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Introduction

When we say that someone is a “good language teacher,” we are assigning that
person an identity – in fact, multiple identities. They are a teacher, doing what
teachers do in classrooms and schools or other institutional or online settings. They
are also a language teacher, and so are associated with the instruction and learning
of a particular subject, the target language. Finally, they are good at what they do.
This means not only do they have a role that performs a particular function, but
they are also considered to be successful in achieving what they set out to do.

Good can have several meanings, of course, all of which have implications
for the identity of the teacher. We know teachers who are good because they
achieve desirable outcomes for their learners. Others are good because they
produce excellent materials and contribute knowledgeably to curriculum
development, and still others because they are effective leaders – of colleagues,
of institutions, and of innovation.

Being perceived as a good teacher by someone implies that that person is
contributing to the construction of a particular identity for the teacher.
Identity is thus something that is social; it happens with other people. As
Gee (2000) maintains, identity is “being recognized as a certain ‘kind of
person’, in a given context” (p. 99). Our identity is partly how other people
see us, but it is also how we see ourselves, our own understanding of who we
are. If others recognize a teacher as good, then there is the potential that the
teacher too sees themselves as good. A good teacher identity emerges from
the lived experiences of teachers, from how they have practiced as teachers in
the past. They will have beliefs and feelings about their practice and so will
others who have observed them teach or witnessed their work. But being
a good teacher also has implications for the future. Knowing who we are and
imagining who we want to be affects what we desire to do in the future.
Identity, therefore, is not something that is static. It is constantly changing as
we interact with learners and other teachers and as we imagine doing so in our
futures. In other words, teacher identity and teacher practice are very much
interrelated.
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In this chapter we explore these ideas further, firstly, by providing a broad
overview of different conceptions of what language teacher identity (LTI) is.
We do so by considering some of the various facets that make up and contribute
to the construction of LTI. We then present findings from a narrative study that
explored the experiences of a teacher who was involved in implementing a new
blended learning approach to English teaching at a university in Colombia.
This teacher’s story exposes multiple identity dilemmas (Nelson, 2017) that he
confronts as he negotiates the tensions between his work as a teacher and as
a leader of other teachers. The narrative raises implications for the professional
development of other language teachers, particularly those involved in leading
innovations in the workplace.We conclude the chapter by suggesting directions
for future LTI research, which reveals what it means to be a good language
teacher.

Language Teacher Identity

In a 2017 edited book on language teacher identity, the editor thematically
analyzed all the chapters, in which the authors reflected on their perceptions of
LTI research in their area of scholarly expertise, and produced a composite
conceptualization of LTI (Barkhuizen, 2017). In this analysis, a broad “defini-
tion” that aimed to capture the various theoretical perspectives on LTI was
drawn from the ideas in the chapters. The main thrust of the conceptualization
is what has already been mentioned above in the introduction; that is, LTIs are
both cognitive and social, and they are closely associated with teachers’ beliefs
and emotions and with what they think and feel about their practices.

The composite conceptualization goes further. It states that language teacher
identities are ideological and historical. In other words, LTIs are negotiated and
constructed across time in sociopolitical contexts – contexts that can lead to
both struggle and harmony. At times LTIs are contested and resisted (Menard-
Warwick, 2013) by self and others. When teachers ask questions about who
they are and what they do, sometimes the answers clash with their beliefs and
personal ideological assumptions. But at other times, LTIs are accepted,
acknowledged, and valued by self and others (Gkonou & Mercer, 2017). In
these circumstances, teachers are recognized and see themselves as good, their
beliefs and practices match those of colleagues in their schools, and they align
what they do and believe and feel with the policies of macro institutions like
Ministries of Education and even governments. They also find themselves
aligning with ideological structures to do with, for example, teacher profes-
sional development, language and diversity, and particular sociocultural values
(Douglas Fir Group, 2016).

Considering the conceptualization so far, it follows that language teacher
identities are dynamic and multiple. Different teacher identities are negotiated
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at different times and in different contexts depending on who the teachers are
and what they are doing: for example, facilitating classroom activities (instruc-
tor), designing a curriculum innovation (curriculum developer), assessing
learners’ written work (assessor), conducting an action research project
(researcher), or managing a department (leader). There is obviously consider-
able overlap among these identities, and so LTIs are also often hybrid, and
depending on the context teachers find themselves in, different LTIs may be
foregrounded and backgrounded. Therefore, LTIs change – “short-term and
over time – discursively in social interaction with teacher educators, learners,
teachers, administrators, and the wider community, and in material interaction
with spaces, places, and objects in classrooms, institutions, and online”
(Barkhuizen, 2017, p. 4).

These theoretical ideas about language teacher identity are to a certain extent
encapsulated in Figure 1.1. Immediately noticeable in the figure is that
a teacher’s professional identity is interrelated with their personal identity.
Understandably, who we are as teachers is also who we are outside of clearly
distinguishable teacher roles and activities. As Canagarajah (2017, p. 70) says,
“The construction of a coherent teacher identity is not easy. It involves drawing
from the diverse social identities one enjoys, many of them seemingly
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Figure 1.1 Facets of language teacher professional identity
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unconnected to teaching.” However, there are aspects of being a teacher that
contribute more obviously to the construction of their teacher identity. In the
figure these are linked to “professional identity.”

The first of these are the variety of roles and associated functions that
teachers perform in their work. Roles are closely related to identity, and the
many roles teachers perform (see, for example, Xu, 2014, on becoming
a teacher researcher, and Martel, 2017, on teachers as innovators) contribute
to their ever-changing, overall identity construction. As do teachers’ beliefs and
more generally their theories of language teaching. Teachers’ cognitions (Borg,
2006; this volume) and their ideas about language teaching (their philosophies
and theories) stem from their socialization as teachers – from when they were
learners in classrooms (being close observers of teaching), throughout their
pre-service and in-service teacher education and professional development,
and then in their actual practice.

We are all familiar with teachers who display quite different approaches to
their work, reflected in their theories about teaching, even though they may be
in the same school, teaching the same courses, and constrained by the same
syllabus and assessment practices. We identify them as different, having
different LTIs. The same applies to a teacher’s moral stance. The question of
values, moral visions, ideologies, and ethical judgment is inherent in virtually
every aspect of language teaching and language teacher education. Morgan and
Clarke (2011), for instance, comment that the turn toward value-oriented and
ethical dimensions is “perhaps the most significant development in language
teacher identity research” (p. 825).

Closely tied to teacher beliefs and the moral dimension of language teacher
identity is teacher emotion. Barcelos (2015) reviews much research and scho-
larly discussion in the fields of psychology, education, and applied linguistics
and concludes that little is known about the interrelationships among identity,
beliefs, and emotions in language teaching. However, her review does show
that these connections are dynamic and mutually influencing. In other words,
the construction of teacher identity is without doubt linked to teachers’ moral
perspectives on what they do (what they believe is right to do) and their
emotional involvement in their work.

Experience and history refer to a teacher’s experiences of becoming and
being a language teacher in the past. This is perhaps the most obvious connec-
tion with identity, and plenty of research, particularly research that takes
a narrative perspective of teachers’ lives, has shown how this relationship
(past experience and identity) develops in practice and is fostered in the process
of teacher education (Ruohotie-Lyhty & Moate, 2016). This connection is also
evident in research on imagined experiences of language teaching and related
imagined identities (Barkhuizen, 2016), which emphasizes the point that how
we imagine ourselves and our experiences in the future influences what we do
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and how we see ourselves now. These ideas have also been explored in relation
to “ideal language teacher selves” (Kubanyiova, 2015), or teachers’ images of
who they desire to become. Language teachers’ histories include their experi-
ences of learning and using the target language. Probably less attention has
been paid to this aspect of the developing LTIs, but it is a significant contribut-
ing facet (Benson, 2017).

Practice means what teachers do as teachers – how they perform their roles
in sociocultural contexts. During the social process of practice, identities are
negotiated and constructed in interaction with others. In these situations,
teachers talk, act, and feel like teachers. Their language teacher identities are
performed and developed, and they become evident to both the teachers
themselves and to others. In sum, teachers practice the way they do because
of who they are, and their practice in turn constructs who they are continuously
becoming.

In the course of their social practice, teachers interact with nonhuman objects in
physical places, such as technological hardware and furniture in classrooms. As
Porter and Tanghe (2016) put it, they are “emplaced” in ecological spaces: “an
emplaced identity refers to relations between material settings, objects, and spaces,
with particular respect to the ways they contribute to experiences of the self”
(p. 773). Materiality, in other words, refers to the arrangement of things and spaces
and their interaction with teachers’ lives and practices in the process of LTI
construction. An example of material interaction is the use of computers and
mobile devices for learning and teaching. Teachers engage with these very differ-
ently, and the way they do this indicates something about who the teachers are.

A Study of Aspects of Teacher Identity

The various, interrelated facets of language teacher identity described above
are evident in the story of Acablo, an English teacher at a university in
Colombia. We use aspects of his experience as a teacher and leader of
a blended learning innovation to show how the various facets work together
in his life to dynamically and continuously construct his multiple identities. But
first, we introduce the context in which he works.

This narrative study aimed to gain an understanding of innovation and
change by examining how a blended learning program was put into action by
a group of English language teachers in a Colombian university, which we will
refer to as Riverview University (a pseudonym). The focus was on identifying
and making sense of the experiences teachers went through as they, individu-
ally and collectively, came to grips with and managed the challenges and
opportunities resulting from the implementation of blended learning. The
participants were the director of the Department of Foreign Languages, four
teachers, and four teacher leaders. Acablo was one of the teacher leaders.
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The program examined in this study was offered to nonmajor undergraduate
English students at the university and designed by a team of teacher leaders. For
the Department of Foreign Languages, the implementation of the new curricu-
lum implied a shift from a technology-enhanced learning approach, where
technology was to provide ready access to content, to a blended learning
model, where elements of the syllabus were delivered online. Each course of
the program combined two main learning modes: face-to-face instruction and
Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL), the latter subdivided into
independent and collaborative study. Online interaction was mediated using
discussion forums.

Data for the study were collected during a semester-long period through
interviews, classroom observation, and analysis of official documentation.
Within this timeframe, Acablo participated in three individual interviews. All
interviews were conducted in Spanish and later translated into English.
Analysis of the data followed the procedures of narrative thematic analysis,
whereby we attempted to uncover the participants’ personal and professional
stories of managing the change to blended learning. We particularly looked
for themes concerning accomplishment, conflict, or tension; the emotions that
their work evoked; and the decisions and attitudes that teachers adopted as
a result.

The Change Agent

Acablo (in his 30s) had been working as a language teacher for about 13 years
when he became involved in this inquiry. After working as a part-time teacher
for a year, he became a full-time teacher at Riverview University and started
coordinating one of the courses in the general English program. In this role as
a course coordinator, which he successfully performed for four years, he
implemented multiple language teaching projects. Students and colleagues
often praised Acablo for his good teaching and leadership skills. During the
implementation of blended learning, Acablo acted as the leader of the Teacher
Support Committee. His main role was to guide teachers in the planning and
teaching of their blended courses and to monitor learners’ performance.

Leading in the Wake of Change

Prior to joining the Department of Foreign Languages, Acablo had not engaged
much with the use of technology for teaching purposes. He mostly used it “for
personal stuff.” However, during his career at Riverview, he realized that
language teaching and learning did not have to be limited by what the teacher
can accomplish in the classroom. Technology, in Acablo’s eyes, offered tea-
chers the possibility “to learn more about their students and adapt their teaching
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based on this knowledge,” and it also encouraged learners to become more
independent learners.

It would be these beliefs, grounded in multiple stories of success, that helped
Acablo to become a CALL practitioner and advocate. Being a teacher in
a leadership position evidently implied that “the first person who needed to
firmly believe in the change to blended learning” was himself. This interest,
however, did not overlook the fact that putting blended learning into action
would not be an easy task, and that navigating tensions would be a feature of the
first implementation phase of the program. Therefore, during our conversa-
tions, Acablo would discuss not only his role in the shift to blended learning,
but also the possible causes underlying the difficulties teachers and learners
encountered during the implementation. He identified two main challenges:
• Making sense of the blended learning.
• Coping with organizational culture changes.
What teacher leaders (teachers who were also leaders) who closely monitored
students’ performance online and in the classroom observed was a source of
concern. A few weeks into the semester, Acablo noticed that some students
were not working with their peers online and actively participating in the
discussion forums. Trying to uncover the causes behind students’ unpredictable
participation, Acablo noticed that while some teachers were involved in the
CALL mode and provided support and feedback, others were not. While he
believed that “limited teacher guidance might prevent learner engagement,”
Acablo was aware that these behaviors might have occurred due to the multiple
roles that teachers needed to play. The fact that the online tutor and the in-class
teacher represented the same person appeared to have led to tensions, as some
teachers “preferred to provide feedback in class rather than online because they
felt this was time-consuming,” and others were unsure about what was
expected of them as online tutors.

Through classroom observations and conversations with colleagues, Acablo
also realized that teachers seemed to hold analogous understandings of the
concept of online teaching and learning. Teachers’ views about the extent to
which their blended lessons were successful were divergent and underpinned
by different conceptions of what counted as evidence of good practice. This
apparent false clarity (Fullan, 2007), as mentioned byAcablo, was connected to
the fact that “there was not sufficient time for teachers to talk about the
change.” Understandably, in Acablo’s eyes, teachers would assimilate the
innovation to what they already knew and “thought was appropriate.”

In spite of this, Acablo trusted and valued the professionalism and expertise
of the teachers he worked with. At the same time, being a teacher himself, he
was also sensitive to their needs and expressed his concern whenever he felt
that these had not been considered. Following his ethical values and judgment,
he sometimes disagreed with the way certain aspects of the implementation had
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been handled, thus revealing a tension between his understanding of teachers’
challenges and the need to support curricular decisions he had initially favored.
ToAcablo, adopting a blended learning approachwas a time-intensive “process
of re-engineering” that required teachers, but also leaders, to learn to “adapt
and make changes in response to new or unexpected situations.”While Acablo
was committed to the change, he was equally aware that appropriate strategies
would need to be put in place to support teachers and learners in the process.

The change to blended learning not only required a reconceptualization and
reorganization of teaching and learning, but also needed a change in teacher
culture that teacher leaders needed to facilitate. New relationships were forged
as teachers became involved in course design. To Acablo, this had allowed the
department to draw on people’s knowledge and abilities: “Everyone who works
here has a wide range of skills, even though we are all language
professionals. . . . So, if people are correctly identified and they are in the
right place, they will obviously do a better job.” Interestingly, the introduction
of a team planning culture appeared in some ways to have worked against
rather than facilitated the change. Acablo noticed that part-time teachers did not
have “the same availability to work collaboratively” due to their multiple jobs.
This was something that teacher leaders could not easily control, and that in the
end resulted in “some teams not being able to meet on a weekly basis,” as had
been proposed.

To prevent this perceived lack of communication or experience from inter-
fering with the process of teaching and learning, Acablo and colleagues
decided to make use of a variety of communication channels “to keep everyone
informed about important matters.” It was also agreed to encourage teachers to
post their lesson plans and discuss issues related to their courses with collea-
gues online for all to share. This strategy would work for some teams but not for
others, unfortunately. Therefore, in our last encounter, Acablo mentioned:
“Maybe we are not ready for this. . . . Reaching consensus has been quite
difficult, and this has even generated friction between many of the teachers to
the point that some ended up planning lessons without consulting with others.”

Because the Department of Foreign Languages was characterized by a role
culture (Murray & Christison, 2012), in which roles and procedures were well-
defined, and course coordinators made decisions regarding course design, some
teachers found it difficult to respond to the sudden shift in power. Acablo’s
interest in enacting a collaborative approach to teaching and leadership in the
end conflicted with the role culture of the organization. As time went by,
Acablo realized that not only might the change in teacher culture have been
too abrupt, but also there were institutional factors over which he had no control
that made it difficult for teachers to work collaboratively and effectively. As
a result, Acablo suffered role conflict and ambiguity; he would often feel
caught between strategies of commitment and strategies of control.
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Surprisingly, he never lost heart and in fact showed his enthusiasm when
reflecting on the future of the program: “I see it as a great opportunity for
us all.”

Discussion and Practical Implications

Christison and Murray (2009) maintain that behind every innovation there is
often someone with decision-making powers. To a large extent, the implemen-
tation of the blended learning innovation was dependent on people like Acablo.
What can we learn from Acablo’s experiences, a teacher whom we consider to
be a good teacher? And what can we learn about teacher identity that is useful
for other teachers and teacher leaders working in different contexts? In this
section, we briefly comment on the language teacher identity facets shown in
Figure 1.1 in light of Acablo’s narrative. We then suggest implications for the
professional development of language teachers and teacher leaders (including
teacher educators), particularly those involved in planning for and implement-
ing innovations in the workplace.

First, we should comment on why we believe Acablo to be a good teacher.
Being a good teacher means knowing who we are so that we can do what we do
better – for ourselves and our learners. Acablo was aware of the many roles he
played in the department, particularly during the implementation of blended
learning – blending a new technological space with traditional classroom
spaces for learning. He was not only a language teacher, curriculum developer,
and innovator, but also a leader responsible for the successful implementation
of blended learning. Throughout his interviews Acablo constantly commented
on the practices these roles entailed, how he drew on his experience as
a teacher, and how these practices and roles were interrelated and sometimes
conflicting. His narratives were fraught with dilemmas and his emotional
responses to them, as he managed and negotiated institutional expectations
and assumptions and the different responses of teachers and learners to the
change. He would often feel “caught in-between,” and at times questioned the
theoretical grounds on which certain decisions had been made. Interestingly, on
looking closely at Acablo’s narratives, we observe not only tensions and
dilemmas, but also a sense of accomplishment in that he believed that changing
to blended learning and decentralizing decision-making were worthwhile.
Acablo was aware of the limitations of the program, but also of the ways
these could be addressed.

We have argued that being a good teacher means being aware of who we are
and how this relates to what we do. Acablo certainly revealed substantial self-
awareness in the interviews, which no doubt served as a means for reflection
and awareness raising. Teacher reflection has long been accepted as integral to
teacher professional development, both for pre-service teachers in preparation
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programs and for in-service reflective practitioners (Farrell, 2015; see Borg &
Sanchez, 2020). Acablo’s reflections enabled him to recognize the multiple
teacher-related identities he constructed together with his teacher and leader
colleagues. He was attentive to the consequences of his actions as he performed
these identities in practice. And this further affected his decision-making as
a leader.

More recently, various forms of teacher research have been encouraged
or even required by teachers at all levels: for example, action research and
exploratory practice. Constructing and analyzing narrative-based data have
the potential to make a valuable addition to the reflective and inquiry
options available to teachers. Such data could be generated during the
process of teacher journal or blog writing (see Alemi & Tajeddin, 2020),
a common practice in teacher education programs (Johnson & Golombek,
2011). Teachers could collaboratively co-construct interviews or schedule
time for conversations about their past, current, or imagined practices.
Digital storytelling software is readily available for constructing stories
of experience and many opportunities now exist online, especially in
social media platforms, for sharing, commenting on, and archiving stories.
We are proposing that the purpose of such teacher (narrative) research is to
explore our developing and changing identities in the social and material
contexts in which they are negotiated and constructed. Doing so will
enable us to make meaning of our experiences so that we can do what
we do better.

Directions for Future Research

The experiences of change leaders, as members of the community undergoing
change, are not often investigated in research on language teaching and learn-
ing, particularly research that explores the effects that managing change may
have on teacher identities. Furthermore, teacher leaders do not always undergo
preparation for their roles, having to learn skills for leadership on the job
(Murray & Christison, 2012). They must learn “how to manage disequilibrium,
create opportunities for learning, engage in collaborative work, and find a way
to support teacher learning over time” (Lieberman & Friedrich, 2010, p. 650;
see Todorova & Ivanova, 2020). To gain legitimacy with administrators and
other teachers, they should also acquire new skills such as how to build trust
and rapport and to develop capacity in others (Mercer & Gkonou, 2020).
However, the types of knowledge and skills that they need to succeed in their
roles are not typically taught in courses offered in postgraduate programs or
part of institutional development programs (Waters, 2009). In fact, only
recently has it been recognized that change leaders also need support for their
own reculturing. However, because their needs are so wide-ranging, formal
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training for leaders still remains rare (Wedell, 2009). To help teachers take
ownership of new meanings and succeed in their attempt to implement change,
the role played by change leaders is of great importance in that they are the ones
who attempt to engage teachers with the innovation. All these areas require
further research.

Conclusion

The role of Acablo in the implementation of blended learning was a difficult
one. In addition to his role as a teacher, he was expected both to lead and
support other teachers, and to simultaneously “reculture elements of their own
organization and [his] own role” (Wedell, 2009, p. 38). Although research on
language teacher practice is common, and research on language teacher iden-
tities is becoming more prevalent, there is still little on the experiences of
teachers leading innovation in the workplace and the challenges that this
presents for teacher identity (Martel, 2017).

And yet, a willingness to consider new ways of doing things that may benefit
their learners is surely an essential characteristic of a good teacher, even if this
means performing multiple changing and potentially conflicting identities. We
might, therefore, conclude that good teachers are those who are aware of and
can negotiate the identity dilemmas they may find themselves in when this is
likely to be beneficial to their learners.
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