are supposed to be included in knowledge construction. 
Therefore, the teacher-researcher’s reflexivity while under-
taking data collection and analysis—was recorded as ana-
lytical memos (Saldana, 2016) and became a part of the 
data, which Drake (2010) recognises as an effort toward 
‘self-triangulation’. A benefit of drawing on both teaching 
and research reflection is that it strengthens the argument 
that reflexivity can serve as a space—within practitioner 
inquiry—to objectify oneself as an ethical subject at the 
intersection of inquiry and practice. It also illustrates some 
of the ways research ethics and classroom ethics can overlap 
and shape each other.

Based upon Foucault’s (1990) four-part ethical frame-
work, conceptualisation of ‘ethical substance’, ‘mode of 
subjection’, ‘forms of elaboration’ and ‘telos’ were applied 
as codes to deductively analyse the two data sources—the 
reflective journal entries and analytic memos of the students’ 
focus groups. The analysis broadly followed the steps out-
lined by Braun and Clarke (2006). To reinforce reliability, 
data have been analysed by two researchers who are familiar 
with the theoretical framework through e-mail correspond-
ences to minimise biases (Flick, 2014; Morais & Neves, 
2010), before reaching consensus on the reliability of the 
analytical process (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

A teacher‑researcher’s reflective journey

This section draws on Focualdian theory to explore the 
teacher-researcher’s reflective journey. The teacher-
researcher came from Asian middle-class educational con-
text and the focus is on her adaptation to an Australian low 
socioeconomic status (SES) primary school. Her familiarity 
with classification, framing and pedagogic discourse around 
Basil Bernstein, who passionately supports the rights of 
disadvantaged students (Bernstein, 2000), structured her 
thinking, pedagogic approach and consequently research 
practice in a range of ways. In placing her voice as cen-
tral the analysis foregrounds the two-way flow of cultural 
knowledge; therefore the article seeks to make a contribution 
to knowledge about the development of ‘ethic’ within the 
teaching profession.

Developing an ethical pedagogical disposition

As a teacher-researcher, the lead author received all her 
compulsory education in the Chinese school system and 
worked as an English as a Second Language teacher prior 

to her arrival in Australia in 2017. Her teaching and learn-
ing beliefs were entrenched in a teacher-directed approach, 
aligning with principles of traditional Chinese education 
and, as a result, she found herself uneasy with the construc-
tivist philosophy underpinning the Australian educational 
system.

In the first year of her PhD, she was placed in two high 
schools in the Greater Western Sydney region to observe 
and assist the teachers teaching Chinese. During this experi-
ence, she witnessed a pedagogy featuring rote learning and 
students’ disaffection and resistance (Xu, 2021a). Thereafter 
she was placed in a primary school, for 2 days a week teach-
ing in 2018 where she was required to teach. Informed by her 
previous observational experiences at the secondary schools 
and reflections on literature reading, her early thinking and 
configuration of learning activities were sought to address 
empowering students. She found herself drawn increasingly 
drawn to reflecting on the relationships between staff and 
students she witnessed:

It seems that in Australia, the pedagogical relationship 
between the teacher and students is less hierarchical 
and students are encouraged to take control of learn-
ing. Students love group activities and autonomous 
learning, of which they can spend hours on searching 
information online, discussion with peers and working 
collaboratively with less emphasis on teachers. This is 
their way of learning and it works here. (Journal entry, 
2018/02/07)

The observing experiences contributed to the development 
within herself concerning a belief that power could be regu-
lated with minimum domination, so she entered her teaching 
with an understanding that a good teacher in Australia would 
foster a balance of power within the classroom where stu-
dents and the teacher work collaborated productively. This 
presents a stark contrast to her previous teaching beliefs 
around autonomous learning in a Chinese contexts where 
‘searching information online, discussion with peers and 
working collaboratively with less emphasis on teachers’, is 
generally consider as a waste classroom time from the tra-
ditional view of Chinese (Huang, 2005).

At the very beginning, the teacher-researcher was chal-
lenged as the lessons she delivered did not meet her expecta-
tions which resulted in intensive reflections regarding how to 
adapt her pedagogic practices to better align with her ‘telos’ 
as a teacher:

Last week I taught 12 colours and students learnt them 
quickly, so I taught 18 kinds of food in today’s les-
son. However, too many words made them feel con-
fused and lose interest. Therefore, I have to balance 
the amount of knowledge to teach in each lesson. It 
coincides with Bernstein’s claim that weaker framing 
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suits students from disadvantaged backgrounds. (Jour-
nal entry, 2018/04/11).

 Through the challenges she encountered, the teacher-
researcher centred her reflective practice on framing—’how’ 
to teach, particularly the pacing of the subject being taught 
(Bernstein, 2000)—in an effort to move closer to telos as 
a certain mode of being. This shift from ‘technologies of 
domination’ to ‘technologies of the self’ involved the work 
of destabilising accustomed ways of teaching and modify-
ing her relation to the present professional context (Ball, 
2016). Resistance manifested when she had to confront her 
values and skills and reflect upon how they could align with 
everyday practice (Zembylas, 2003).

During this time, the teacher-researcher’s reflexivity was 
a fostered through reflective journal writing where ethical 
substance was considered as she strove to achieve profes-
sionalism in the foreign cultural context (Donati & Archer, 
2015). Part of her journey to professionalism was how she 
engaged with educational theory (e.g. ‘weaker framing suits 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds’) allowing her to 
recognise herself ‘as obliged to put into practice’ (Foucault, 
1990, p. 27) what she has learned. It is notable that her 
reflective practice was centred on herself and the develop-
ment of her pedagogies in a foreign context which suggests 
continual ethical work (Foucault, 1980a; Gore, 1995a). Her 
words like ‘I have to balance the amount of knowledge’ 
suggest engagement with modes of subjection formed as 
an essential part of practice of the self and pedagogic prac-
tices in relation to students. Reflexivity evidences through 
reflective writings served as a vehicle for bringing awareness 
of power relations that might arise in the teaching process 
(Phelan & Kinsella, 2013). In the follow-up lessons, she pre-
pared both basic and spare learning materials so as to pro-
ductively exercise power in a way that encouraged students 
to recognise and develop their own ethical selves.

Developing an ethical research disposition

Qualitative studies are limited by the sensitivity and integ-
rity of the researcher (Hellawell, 2006), and this indicates 
that caution is required when undertaking practitioner 
inquiry (Sultana, 2007). Though the insider’s role afforded 
the privilege of gaining empathy, trust and rapport in the 
school setting, it has the potential to impede the research 
process in terms of bias. According to Mercer (2007), people 
may temper or distort the truth within the context of insider 
research. Methodologists, therefore, often recommend writ-
ing analytic memos that document reflections on data analy-
sis processes (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Saldana, 2016), since 
‘good research is not about good methods as much as it is 
about good thinking’ (Stake, 1995, p. 19).

In this practitioner inquiry case study, the researcher 
disposition contributed to the teacher-researcher’s reflexiv-
ity, where the aim in documenting her reflections was to 
be thoughtful and impartial. The analytic memos were kept 
for critical reflexivity and to ensure validity as the teacher-
researcher developed over time:

I do not think students felt ‘a bit enjoyable’ or OK with 
the grammar learning, though they said they did. When 
listening to audio-recordings of focus groups, I found 
their choices of words and tones were less passion-
ate compared to describing other learning activities. 
Recalling the grammar lesson and retrieving the day’s 
journal entry, students seemed not very much engaged. 
I feel this is their euphemistic rhetoric of not offending 
me, as a teacher. (Analytic memo, 2018/05/30)

The teacher-researcher encountered more than once that 
student participants used neutral, unsentimental words to 
describe specific learning activities. As the ethical impera-
tive was to attend to the micro dimension of research prac-
tice in order to foster improved pedagogical practice, this 
involved being sensitive to how participants’ voices are 
interpreted and represented (Phelan & Kinsella, 2013). 
In reflecting on the participant’s tone, the attempt was to 
contextualise students’ discourse, using her sensibility and 
insider knowledge to judge if students were pleasing adults 
and holding views.

Furthermore, technologies of the self and deep engage-
ment in self-reflection served as a catalyst that drew the 
teacher-researcher’s telos to the surface of her conscious-
ness (Lilja, 2018). In a moral sense, her telos of striving 
to become a good—or ethical—researcher incorporated the 
notion of integrity, rigour in order to better develop pro-
fessional judgements aligned with the Australian context. 
In surveying the data, the teacher-researcher actively con-
structed an ethical self by extensive memo writing while 
concurrently referring to educational and methodology 
research. Literature was used to confirm as well as compare 
examined evidence in reporting the results, so as to ‘enhance 
sensitivity to subtle nuances in data’ (Tuckett, 2005, p. 79) 
and ‘offer anew in terms of the theory’s development or 
refutation’ (Marks & Yardley, 2004, p. 5). Therefore, her 
‘ethical self’ was tied in with a perception that qualitative 
researchers need to overcome undue influence of personal 
bias through using literature as an empirical counterweight 
(Ellis-Caird, 2017; Greene, 2014).

A collaborative dialogue between ethical 
pedagogical and research dispositions

There were many times during this practitioner inquiry that 
the identities of teacher and researcher, the role of insider 
and outsider, knowledge consumer and producer, were 
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blurred (Lingard & Renshaw, 2010). In exploring the ethical 
dimension of becoming a teacher in a foreign environment, 
attention to ‘the dialectic’ of practitioner inquiry (Cochran-
Smith & Lytle, 2009; Mockler, 2014), and the following 
excerpts provide some insight into a dialogue on ethics 
between inquiry and practice:

It could be seen Dominic and Zeek were very excited 
about talking what they wanted to learn next term. 
‘Zeek and I can do it’ indicates Dominic believes in 
his and his peer’s with Zeek who responded ‘Do this, 
do this!’ It seems that they were eager to be heard and 
really looked forward to what will happen next term. In 
fostering a reciprocal learning environment, I will have 
to incorporate what they want (making Chinese knot) 
into following lessons. (Analytic memo, 2018/04/12)

As part of each focus group, the teacher-researcher would 
ask students what they like and what they do not like based 
on the delivered lessons. She would also seek comments 
from student participants on what they want to learn in 
the upcoming lessons, as a strategy of fulfilling her telos 
of ‘privileging student voice’. This ‘ethical’ practice sig-
naled the teacher-researcher’s disruption from her Chinese 
understandings of teaching and learning, which are more 
textbook-based, examination-oriented practices (Hu, 2002, 
2004). It appears that she was adapting to a more Austral-
ian way of teaching, as she reflected that a student-focused 
pedagogy was more aligned with the context, where incor-
porating what students want to learn can ‘foster a reciprocal 
learning environment’.

Adopting a more democratic teaching style was further 
extended as she responded to students’ voice and encouraged 
students to share their voices in the learning space:

One week before the lesson, I told Dominic and Zeek 
that I was going to deliver the Chinese knot making 
lesson next week and tentatively asked if they were 
still interested in making it happen. They took the offer 
and got some materials from me so they can practise at 
home first. What they did today really surprised me—
they stood in front of the whole class and demonstrated 
what they have learned from YouTube and their cul-
tural (Philippine) way of making knots. I stepped back 
and became a listener and learner, intervening at times 
if clarification needed. Their voices as capable learn-
ers and their reflections on engaging in this craft were 
eloquently articulated and heard by everyone in the 
classroom. (Journal entry, 2018/06/29)

Not only does the practice of canvassing students’ opinions 
on what they want to learn indicate a shift in practice, the 
journal entry evidences her continuous efforts to reflect in 
order to conduct ethical work around culturally appropri-
ate pedagogy. Her journey as a teacher involved forms of 

elaboration as the ‘ethical work that one performs on one-
self’ to ‘attempt to transform oneself into the ethical subject 
of one’s behaviour’ (Foucault, 1990, p. 27).

The teacher-researcher’s adherence to the ideas presented 
in policy documents and research literatures informed her 
sense of ethics, as she refrained herself from abusing the 
position of authority that was more authoritarian and aligned 
with the Chinese contexts, which suggests her technologies 
of the self and a possible self-transformation (Foucault, 
1990; Lilja, 2018). Here, within this case study, research 
ethics and classroom ethics became aligned and comple-
ment each other, as the former infuses the latter, becoming 
an ‘everyday ethics’ that guides the enactment of pedagogy 
(Mockler, 2014). Furthermore, in considering the wider 
data collection, the privileging of student voice in the focus 
groups contributed to providing further opportunities in the 
classroom space. This ethical work helped to ensure that the 
teacher-researcher’s exercise of power over the students was 
a productive and moral exercise in the way it empowered 
students to care for their own learning and ethical selves 
(Niesche & Haase, 2012).

Discussion

Practitioner research is a study of the development of ethical 
practice, wherein research and pedagogic practice are scru-
tinised specifically in regards to how they shape each other 
through professional development and learning (Mockler, 
2014). Reflexivity, and reflective practice, is integral to how 
teachers develop responses to ethical dilemmas as it sensi-
tises one to what is culturally appropriate and foreground the 
richness of practice and inquiry (Phelan & Kinsella, 2013).

Through using a Foucauldian ethical framework, the 
article has nuanced some of the ways the Chinese teacher-
researcher straddling the fields of research and classroom 
practice in an effort to construct an ethical self. Noticeably, 
her reflective process was entangled with power relations 
to legitimise or delegitimise certain teaching and research-
ing practices (Zembylas, 2014) as well as the educational 
research she was reading. The ethical work of classroom 
pedagogic enactment is not simply conforming to abstract 
codes of behaviours enshrined in a rule, a law, or a value, 
rather it is a history of ethics and askésis where training and 
self-discipline are deployed as a way to act upon, examine, 
reflect and transform oneself (Foucault, 1990). Over time, 
self-knowledge and truth-telling were produced which, in 
turn, enabled the teacher-researcher to become more criti-
cal. Through a process of struggle around ‘care for the self’ 
(Ball, 2016), it could be argued her ethical position (and 
efforts made around upholding the ethical position) con-
tributed to the dynamic and evolving set of power relations 
(Niesche & Haase, 2012).
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The research disposition, structured by the teacher-
researcher’s experience, in turn, kept her reading informative 
literatures on teaching while writing analytic memos in an 
effort to make scientific, objective induction and deduction 
to the natural happenings. The insider experiential knowl-
edge the teacher-researcher has of the students led to more 
‘subjective’ and contextualised judgements regarding the 
students’ answers (Groundwater‐Smith & Mockler, 2007). 
In this sense, a domination of self over self perhaps elevated 
the rigour and quality of practitioner inquiry in terms of 
developing less superficial forms of insight (Lingard & Ren-
shaw, 2010).

In considering how one Chinese teacher’s reflexivity can 
contribute to the construction of an ‘ethical self’ in a forg-
ing context, moral conducts such as ‘empowering students’ 
and ‘giving voice to young people’ permeated into both 
research and classroom practice, what Cochran-Smith and 
Lytle (2009) describe as a reciprocal and symbiotic rela-
tionship. In this practitioner inquiry, ethics of practice in 
the classroom and in the research process impacted upon 
each other, constituting ‘cross-field effects’ (Rawolle, 2005; 
Rawolle & Lingard, 2013) and a ‘connecting web’ (Lingard 
& Renshaw, 2010), directing towards educational transfor-
mation and social justice. As such, reflexivity and ethics of 
self-care emphasised genuine and authentic concerns with 
regards to the wider agenda of educational and social justice, 
moving beyond the local context and improving professional 
practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009).

Conclusion

This article detailed a case study of the ethical work that a 
cross-cultural teacher-researcher engaged in. We have taken 
the notion of reflexivity as an ethical substance that she used 
to constitute part of her behaviour that is relevant for moral 
conduct (Foucault, 1990). Educational theory functioned 
as a regime, or a mode of subjection, which facilitated the 
development of ‘technologies of the self’ (Foucault, 1988) 
where she engaged in forms of elaboration. The writings of 
journal entries and analytic memos functioned as a space 
where the teacher-researcher could explore the ‘aesthetics of 
existence’ (Ball & Olmedo, 2013) and struggled to develop 
appropriate ‘conducts’ (Allan, 2013), that is, attending to 
power relations, exercising sound culturally-responsive 
judgements. Her Chinese educational experience, as a struc-
tural force, enables her to engage in a continuous process 
of negotiations, renegotiations, tensions and conflicts that 
reflect the diversity of personal and sociocultural experi-
ences that she participates in (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011).

The case presented here is neither a panacea for con-
tinual educational and ethical issues, nor an exceptional 
example for citing. Rather, the critical endeavour presents a 

personal approach that can allow transnational educational 
researchers and teacher-researchers to govern themselves in 
reflective ways within the intercultural space. Such reflec-
tion requires a well thought out and deliberate ethical base, 
which is incessantly redefined through reflective practices. 
The theoretical tool provided in this article can help teachers 
with Chinese background examine ethics in both teaching 
and research practices, as a necessary step towards better 
schools and a social justice agenda in the democratic Aus-
tralian society.

The research also has important implications for teacher 
education internationally. Given the global forces of the 
internationalisation of education and the consequent local 
challenges for training transnational pre-service teachers to 
navigate new and unfamiliar education contexts, we need to 
be conscious of the work on the self around resolving the 
possible tension in the cross-cultural teaching environments. 
Beyond focusing solely on teachers’ skills and knowledge 
development, we offer an alternative approach to under-
standing transnational teachers’ professional development 
and how they may labour towards the telos they wish to 
achieve. This article sheds light on how reflexivity and Fou-
cault’s ethical dimension are integral to how international 
practicums are structured.
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