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Abstract 

The traditional academic ranks for regular faculty in Mainland China universities 

commonly include assistant lecturer, lecturer, associate professor, and professor, with 

no clear differentiation between academic and teaching tracks. Recent education reform 

in Mainland China with the aspiration of world-class, high-ranking universities, 

however, has brought about unprecedented challenges to academics at the rank of 

lecturer; they are suffering from contract requirements that rise as the requirements for 

university ranking increase. In an attempt to reach the bar set by Western research 

universities, the vast majority of Chinese universities have embraced higher education 

reform that emphasizes a “publish or perish” ideology. This thesis employs a multiple 

case study, with a focus on four English lecturers’ teaching and research engagement. 

The four cases included English Language Teaching (ELT) teachers who had received 

a doctoral degree and were trained to do research, as well as ELT teachers who were 

initially recruited to teach language courses but were later required to transform their 

professional identities to be teacher-scholars. ELT teachers have reportedly exhibited a 

weak research capacity compared with university teachers in other subject areas, 

making this study on a professional group of English lecturers meaningful. It is 

therefore the aim of this study to systematically explore English lecturers’ identity 

construction pertinent to teaching and research engagements in the contested and 

evolving higher education reform in Mainland China. 

Drawing upon communities of practice, discourse theory, and activity theory, 

this study brings new knowledge to identity-in-practice, identity-in-discourse, and 

identity-in-activity. Data were triangulated through narrative frames, interviews, field 

observations, post-observation informal talks, and documents. Data analyses included 

“bottom-up” and “top-down” approaches; the former refers to analytic induction where 

meaning is grounded in data, whereas the latter helped the researcher arrive at a holistic 

understanding of participants’ professional identities by referring to theoretical 

concepts.  



iii 
 

The findings revealed an array of identity options (e.g., “gardener”, “innovator”, 

“researcher”, “scholar”, “poorly paid laborer”, “temporary worker”, “traitor”, “blind 

follower”, “game loser”, “robot”, “teaching machine”, “sojourner”, and “publishing 

machine”). The factors that shaped identity construction included shifting value of 

being an English teacher–researcher under higher education reform, intensified 

“publish-or-perish” ideology, and changing institutional and societal circumstances.  

This thesis proposes a tripartite conceptual framework of identity-in-practice, 

identity-in-discourse, and identity-in-activity to contextualize the practical and 

discursive identity construction of English lecturers. The tripartite framework of teacher 

identity based on these findings extends the notion of professional development upon 

which English lecturers should draw to empower themselves. By reflecting on 

contextual and personal resources relevant to their professional development, English 

lecturers are expected to utilize societal resources from the broader academic 

community to transcend institutional constraints to their personal and professional 

identity construction. This study concludes with implications for educators and 

administrators to provide responsive support for English lecturers’ professional 

development. Further research is needed to integrate the tripartite framework of practice, 

discourse, and activity to examine the complexity of teacher identity construction.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

This chapter begins with a basic introduction to this study. Then, recent higher 

education reform in Mainland China is presented along with a snapshot of the complex 

and hotly contested nature of English lecturers’ professional experiences. Next, this 

chapter identifies the significance and objectives of this research, and outlines the 

structure of this thesis. 

1.1 Introduction  
English has been commonly acknowledged as a global language. Following enactment 

of the Open Door Policy in the 1970s, many Chinese have expressed unwavering 

enthusiasm for learning English as a foreign language (EFL). English has since risen to 

prominence as the most important foreign language in China and a compulsory subject 

for all university students in the country. English has also been considered a guarantee 

for graduation and an asset for better job opportunities in higher education. Before the 

2000s, many university English teachers have thus been expected to respond to 

increased expectations around English learning; inevitably, many institutions lacked 

higher-degree English teachers and had no choice but to recruit fresh undergraduates 

(Hayhoe, 2011). After the 2000s, in an attempt to enhance teaching quality, many 

institutions implemented more stringent criteria for instructor recruitment, such as 

possessing at least a master’s degree. After the 2010s, it was common for institutions 

in China to require a doctoral degree for prospective English teachers. One of the 

reasons was a need for enhancing research performance.  

Upon recognizing the importance of occupying a competitive position in the 

global knowledge economy, China has embarked on a quest to develop initiatives for 

building world-class excellence in higher education (Lo, 2011). One of the most 

important initiatives launched by China’s Ministry of Education (MoE) included 

transforming elite academic institutions into global high-ranking universities (Tian & 

Lu, 2017). The three steps of China’s higher education reform are as follows: 1) hire 

international, competitive faculty members to build teams to conduct cutting-edge 



2 
 

science research; 2) develop and apply performance indicators to evaluate faculty 

members’ performance every 3 years; and 3) establish a tenure system, on the basis of 

which the university shall terminate contracts with faculty members who are not 

qualified for the tenure track (Zhang, 2014). These initiatives have introduced sweeping 

changes for university teachers. Corresponding shifts in higher education have involved 

institutional and social factors that affect junior and senior faculty, including their 

practices, lives, attitudes, feelings, and identities.  

Against the backdrop of higher education reform in Mainland China, university 

EFL teachers face challenges in their work domain. Their traditional role is to teach 

university students language skills; they are also expected to assume the roles of English 

curriculum designer, English materials developer, and English trainer. Most university 

EFL teachers tend to pay more attention to teaching because they believe they are 

unprepared to conduct research (Wen & Zhang, 2017). Yet recent higher education 

reform in Mainland China highlights the importance of research output for all university 

teachers. One indicator is the determination of either the teaching track or research track. 

Teachers on the research track receive better remuneration packages and earn higher 

promotions; thus, many teachers are forced to choose this track. However, compared 

with other disciplines in the social sciences, English teaching is regarded as having a 

weak research foundation, e.g., lacking financial research support and experienced 

researchers and teams (Dai, 2009). Indeed, research engagement has become a 

“bottleneck” for EFL teachers in Chinese universities (Wang & Han, 2011, p. 44). 

Relevant challenges include tensions and uncertainties around what a researcher should 

be, difficulties in entering a domain they are not familiar with, feelings of isolation, and 

the stress of being involved in a research culture (Xu, 2014). In light of such obstacles, 

the journey from teacher to researcher can be a rough road for university EFL teachers.  

University EFL teachers in China, as well as those in other subjects, secure 

promotion through Chinese academic ranks (i.e., assistant lecturer, lecturer, associate 

professor, and finally professor). Lecturers commonly need at least 5 years’ experience 

for promotion to associate professor, but a concrete term has not been set. Hence, many 

university EFL teachers, including those who have taught English for many years, are 
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still confined to lecturer (Wen & Zhang, 2017). Under the recent tenure-track reform in 

China, a certain period for promotion (e.g., a 3+3 contract) was set. According to this 

requirement, research performance is an important criterion for promotion, and 

lecturers who fail to be promoted may not have their contract renewed. The under-

emphasis on teaching coupled with an output-oriented culture has become a major 

source of conflict in EFL lecturers’ professional development. The focus on the number 

of publications and lack of institutional support may dull their ambitions for creativity 

and innovation in teaching or research.  

Among university EFL teachers, English lecturers face substantial challenges in 

terms of personal and professional development. They are burdened with heavy 

workloads, such as teaching many language skills courses and dealing with large class 

sizes. Further, the new managerialism culture prevalent in higher education has become 

a catalyst for the “schism” between research and other types of scholarship, including 

teaching (Chetty & Lubben, 2010, p. 841). Unlike associate professors who are allowed 

more time to prepare for promotion, lecturers face more time pressure and as a result 

have the possibility of promotion rejection, demotion, or even job termination looming 

over their shoulders. Ongoing education reforms have also put the onus on English 

lecturers to enhance research competitiveness in the English discipline rather than 

serving as language teachers, lecturing about language use and structure. Therefore, the 

question of how to enhance research performance has become a critical issue for all 

EFL teachers, especially EFL lecturers.  

 However, English lecturers’ professional practices remain underexplored relative 

to teaching (Au & Blake, 2003) and the ‘publish-or-perish’ phenomenon (Braine, 2005), 

particularly in the context of higher education reform in Mainland China. An 

investigation into how best to support English lecturers’ professional development and 

explore their professional lives may unveil meaningful insight into their professional 

identities. 

To these ends, this thesis reports on the professional experiences of English 

lecturers under the backdrop of higher education reform in Chinese universities. This 

thesis focuses on these teachers’ identity construction, with identity taken as a lens for 
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“how to be”, “how to act”, and “how to understand” their work and societal positions 

(Sachs, 2005, p. 15). This exploration unveils hidden structures that influence how 

English lecturers perceive teaching and research. Examining English lecturers’ 

professional experiences can also enhance our understanding of how university EFL 

teachers cope with potential obstacles in teaching, research, and publishing while 

serving as teachers and researchers on the contested ground of Chinese higher education.  

1.2 Higher education reform in Mainland China 

Along with economic development, China has witnessed great changes in the higher 

education sector. In order to better understand how university EFL teachers situate 

themselves in the reform, what challenges they are facing, and how their identities are 

constructed, this section outlines current higher education reform in Mainland China.  

1.2.1 Moving from centralized control toward managerial reform 
The higher education system in Mainland China is characterized by a top-down 

management system. The first administrative level is the State Council, which assumes 

responsibility for guiding the government at the provincial level along with relevant 

ministries and commissions. The second level is the MoE, which is responsible for 

governing affiliated universities. The MoE is the State Council’s executive body, 

overseeing the planning and development of national higher education, establishing 

new institutions, implementing relevant policies and regulations, and evaluating 

teaching and research. Under this centralized system, the government is the sole owner, 

investor, and administrator of public universities, which operate like government 

departments (Zhou, 2006). At all universities, the president assumes leadership of the 

university but is under the direction of the university’s Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 

committee.  

The CCP is the ruling party in China, and its ruling is expected to be consolidated 

across all universities. This system results in the state being overburdened with 

responsibility; universities lack the flexibility to meet society’s educational needs, and 

academics lack autonomy in teaching and research (Ngok, 2008). In addition, due to 

the one-party ruling system in China, political power dominates in universities and has 
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spurred conflicts between academics and administrative powers (Wang & Chen, 2007), 

even interfering with faculty’s teaching and research (Ye, 2011). In responding to 

developmental needs, the CCP committee’s power in some universities has loosened to 

grant the president more autonomy. 

Globalization discourse influences many aspects of social life, including higher 

education in China (Vidovich, Yang, & Currie, 2007). Related to this form of discourse, 

higher education reform in China has been characterized by development and 

challenges. The trend toward economic managerialism has also affected the governance 

philosophy in higher education, leading to greater integration with global academic 

practice (Turner & Acker, 2017). Managerialism, referring to the market-oriented 

approach of applying “organizational forms, technologies, management practices and 

values more commonly found in the private sector” (Deem, 1998, p. 47) to public 

institutions (Mok, 1999), has become a dominant force behind the efficiency and 

effectiveness of educational service delivery in China (Tian & Lu, 2017). The country’s 

market-oriented economy is driving the shift toward managerialism of higher education, 

and output measures are characterized by comparability and competition (Ngok, 2008). 

A managerial approach can enhance the efficiency of higher education sectors. 

Strategies include setting explicit targets, adopting contractual employment, requiring 

measurable performance standards, and determining performance indicators. In line 

with worldwide practices in higher education (Vidovich et al., 2007), such managerial 

practices have become an emerging mode in the contemporary Chinese higher 

education system (Tian & Lu, 2017). Business language, including terms such as “boss”, 

“strategic plan”, “effective management”, “quality control”, and “audit”, reflect 

increasing market practices in higher education. The effect of introducing university 

market practices is most prominent when examined in connection with increased 

competitiveness in the market segment that has undergone the most evolution: research 

institutions. 
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1.2.2 From teaching to overemphasis on research  
Teaching and research are two basic forms of scholarship in higher education (Boyer, 

1990). In higher education, teaching and research complement each other and exert a 

positive mutual influence. For example, the knowledge and skills gained through 

teaching furthers academic research. Research advances new knowledge that can 

improve teaching (Elton, 2001). Although teaching has been lauded as one important 

form, many higher education institutions in China tend to prioritize research and 

relegate teaching to a subservient status (Shi, 2015). Given the competitive state of 

higher education development, academic capitalism has been overemphasized in many 

Chinese universities, whereas fund-generating applied research has risen to prominence 

at the expense of teaching quality (Tian & Lu, 2017).  

University teachers in China have mainly published articles in Chinese journals 

(Flowerdew & Li, 2009). Peking University and Nanjing University produced a list of 

core journals among thousands of Chinese journals; of those listed, Nanjing 

University’s Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index (CSSCI) was a commonly 

recognized citation index program in China and widely accepted by many universities 

in the country. The database includes about 500 Chinese journals in the humanities and 

social sciences, revealing an imbalance between the amount of publishing space 

available and extent of publishing demands.  

Academics have been forced to shift their focus from teaching to research 

productivity to meet international standards (Xu, 2014). Recently, universities in China 

have emphasized teachers’ research output in international publishing to enhance global 

rankings (Hao, 2015), namely through the number of Science Citation Index (SCI) or 

Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) papers. An under-emphasis on teaching and an 

overemphasis on research output has spawned an output-oriented culture rife with 

conflict between teaching and research (Zhang & Shin, 2015) wherein academic staff, 

including lecturers, must prioritize research (Young, 2006). The Chinese government 

has invested extensive resources into universities through Projects 211 and 985. The 

MoE launched Project 211 in 1995 to raise the research standards of key universities. 

A total of 116 institutions (roughly 6% of all universities) were designated as belonging 
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to Project 211 (Project 211 and 985, 2012). Project 985 was announced in 1998, 

intended to promote the reputation of elite universities in China to become world-class 

universities. By the end of 2011, 39 universities in Project 211 were included in Project 

985 (Project 211 and 985, 2012). Project 211 and Project 985 upgraded the profile of 

China’s academic publications in the global educational sphere.  

However, teaching quality and innovation to enhance teaching performance 

remain hindered (Bogt & Scapens, 2012), and a focus on research output has not 

improved teaching quality (Shin, 2011). In addition, academics’ obsession with 

traditional CSSCI- or international SSCI-index journals has distorted research aims and 

compromised research quality (Tian & Lu, 2017). To meet the assessment requirements, 

academics may abandon important research topics that require a long period to study 

(Turner & Acker, 2017). Academics have also encountered challenges with work–life 

balance (Xu, 2014). 

1.2.3 From guanxi and academic corruption to quality output 
After the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, a highly 

centralized politico-economic system was the dominant mode until the end of the 1970s. 

During this period, institutions in China were completely subordinate to the government. 

Along with deepening national economic reforms in the 1980s, enterprises were 

gradually empowered to be depoliticized to develop market competition. Due to this 

highly centralized system, government departments monopolized all public resources 

for academic purposes. This pattern led to academic corruption in China, which was 

considered a serious problem relative to teacher promotion (Wang & Chen, 2007). 

Under such a management system, academic achievement was perceived as a means of 

obtaining administrative power. This type of social connection related to administrative 

power (in Chinese, guanxi) and academic corruption were the product of such 

centralized control systems (Wang & Chen, 2007). 

For example, the chances of winning grants and acquiring resources for 

professional development were, to some extent, related to guanxi (Ngok, 2008). The 

imbalance between limited publishing space and heavy publishing demands also 
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created a ‘black market’ and became a source of academic corruption (Wang, 2007). 

Publishing agencies, which provided writing and publishing services to novice teachers, 

began to proliferate (Xia & Feng, 2007). These agencies charged authors large sums of 

money for publishing. Some editors of Chinese journals also cooperated with such 

agencies to earn money from authors (Xia & Feng, 2007). Publishing in some Chinese 

journals was dependent on guanxi rather than a blind review system (Yang, 2005). 

Additionally, certain Chinese publishers charged teachers large sums of money to 

publish books (Wu & Jia, 2007). Only prestigious Chinese journals (e.g., CSSCI) and 

publishers followed a stringent peer review process and refrained from charging 

publication fees. 

Given the prevalence of academic corruption in the Chinese higher education 

system, the Chinese government has sought to establish a quality-control system; 

quality assurance has thus become an important dimension of higher education in 

Mainland China. For example, in 2011, the Twelfth Five-Year Plan guidelines (Ministry 

of Science and Technology of PRC, 2011) were stipulated to develop faculty members’ 

independent research capacity. Guidelines highlighted scientific evaluation and a 

reward system for research output. The China Academic Degrees and Graduate 

Education Development Center established a new round of evaluations for higher 

education in 2013. The evaluation criteria highlighted the value of internationally 

indexed journals (i.e., SSCI) and national core journals (i.e., CSSCI) for social science 

research and the importance of national-level research funds. A recent initiative was 

undertaken by the State Council in 2017, aiming to build world-class universities and 

world-class disciplines (i.e., the Double Top University Plan; in Chinese Shuang Yiliu). 

The Project Shuang Yiliu included 42 outstanding universities from Projects 985 and 

211. The purpose was to build “a certain number of world-class higher education 

institutions and disciplines by 2020” and transform “the nation into a world power of 

higher education by 2050” (Double Top University Plan, 2017). Under this initiative, 

many universities established an objective, reliable research performance assessment 

mechanism to encourage fair competition, produce constructive outcomes, and 

encourage energy and vitality. Several rounds of policy reform in higher education 
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research evaluation framed quality output as the main criterion for such evaluation. The 

initiatives also evoked competition among higher education institutions in China. 

Research quality, including the number of top journal articles and the number of 

national-level grants, constitutes the main criterion for recruiting talents to Chinese 

universities. 

1.2.4 From bianzhi and stability to tenure-track reform  
China is a country that emphasizes stability. Higher education in Mainland China has 

been characterized by a centralized control system, and colleges and universities have 

received a high degree of administrative intervention. According to interim provisions 

on the employment of teachers in institutions of higher learning and methods for their 

determination and promotion promulgated by the State Council in 1960, all university 

teachers shall be state cadre once employed and hold posts for life, subject to the 

allocation and management of the state. The Chinese term bianzhi has been used to 

refer to lifelong employment until retirement. In the 1990s, top universities in China 

(e.g., Tsing Hua University and Peking University) introduced the tenure-track system. 

One feature of this system was the ‘promotion-or-out’ policy (in Chinese, Fei sheng ji 

zou). However, this notion was met with fierce opposition, and the policy was later 

changed to ‘promotion-or-move to other posts’ (in Chinese, Fei sheng ji zhuan). For 

example, teachers who were not qualified for promotion could choose a different post, 

such as working as administrative staff.  

In 2003, the ‘promotion-or-out’ policy was raised for discussion again and piloted 

at Tsing Hua University (Qiu, 2010). This policy quickly became a topic of heated 

debate in many Chinese universities. By the 2010s, this policy had been implemented 

in many universities via Projects 985 and 211 as well as in some non-key universities 

(Zhang, 2014). Realizing the potential conflict with upholding the ‘promotion-or-out’ 

policy, some universities allowed long-service teachers to stay on the ‘slow track’ for 

promotion whereas all new teachers were required to follow the ‘fast track’; as such, 

the ‘promotion-or-out’ policy could be carried out within a shorter period (i.e., 3- to 6- 

year contracts) to respond more efficiently to opportunities to retain high-quality 
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staff (Zhang, 2018). Faculty members were no longer bound to the institutions with 

which they were affiliated, and the bianzhi system was gradually phased out of China’s 

higher education landscape.  

Academic mobility has become increasingly common in China for many reasons, 

including the market practice in China’s higher education industry (Jiang, 2009) and 

the globalization of academic practices around the world (Shi, 2015). However, the 

reality is that long-service teachers can no longer stay in their comfort zone (Tian & Lu, 

2017); some universities force long-service teachers to follow the fast track or 

encourage them to switch between the two tracks. Even if long-service teachers are not 

required to choose the new track in some universities, employment of many new 

teachers on the new track influences the previous performance appraisal system for 

senior teachers. Many universities link teachers’ research performance to remuneration 

packages. In addition, growing numbers of new teachers join higher education with a 

doctoral degree and a list of competitive publications. Promotion for academic staff, 

including junior and senior teachers, thus becomes increasingly fierce.  

Related to tenure-track reform is the pressure to produce research output. Many 

universities established various performance appraisals and incentive policies to 

enhance universities’ academic rankings. Although content related to tenure-track 

reform varied by university, these policies generally involved either 3- to 6-year short-

term contracts or 3+3 or 3+3+1 contracts (Tian & Lu, 2017). In addition, lists of 

quantifiable performance objectives were stipulated in each contract. Faculty’s 

academic performance was assessed based on pre-determined objectives. Decisions to 

either award or withhold tenure were made based on performance after the contract was 

fulfilled. All told, tenure-track reform in Chinese higher education system has 

reportedly exerted substantial pressure on faculty’s academic lives (Tian, Chen, & Liu, 

2015).  

1.3 EFL education and English lecturers in the Chinese higher education 

system 

This section introduces EFL education and the circumstances surrounding English 
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lecturers in China’s higher education system. It includes two parts: the first presents the 

state of EFL education in Chinese higher education; the second provides a snapshot of 

the contested nature of English lecturers’ professional experiences in higher education 

in Mainland China.  

1.3.1 University EFL education against the backdrop of English programs’ 

survival crisis  
English instruction witnessed a drastic upswing in the 1990s, and the boom of learning 

English peaked during the 2000s. The growing need to learn English became 

pronounced accompanied by China’s proactive role in an era of economic globalization. 

Students in China take English as one way to secure academic, occupational, and 

personal fulfilment. The importance of English in China is exemplified by the sheer 

number of English learners in the country, which exceeded 400 million in 2005 (Wei & 

Sun, 2012). University EFL learners in Mainland China include those who are and are 

not majoring in English. Non-English-major students learn English to fulfil a 

graduation requirement and gain more job opportunities. The focus of teaching English 

for non-English majors is on basic language skills (i.e., speaking, listening, reading, 

writing, and translating). Conversely, the 4-year English program is expected to train 

English majors to be professionals in the English language. With regard to the 

curriculum for English majors, the first 2 years focus on language skills (e.g., reading 

and speaking), whereas the following 2 years include advanced coursework in areas 

such as English literature, English linguistics, and other courses requiring 

interdisciplinary knowledge.  

However, the effectiveness of teaching university English has been criticized, 

with some individuals calling for university English to be revoked as a compulsory 

subject for students (Cai, 2010). English programs have also encountered a survival 

crisis in recent years (Liu & Wu, 2011). First, English majors may have weak 

employability. The Open Up policy in China came with increasing demand for English 

professionals to promote the country’s economic development. Graduates from English 

programs were highly competitive on the job market in light of Chinese non-English 

majors’ poor English skills (Qu, 2012). However, Chinese students’ average English 
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proficiency level has greatly improved as they now receive English education beginning 

in primary school (Qu, 2012). Consequently, the market for English majors has 

narrowed steadily. This situation has been exacerbated by the expansion of 

undergraduate English programs at all institutional levels in China (Hu, 2014). Second, 

nearly all universities in Mainland China have set up English language programs, 

leading to a surplus; these programs are heatedly competing for the limited pool of 

students. Third, a lack of planning in curriculum design and teaching management has 

proven problematic. Finally, English programs lack qualified teaching faculty. The 

position or development of English programs also remain unclear (Liu & Wu, 2011). 

At the social level, accompanied by China’s dramatic economic development, Hu’s 

(2005) proposal to learn English to benefit China’s economic development and 

modernization has been overshadowed by a growing interest in Chinese classics and 

culture (He & Teng, 2019). New terms, including “strengthening cultural confidence”, 

“the Chinese dream”, and “renaissance of Chinese culture”, have appeared in China’s 

recent policies (Ministry of Education, 2014). Given these various factors, English 

programs are facing a survival crisis.  

In terms of EFL education in English programs, China’s MoE revised the national 

guidelines and advised “a less literature-oriented and more diversified approach … to 

meeting the demands arising from the ‘socialist market economy’” (Qu, 2012, p. 17). 

Hu (2014) argued that, under such guidelines, English programs must be designed to 

better prepare students in language skills and subject-matter knowledge. On March 24–

25, 2019, the 4th National Tertiary-level Foreign Language Education Reform and 

Development High-end Forum was held in Beijing. MoE leaders, EFL experts from key 

universities, presidents from several key universities, and EFL teacher representatives 

throughout China attended the forum. During the event, experts proposed that the focus 

of EFL education in China should shift to cultivating compound-type foreign language 

talents in a new era: “professional knowledge + foreign language skills + cultural 

literacy”; “English + _____ major”; and developing off-line, on-line, and mixed-model 

“golden courses” (FLTRP News, 2019). Under such circumstances, university EFL 

teachers would need to revise their teaching approaches to help students gain more 
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effective English learning outcomes. They would also need to update their subject-

matter knowledge to teach EFL more effectively. However, EFL teachers’ readiness to 

reform their teaching remains questionable; these faculty may even suffer from a career 

crisis given the challenges in recruiting a sufficient number of students as English 

majors. The practical turn of EFL education in university has highlighted the need to 

explore EFL teachers’ professional practices and readiness for English teaching reform.  

1.3.2 English lecturers in Chinese higher education system: A professional group 

of EFL teachers  
Lecturers in Chinese higher education have traditionally been described as a unique 

occupational group with deep-rooted professional responsibilities to teaching, a 

mastery of knowledge and pedagogical expertise, and engagement in curriculum 

development. They serve as ‘gatekeepers’ in ensuring the quality of teaching for 

students.  

   The promotion for lecturers seems more challenging in Chinese higher education 

system in which a 4-level academic rank (i.e., assistant lecturer, lecturer, associate 

professor, and professor) is adopted. An assistant lecturer generally does not need to 

meet a quota to be promoted to lecturer; however, a limited quota is often set for 

promotion from lecturer to associate professor. In recent higher education reform, 

lecturers are granted a certain period (e.g., 6 years) for promotion, and only those who 

secure promotion can get contract renewal. Many universities in China have begun to 

establish a research track and teaching track for lecturers. Although uncommon, some 

universities have used the title of “assistant professor” for lecturers on the research track. 

Some universities allow lecturers who choose the teaching track to be promoted to 

associate professor; however, professors in all universities should be on the research 

track. In many universities, only lecturers on the research track can be promoted to 

associate professor. Although research requirement is less strict for lecturers on the 

teaching track, research is still a major criterion for promotion to associate professor. 

That said, research becomes an important dimension for lecturers whether on the 

teaching or research track for further promotion. When lecturers are promoted to 

associate professor, they are granted more time to prepare for promotion to professor, 
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and the contract for associate professor cannot be terminated without cause. These new 

requirements have led lecturers in Chinese higher education system to present an 

interesting case worthy of research. The following table illustrates the “lecturer” title in 

different education systems. 
 
Table 1.1 Academic ranks in different education systems (List of academic ranks, 2019) 
 

Country/region Definition of ‘lecturer’ in higher education  
United 

Kingdom  
A lecturer teaches classes and conducts research. Lecturers are 

promoted to senior lecturers, and then reader, and finally, 

professor.  
United States 
 

On a generic level, a lecturer is a non-tenure-track position. Senior 

lecturers usually earn more security and pay. There are no 

expectations around committees/service or research. 
Singapore A lecturer is a full-time, renewable position, and these faculty can 

apply for research funding. Promotion is to Associate Professor on 

the educator track. 
Hong Kong  A lecturer teaches classes but is not on the tenure-track. A lecturer 

is not required to conduct research. In some cases, lecturers are 

promoted to senior lecturers. In some cases, the promotion is from 

Lecturer II to Lecturer I. 
Mainland 

China  
A lecturer is a full-time position. Lecturers choose either teaching 

track or research track. In some cases, lecturers on the teaching 

track can be promoted to associate professor if they can meet the 

relevant research requirement. Commonly, lecturers on the 

research track can be promoted to associate professor, and then 

professor.  
 

In the midst of current higher education reform in China, lecturers have 

experienced fundamental changes; they must now focus on research to meet more 

stringent requirements following the reform. In this process, lecturers—rather than 

learning through legitimate peripheral participation—have been marginalized by the 

communities of practice in which they engage (Bathmaker & Avis, 2005). Lecturers’ 

marginalization appears related to workplace conditions, such as a lack of resources 

and institutional support (Guile & Lucas, 1999), a mismatch between imagined 

communities of practice and practiced communities of practice (Boyd & Harris, 2010), 

and ‘publish-or-perish’ pressure (Hemmings & Kay, 2010). 



15 
 

Compared with research performance in other subjects in the social sciences, EFL 

education has not gained its deserved status in Chinese higher education system (Bai, 

Millwater, & Hudson, 2013). Chinese EFL academics’ research capacity in 

international publishing was initially limited (Wen, 2003). Reasons for the lack of 

research capacity included a lack of networking, research awareness, and disciplinary 

and interdisciplinary knowledge; insufficient institutional support; a heavy teaching 

load; and an unsupportive research culture (Gao, 2006). Compared with other fields, 

Chinese academics’ publications in international journals in EFL education were 

sporadic, and such scholarship had little international influence (Dai & Zhang, 2004; 

Wang, 2000). In response to this, Chinese EFL researchers, including English lecturers, 

were encouraged to engage in research (Shu, 2002). This call echoed an appeal for EFL 

research internationally (Borg, 2007) and the need to meet tenure-track requirements in 

Chinese higher education (Tian & Lu, 2017). EFL teachers thus began to devote more 

effort to publishing articles in international top-tier journals, vying for research grants, 

and producing scholarly books with a global reach (Bai et al., 2013).  

Considering the large number of English learners and teachers in China, enhancing 

Chinese EFL academics’ research capacity is critical. English lecturers, who face 

pressure to conduct quality research, cannot simply be teaching craftsmen if they wish 

to survive in China’s competitive higher education system (Yang, Zhang, & Xie, 2001). 

Although most higher education EFL practitioners wanted to change their classroom 

teaching by engaging in research (Shu, 2002), some perceived themselves as under 

pressure; research performance became a primary performance indicator apart from 

their desired intentions (Wen, 2003) and seemed to be unsustainable given a lack of 

time or adequate research skills (Barkhuizen, 2009). Within higher education reform in 

China, English lecturers’ engagement in practice (i.e., factors that facilitate or inhibit 

teaching and research) warrants systematic examination.  

English lecturers were taken as a professional group of EFL teachers in this study 

for several reasons. First, EFL teachers lack research skills compared with teachers in 

other disciplines and the quota for promotion to associate professor is limited (Wen, 

2003). English lecturers, compared with assistant lecturers or associate professors, may 
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encounter more tensions in gaining promotion; such tensions may be personal, 

interpersonal (i.e., between themselves and students or colleagues), or environmental 

(i.e., a mismatch between goals and the reality of meeting new teaching and research 

requirements). These constraints comprise a fundamental theme in English lecturers’ 

professional experiences. Therefore, these faculty may be in a more vulnerable position 

and more likely to face challenges related to professional identity construction.  

Second, the shifting focus from language teaching to research may influence 

English lecturers’ commitment to their work as well as their investment to promoting 

innovation and enhancing knowledge. Actual communities of practice may not be 

aligned with those they imagined. Compared with other EFL teachers, lecturers are 

under more pressure to strive for promotion. One could argue that, as members of a 

unique professional group who are confronted with growing pressure around teaching 

and research, they may encounter stress in constructing meaning as teachers and 

researchers within Chinese higher education.  

Finally, conflicts may arise for English lecturers regarding tenure-track reform and 

insufficient support in Chinese higher education (Yang et al., 2001). Under Chinese 

higher education reform, lecturers in many universities have to choose the research 

track. Given an unstable institutional setting and lack of research support (Bai et al., 

2013), EFL teachers may encounter intense pressure around becoming legitimate 

academic citizens under Chinese higher education reform. This type of pressure is more 

pronounced for English lecturers than for other EFL teachers. 

Overall, English lecturers, as a specific group of university EFL teachers who must 

meet research demands within unfavorable institutional and departmental research 

environments, may face struggles in identity construction and potentially professional 

burnout. On one hand, English lecturers with rich teaching experience reportedly lack 

opportunities for promotion due to insufficient research output (Wen & Zhang, 2017); 

on the other hand, their lack of professional knowledge in other subject areas can pose 

challenges to proposed EFL innovation of cultivating ‘English + professional 

knowledge’ talents. In addition, EFL teachers in China often have few incentives for 

research (Wen & Zhang, 2017). The inherent struggles these faculty members face 
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reflect an uncertain and under-recognized status as an English lecturer in China’s 

contemporary higher education system. A contextualized understanding of English 

lecturers’ professional lives can offer insight into the types of responsive support and 

assistance from which they can benefit. Thus, it is imperative to investigate English 

lecturers in their work contexts, particularly with regards to ‘publish-or-perish’ 

syndrome and career development. Scholars have noted that understanding teachers’ 

positions in the environments in which they live and work is essential to their 

professional development (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009); hence, it is essential to 

explore English lecturers’ identity construction to shed light on their professional 

development.  

Furthermore, given the low visibility of Chinese EFL teachers in the teacher 

education literature, one could contend that EFL professionals in China are least 

familiar with their own cohort. Despite relevant efforts, scarce empirical studies have 

investigated Chinese EFL teachers; available research has tended to focus on Chinese 

novice EFL teachers’ identity development (Xu, 2013) and university EFL teachers’ 

researcher identity construction while struggling to meet ambiguous research 

requirements (Long & Huang, 2017; Xu, 2014). These empirical studies are valuable 

in highlighting a research focus on English lecturers’ professional teaching and research 

practices.  

Against the backdrop of EFL education and higher education reform, English 

lecturers have been forced to shift toward new teaching and research requirements. 

They may need to reconstruct their teacher identities during this process. Given that 

English lecturers have been traditionally perceived as craftsmen in teaching, they may 

be required to define their professional identities by assuming a new identity as a 

researcher. Amidst a heavy workload and inadequate reward scheme, they may 

experience identity conflict and thus advocate for an empowering teacher identity. 

These circumstances underscore the need to better understand English lecturers’ 

identity construction against the backdrop of EFL education and higher education 

reform in Mainland China.  
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1.4 Why is identity adopted as an analytic lens? 

Driven by the global tide of market competition and knowledge economy, seeking 

higher global university rankings within the Chinese higher education system has 

become a prevailing trend. Development of staff appraisal schemes at universities has 

included research performance as an important domain. This trend has placed great 

pressure on universities to demonstrate and improve the efficiency and effectiveness of 

higher education. Accompanied by widespread concerns over funding, ranking, 

accountability, and managerial efficiency, universities in Mainland China are putting 

increasingly stringent requirements on academics’ research output, and assessing 

publications in terms of quantity and quality. Several criteria, including SSCI index and 

impact factors of the journals, have been employed to evaluate the quality of 

publications. The “publish or perish” syndrome has intensified in recent higher 

education reform in Mainland China. Increasingly more junior academics in Chinese 

universities are suffering from possible termination of contracts, difficulties in 

obtaining tenure after long service, and demotivation in academic development (Tian 

& Lu, 2017). The pressure has also been handed down to English lecturers, who possess 

a strong practice orientation. Adapting to the increasing demands on scholarship with a 

strong focus on theory-building and scientific rigor became more and more challenging 

for them. Consequently, they were forced to squeeze in time from a heavy workload in 

fulfilling their practical responsibilities (e.g., teaching and curriculum development) for 

choosing what to research and where to publish in an attempt to meet the institutional 

expectations. As shown in a recent study (Tian & Lu, 2017), the increasing institutional 

requirements to publish under the context of building Shuang Yiliu has put lecturers in 

the Chinese higher education system under tremendous pressure, and their attention has 

been diverted from teaching to research.  

    The paradigm shift in seeking global university rankings highlights a need to 

consider the social, political, economic, cultural, institutional and individual factors. 

Related to this, teachers’ perceptions of their profession influence their professional 

development, and teacher identity could be considered a key dimension in teachers’ 

professional development (Garner & Kaplan, 2019). Against such a background, this 
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thesis attempts to adopt identity as an analytic lens to understand English lecturers’ 

professional development under the recent higher education reform in Mainland China. 

As Trent (2014) pointed out, the basic issue with teachers’ professional development is 

the complex and difficult challenges different teachers confront as they establish their 

professional identities. This argument highlights the importance of teacher professional 

identity development, which has become an important lens for understanding teacher 

education.  

Previous studies have also suggested identity as an analytic tool to understand how 

education and society are connected with each other (Gee, 2001). Identity is also an 

important notion in foreign language education for understanding autonomy and agency 

(Huang & Benson, 2013). Enlightened by those studies, this thesis adopts identity as an 

analytic lens for exploring English lecturers’ professional practices because this tool 

can help us understand how individuals “negotiate personal and professional spaces in 

a site of struggle across time and space” (Alsup, 2006, p.98) and gain “a lived sense of 

who we are” through interactions with others within and across broader communities 

(Wenger, 1998, p.192). English lecturers under the higher education system are likely 

to modify or recast their professional identities when facing challenges and their 

identities might be trapped in a site of struggle and conflicts. The adoption of identity 

as an analytic tool can help us understand teachers’ “self-efficacy, motivation, 

commitment and job satisfaction” (Flores & Day, 2006, p. 220), and how teachers 

“maximize their potential” for their professional development (Clark, 2009, p.187).  

     Hence, identity holds a central position in language teacher education as the 

ultimate goal is to help teachers make sense of who they are and what they are doing 

(Barkhuizen, 2017). An exploration of the dialectical relationship between identities 

and social practices highlights the contested and fluid nature of teacher identity 

(Jorgensen & Philips, 2002). Thus, a need to adopt identity as a tool for researching the 

complex, dynamic, and contested nature of identity construction is present (Kanno & 

Stuart, 2011). Despite identity as “an integral part of teacher learning” (Tsui, 2011, pp. 

32), studies researching the complex process of identity enactment as an English 

lecturer are relatively limited. In facing challenges or conflicts, English lecturers are 
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left to perform institutional compliance and allow their identity to be manipulated, or 

actively explore their potential for personal and professional growth. The notion of 

identity can provide an in-depth understanding of how English lecturers respond to their 

work commitment, and how various stakeholders—including students, leaders, and 

administrators—influence their agency in work. The lens of identity has also provided 

insight into how English lecturers could be better supported in their future professional 

development. 

1.5 Rationale for this research study  

This study was informed by Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice, with a focus on 

participants’ identity construction within and across communities. The present study 

also drew on discourse theory (Bucholts & Hall, 2004), contributing to an in-depth 

understanding of identity formation due to the constitutive effects of discourse. Activity 

theory (Engeström, 2001) was employed to reveal the influences of social, historical, 

and cultural settings on teacher identity construction. Hence, this study explores teacher 

identity construction from perspectives of practice, discourse, and activity. The 

rationale for this study is justified by the significance of and objectives for this research. 

1.5.1 Significance of the present study  
It is important to explore English lecturers’ identity construction for several reasons. 

First, English lecturers play a pivotal role in enhancing English teaching and learning 

in higher education along with research in EFL education. The complexity of English 

lecturers’ work commitments has been increasingly acknowledged. While English 

lecturers attempt to overcome challenges in teaching, they must also meet increasingly 

rigid research requirements to survive higher education reform in China. This process 

is not straightforward and comes with unpredictable challenges. Under tenure-track 

reform, English lecturers’ community may be different from that in the past. Lecturers 

are now required to move from a teaching-track comfort zone to a competitive state of 

‘publish-or-perish’ to survive in the higher education system. Therefore, the 

complexities of identity construction as an English lecturer are considered a significant 

research area that warrants further exploration. This study provides insight into how 
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English lecturers perceive and pursue professional development, how they address 

challenges, and how they cope with pressure to conduct teaching and research to 

survive in the higher education community. 

Second, this study contributes theoretically and practically to the knowledge base 

around teacher identity, particularly in the highly contested and ever-shifting context of 

higher education. By focusing on English lecturers with different academic 

backgrounds in Mainland China, this study contributes to the theoretical base of teacher 

identity by exploring communities of practice (i.e., which identities teachers exhibit 

while conducting practices in different communities), discourse (i.e., which identities 

emerge from teachers’ actual language use), and activity (i.e., which identities teachers 

form and negotiate within various activity systems). This study likewise contributes to 

the scarcely refined theorization of teacher identity from the perspectives of practice, 

discourse, and activity and offers insight into the complex, contested, and dynamic 

nature of teacher identity (re)formation. The study also sheds light on various factors 

that may affect the (re)formation of identity as a teacher and researcher, particularly 

within Chinese higher education system.  

Third, the present study contributes to an understanding of the complex interplay 

between individuals and society (Benson, 2012; Gu, 2011; Tsui, 2007). Exploring 

English lecturers’ professional practice and work experiences can shed light on 

facilitators and hindrances to the development of professional identity as a teacher and 

researcher in higher education (Lankveld et al., 2016). Identity development is an 

important dimension of one’s commitment to work and dealing with various norms in 

an educational setting (Gee, 2001; Huang & Benson, 2013). Moreover, identity should 

not be perceived “as an object in and of itself—but in the constant work of negotiating 

the self” (Wenger, 1998, p. 151). The present study hence provides insight into aids and 

constraints that influence English lecturers’ professional identity construction. These 

results can also foster an awareness of appropriate strategies for coping with embedded 

rules of English lecturers’ professional development. By presenting a detailed picture 

of real-life English lecturers’ dilemmas, challenges, and achievements, this study 

extends an understanding of the conflicts English lecturers may face and how these 
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faculty can legitimize their positions within higher education.  

Finally, by exploring the complex process of English lecturers’ identity 

(trans)formation through lenses of practice, discourse, and activity within and across 

time and space, this thesis sheds light on the continued development of EFL education 

and teacher education. This thesis also delineates the challenges inherent in English 

lecturers’ professional development in higher education. Findings can shape 

recommendations for policy makers and educational administrators in terms of how to 

provide responsive support to English lecturers. Such suggestions may help 

stakeholders assist lecturers in reflecting on and fashioning a robust professional 

identity, surmounting obstacles that prevent advancement, and pursuing the 

development of EFL education.  

1.5.2 Objectives of the present study  
The main purpose of this study is to explore English lecturers’ identity construction in 

Chinese higher education system. This qualitative study is guided by the following 

objectives in an effort to expand scholarly research on teacher education while offering 

a holistic picture of participants’ identity construction over time. 

First, Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice considers numerous dimensions 

of identity formation, including social, spatial, and historical dimensions. The three 

modes of belonging (i.e., engagement, imagination, and alignment) are major sources 

of identity construction. As individual identities may be influenced by context, this 

study explores how English lecturers form identities while engaged in communities of 

practice. Exploring teacher identity-in-practice sheds light on how English lecturers 

perceive who they are in relation to broader social practices, how they can participate 

in communities of practice while negotiating multiple perspectives and constructing 

alliances, and what competencies are essential for belonging.  

Second, language shapes identity work in sociocultural contexts (Bucholtz & Hall, 

2010). The present study aims to explore teacher identity-in-discourse from a 

sociocultural linguistic perspective (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004). In particular, this study 

focuses on the discursive process of teacher identity construction in terms of three 
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tactics of intersubjectivity: adequation/distinction, authentication/denaturalization, and 

authorization/illegitimation (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004). Exploring identity from this 

perspective can illuminate the reciprocal relationships among language, identity, and 

broader socio-historical-cultural settings to expand the knowledge base on the ever-

shifting nature of teacher identity construction.  

Third, participants’ teacher identity construction does not occur in a vacuum but 

is instead embedded within a socio-historical-cultural setting in which teaching and 

research take place. Hence, this study addresses how teacher identity is constructed by 

participants’ situated social activity systems where various institutional stakeholders, 

implicit or explicit rules, divisions of labor, artefacts, and tools may align with or 

contradict each other. The purpose is to examine participants’ identity construction in 

specific social and cultural settings, understand how socio-historical-cultural settings 

affect English lecturers’ behavior, and explore the situated nature of identity 

construction via activity theory (Engeström, 2001).  

Finally, complementing recent studies (Trent, 2018b, Yuan & Mak, 2018), the 

present study aims to conclude with a theoretical understanding of teacher identity by 

proposing a tripartite framework of teacher identity composed of practice, discourse, 

and activity. The present study also delineates English lecturers’ engagement, alignment, 

and imagination around shared teaching and research practices; explores the 

constitutive effects of discourse on identity construction; and reveals activity system 

components in negotiating and constructing identities. Overall, findings from this 

research can extend knowledge about complex power differentials and context in 

teacher identity construction.  

1.6 Research questions  
With the purpose of exploring English lecturers’ identities in practice, discourse, and 

activity, the present study addresses the following questions:  

1. How do English lecturers construct their identities in practice?  

2. How do English lecturers construct their identities in discourse? 

3. How do English lecturers construct their identities in activity systems? 
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4. How can a tripartite framework of practice, discourse, and activity help understand 

English lecturers’ identity construction? 

1.7 The outline of the thesis 
This study reports on English lecturers’ professional experiences in Chinese universities 

and examines the construction of their teacher identities. By considering English 

lecturers within the survival crisis of English programs and higher education reform in 

China, this study explores teacher identities constructed in practice, discourse, and 

activity. Chapter 1 introduces the background of EFL education and higher education 

reform in Mainland China along with this study’s significance and objectives. Chapter 

2 opens with a review of identity, including teacher identity and researcher identity. It 

then discusses the rationale for drawing upon communities of practice, discourse theory, 

and activity theory in research on teacher identity. Based on a review of relevant 

literature, the chapter highlights the need to combine identity-in-practice, identity-in-

discourse, and identity-in-activity perspectives for understanding teacher identity.  

Chapter 3 describes the research methodology. It first presents the rationale for 

using multiple case studies. The chapter next describes the context for this study, 

purposeful participant selection, chosen research sites, and data collection and analysis 

procedures. It then outlines ethical considerations, summarizes participants’ 

background information, and addresses research validity. This chapter concludes with 

a personal reflection from the researcher.  

Chapters 4 through 7 present findings from the collected data. Each chapter 

presents a case story and discusses each participant’s identity construction from the 

perspectives of practice, discourse, and activity. Chapter 8 is the discussion chapter, 

proposing a tripartite framework of understanding teacher identity through integrating 

identity-in-practice, identity-in-discourse, and identity-in-activity. Chapter 9 concludes 

this thesis. The chapter highlights contributions and implications for understanding 

teacher identity and teacher education and concludes with limitations and suggestions 

for future research.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

This chapter includes five sections. The first section provides an overview of identity, 

teacher identity, and researcher identity. The second section focuses on identity 

construction from a practice perspective. The notion of communities of practice (CoP) 

is adopted to understand participants’ enacted identities (i.e., the types of identities 

observed in their practice) (Wenger, 1998). The third section discusses identity 

construction from a discourse perspective. Discourse theory (Fairclough, 2003), e.g., 

tactics of intersubjectivity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004), is adopted to explore participants’ 

narrated identities (i.e., identities as evidenced by teachers’ language use). The fourth 

section reviews identity construction from an activity perspective. Activity theory is 

adopted to examine identity construction in various activity systems, including how 

tools and artefacts can mediate subjects’ relationships with their social, cultural, and 

historical worlds to achieve an object (Engeström, 2001). Based on literature review, 

the final section proposes gaps to be bridged, namely understanding English lecturers’ 

identity construction from the perspectives of practice, discourse, and activity. 

2.1 Understanding identities 
English lecturers’ professional lives are characterized by various kinds of rewards and 

challenges derived from the shifting institutional and sociocultural contexts. Situated in 

higher education, English lecturers engage in a wide range of professional activities, 

including ELT teaching and research, mentoring, and evaluations and other academic 

services. They encounter challenges of multiple identities, i.e., teacher, researcher, 

scholar, and lecturer. Teacher identity has been explained as ‘‘how to act’’ and “how to 

understand’’ in relation to teaching commitment (Sachs, 2005, p. 15). Based on this 

definition, researcher identity can be extended to one’s understanding of and actions 

towards research commitment. A scholar is a researcher who has developed expertise 

and can devote their time to scholarly pursuits. A lecturer has a teacher’s perception of 

their work commitment under the academic rank of lecturer. This section first presents 

an in-depth review of identity, then it focuses on teacher identity, and researcher identity, 

two important notions to be explored in the present study. This section highlights 
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identity as an important lens in education research. 

2.1.1 Identity 
The notion of role helps us understand identities. An identity occurs when an individual 

occupies a role and personalizes the expectations to define the identity for himself or 

herself. The failure at identity verification could stem from an individual’s contextual 

constraints that thwart the effort at shaping his or her role. A role is socially defined, or 

something that is “static, formal and ritualistic” (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 45). A role 

provides structure, organization and meaning for oneself or a series of expectations that 

guide people’s attitudes and behaviours (Thoits & Veirshup, 1997). The role that an 

individual takes on consists of the cultural expectations bonded together with social 

positions in a social group that the person participates in. Each role has an idiosyncratic 

dimension, which relates to the distinctive attributes that individuals demonstrate in 

their roles. For example, a teacher possesses multiple roles of researcher, teacher, 

programme administrator, and parent. However, identity is different from a role. 

Identity is more abstract and is “a self-defining process that depends on the monitoring 

of, and reflection upon, psychological and social information about possible trajectories 

of life” (Elliot, 2001, p. 37). 

Identity is a key notion in the social sciences. Departing from the psychologists 

who tend to perceive identity as an individual’s inner quest for a desired identity, 

sociologists tend to perceive identity as a social interaction in everyday life, the wider 

society, the cultural and moral norms, and the impact made by others in the making of 

the self (Elliott, 2001). Following this definition, Block (2007) defined identity was 

“socially constructed, self-conscious, ongoing”, and negotiated “at the crossroads of the 

past, present and future” (p.27). Lin (2008) interpreted identity as “a kind of 

achievement through active, conscious efforts (or construction) of the individual, who 

is seen as always socially situated and constantly interacting with (significant) others 

in her/his communities” (p.202). A common understanding of identity from those 

studies is that identity is a process of seeking the answer to the question “Who I am?” 

and such process is influenced by the external (i.e., the sociocultural contexts) and 
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internal (i.e., agentive individuals).  

Different views of identity have been proposed through various theoretical camps. 

For example, within a structurally oriented approach, identity is perceived as stable and 

fixed; within an action-oriented approach, identity is regarded as fluid and malleable 

(Kreiner, Hollensbe, & Sheep, 2006). Identity can be further conceptualized from a 

post-structuralist perspective, in which identity is perceived as the product of multiple 

and competing discourses and representations of the volatile, fluctuating, and 

fragmental natures of the “self” (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000, p. 8). When adopting a 

social constructionist perspective, individuals’ identity construction and development 

constitute a dynamic, interactive, discursive, and contextual process (Block, 2007). 

Despite these disparate conceptualizations, a common factor is that the institutions or 

social contexts in which individuals are situated can reframe their identity trajectory 

(Geijsel & Meijers, 2005). An examination of the above literature suggests that identity 

develops throughout life and that awareness of identity provides a sense of continuity, 

enabling individuals to differentiate between the self and others. Hence, identity reflects 

one’s inner state, facilitating introspection, autonomy, agency, and continuity of 

functioning within a person, across communities, and across time and space (Teng, 

2018). 

A recent appeal was made to define the dynamic trajectory of identity 

development. Identity has been described as a “multivalent”, “contradictory”, “heavily 

burdened”, “elusive”, and “problematic” but nevertheless “indispensable” process 

(Brubaker & Cooper, 2000, p. 8). Because individuals retain particular ties, awareness, 

experiences, trajectories, and predicaments, identity appears a vague, fuzzy, 

multidimensional, and versatile concept (Flum & Kaplan, 2012). The process through 

which the self is constructed and continuously reconstructed is similarly fragile, 

undulating, and fragmented (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). Identity can also be formed, 

fashioned, built, developed, or modified (Benson, 2011), perhaps because the interplay 

between individual and social contexts is dynamic (Erikson, 1975) and identity 

construction is anchored in “group solidarity and communal culture” (Flum & Kaplan, 

2012, p.242). Hence, personal and communal factors are involved in identity formation; 
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identity appears to be an integrative concept composed of subjective and objective 

dimensions and connected to the self and one’s context (Richards, 2015). 

Given the above knowledge, identity cannot be explored simply through the age-

old quest of becoming “a certain kind of person” (Gee, 2001, p. 99) or understanding 

“Who am I at this moment?” (Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004, p. 108). Instead, levels 

of identity must be disentangled because individuals may have a repertoire of identities 

rendered salient by specific contextual features (Pratt, 2003). Some types of behavior 

may be habituated whereas others may be impermissible (Alsup, 2006; Beauchamp & 

Thomas, 2011). Some features of identity may appear relatively stable individually, but 

certain patterns of thinking and behaving may be easily modified when interacting with 

others. Markus and Kunda (1986) argued that various aspects of identity can be deemed 

core, salient, or central while others remain more hidden. This dichotomy may explain 

why some individuals are willing to accept and reinforce aspects of their identity but 

others tend to downplay or challenge identity characteristics ascribed to them (Varghese, 

Morgan, Johnston, & Johnson., 2005). In addition, some aspects of identity might exist 

before being activated in a social situation. For example, Turner and Reynolds (2010) 

suggested that some aspects of identity were already stored rather than created by 

specific circumstances. This distinction could be a source of conflict between an 

individual’s desired and ascribed identities. 

In light of this background, one might argue that identity encompasses multiple 

aspects that vary in accessibility across communities. Hence, an individual may possess 

several identities at the same time, and the multiple identities an individual holds can 

be combined to form a sense of self. Construction of multiple identities is influenced 

by how individuals engage in creating, presenting, representing, and performing who 

they are in relation to others and in re-establishing their sense of self while observing 

how others position themselves. 

However, individuals may feel distressed by their multiple identities because they 

encounter a broad, distracting, and conflicting array of role obligations. Identity 

salience has been defined as “the prominence, significance, and importance of an 

identity to oneself” (Jones & McEwen, 2000, p.406). The salience individuals attach to 
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their identities affects their willingness to assume each role and how well they perform 

in each. If an individual focuses too much on or conforms fully to one aspect, he/she 

may find it difficult to fulfil other aspects. In a related vein, Thompson and Bunderson 

(2001) suggested that people could reduce role strain by synergizing their identities. 

Identity synergy was described as the product of participating in a community that 

provided opportunities for members to enact one or more important identities (Thoits, 

1983). Teng (2018) argued that when members perceived value from engaging with a 

community, they may synergize another identity or perceive the community as an 

opportunity to help them enact their identities. By contrast, if individuals have 

determined that a community cannot provide them opportunities to synergize multiple 

identities, they may feel that the community cannot enable them to grow in their 

identities; thus, they may ultimately cease pursuing their aspired identities. 

By exploring an array of social, cultural, and educational issues at the classroom, 

institutional, and societal levels, Gee (2001) argued that education should not be treated 

as a purely cognitive activity of transferring knowledge and skills. In practice, 

education is a social and cultural matter that can transform teachers’ and learners’ 

identities. A focus on identity seems valuable in educational research, in that such work 

can provide insight into the complex nature of teaching and learning. Despite broad 

interest in researching identity in education, the interaction between identity and 

education has not received sufficient attention (Flum & Kaplan, 2012). In addition, 

identity is perceived as “a product and a process” (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009, p.177). 

Empirical investigations should be conducted to explore teacher identity construction 

during and in response to the constant interplay of constraints and facilitators within 

socially and historically specific discourses (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2011). Teachers 

are likely to construct their own identities but may also be assigned identities due to 

societal or cultural constraints; therefore, identity provides a potentially useful 

analytical lens in the educational field (Gee, 2001). 

2.1.2 Teacher identity 
Teacher identity (i.e., how teachers understand themselves or the image they present to 
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others) guides teachers’ practice and development (Day, 2011). Teachers in higher 

education exhibit numerous identities, including that of “researcher” (Sikes, 2006), 

“model” (Koster et al., 2005), and “collaborator” (Murray, Swennen, & Shagrir, 2009). 

Hence, teachers may possess several identities simultaneously and deploy these 

identities to achieve credibility and recognition (Swennen, Jones, & Volman, 2010). 

Characteristics of teacher identity therefore include who teachers should be or become, 

the challenges teachers encounter, teachers’ perceptions of the value of their jobs, the 

types of support teachers need for professional development, and teachers’ perceptions 

of their job after working for a certain time. 

Teacher identity, according to Sachs (2005), has also been defined as ‘‘how to act’’ 

and “how to understand” teachers’ commitment to work (p. 15). Additionally, teacher 

identity can refer to teachers’ perceptions of the meaning of being a teacher 

(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). Teacher identity has been found to be shaped by the 

contexts within which they are supported or not supported (Kreber, 2010); as such, 

teachers’ identities may be enacted via a process of interacting with colleagues, students, 

and other stakeholders. Related to this, Alsup (2006) argued that the process of teacher 

identity construction is variable across time and space. Teacher identity construction is 

nonlinear given the dynamic opportunities and challenges inherent in their job and life 

experiences (Murray & Male, 2005). The multiplicity, discontinuity, and social nature 

of teacher identity, in Beauchamp and Thoms’s (2009) words, is formed because of the 

“inextricable link between the personal and professional selves of a teacher” (p.180) 

and the misalignment between “external aspects (contexts and relationships) and 

internal aspects (stories and emotions)” (p.179).  

Studies reported in the literature note the changing context (Teng & Yip, 2019) 

and novice teachers’ experiences in autonomous teaching (Huang, Lock, & Teng, 2019) 

on teacher identity construction. Hockings et al. (2009) contended that university 

teachers’ profession and identity formation had not received sufficient recognition. On 

one hand, the rewards teachers gain from their commitment to work can help develop 

an ability to negotiate identity meaning and provide a direction in personal and 

professional development. On the other hand, teachers may encounter a range of 



31 
 

obstacles that compromise their work-related efforts. These rewards and challenges are 

often entangled, exemplifying the complexity of teacher identity in higher education. 

The environment, the learners, the colleagues, the administrators, and the emotion 

brought to the context or generated by the context, can shape a teacher’s identity.  

2.1.3 Researcher identity 
Few studies have explored researcher identity among university teachers (Long & 

Huang, 2017; Yuan, 2017). Despite acknowledging the importance of developing a 

researcher identity for university teachers (e.g., Murray, 2005; Robinson & McMillan, 

2006), university teachers find it challenging to exert agency in research (Hökkä, 

Eteläpelto, & Rasku-Puttonen, 2012; Murray, 2005). In addition, university teachers 

often face challenges in developing a researcher identity due to a lack of direction 

around how to conduct research (Khan, 2011; Murray & Male, 2005). Therefore, 

teachers may experience tension or internal conflict related to developing a researcher 

identity. They may also have difficulties recognizing themselves as researchers, which 

could temper their motivation to conduct research. 

In the process of ‘being and becoming’ researchers, historical and social forms of 

capital impact how researcher identities are constructed. Researcher identity has been 

conceptualized as malleable and dynamic, wherein an individual may display different 

versions of the self; some selves are heavily dependent on either the context in which 

an individual is engaged or the people he/she encounters during interactions (Giddens, 

1991). When university teachers move to a university research network, pressures 

around “publish or perish” syndrome create identity strain (Yuan, 2017).  “The mixed 

contexts of supporting policies and practical constraints” inhibit university EFL 

teachers’ research practice (Xu, 2014, p.254). For example, although institutional policy 

encourages teachers to engage in research, teachers lack institutional support in terms 

of “reduced teaching load, training workshops for publishing, and mentoring from 

senior researchers” (p.254). Struggles in performing research may affect the formation 

of researcher identity, which involves “a limbo between a past state and a coming one” 

(Hamilton, Dunnett, & Downey, 2012, p. 275) or “a period of personal ambiguity, of 
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non-status, and of unanchored identity” (Schouten, 1991, p. 49). Hence, effort and 

community support have been deemed essential in resolving conflicts around 

establishing a researcher identity. 

The transition from teacher to researcher reflects the “fashioning and refashioning” 

of identity construction (Miller Marsh, 2003, p.8). It is a process influenced by “the 

past and the future in the experience of the present” (Wenger, 1998, p. 158). Hence, a 

clear researcher identity may not apply to some university teachers. It is necessary to 

explore university teachers’ identity positions as they confront and modify their 

approaches to research. At times, one dimension of researcher identity might be in the 

center; however, such an identity might be situated on the margins at other times. The 

shifting and fluid nature of researcher identity should therefore be studied. Similar to 

the conceptualization of teacher identity (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009), researcher 

identity can be defined by three aspects: thinking about what a researcher is, performing 

as a researcher, and being thought about as a researcher. Struggles in the formation of 

researcher identity are related to difficulties recognizing and accepting uncertainties as 

part of the researcher self. Forging researcher identities, particularly for novice teachers, 

is a thought-provoking notion worth further exploration. 

2.2 Identity construction from a practice perspective 
This section reviews identity construction from a practice perspective, including two 

sub-sections. The first sub-section reviews CoP; the second reviews teacher identity in 

practice. 

2.2.1 Communities of practice 
The concept of CoP was introduced in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning 

theory, which delineates the process of learning as “situated in the context of our lived 

experience of participation in the world” (Wenger, 1998, p. 3). A CoP is “a set of 

relations among persons, activity, and world, over time and in relation to other 

tangential and overlapping communities of practice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 98). 

Participation in a CoP can be defined as purposeful involvement in group practice (i.e., 

community) where the construction of one’s identity in relation to the group is 
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characterized by mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoires of practice 

(Umino & Benson, 2016). Legitimate peripheral participation—delineating how a 

peripheral member gradually develops into a full member through sustained 

participation—is an important process in CoP. Learning is described as “becoming a 

full participant in a sociocultural practice,” implying that the learning process involves 

“becoming a different person” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 29). 

    According to Wenger (1998), CoP contains three essential dimensions, i.e., mutual 

engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire. In the present study, mutual 

engagement refers to the teacher participants’ engagement in concrete teaching 

practices, and through the engagement, they negotiate their similarities and differences 

to resolve possible incongruences, conflicts, and tensions. The teacher participants’ 

joint enterprise arises from a collective process of negotiation between the community 

members. The joint enterprise leads to a shared repertoire, which contains “routines, 

words, tools, ways of doing things, stories, gestures, genres, actions, or concepts that 

the community has produced or adopted in the course of its existence, and which have 

become part of its practice” (Wenger, 1998, p. 83). The efforts put forth in negotiating 

and pursing a joint enterprise can yield relations of mutual accountability, leading to “a 

resource of coordination, of sense making, and of mutual engagement” (Wenger, 1998, 

p. 82). In constructing the shared repertoire, the teacher participants (re)negotiate 

meaning and identities, facilitating the development of their communities of practice. 

Hence, the three dimensions, mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire, 

construct a community. A community can be in a concrete place (e.g., classroom, 

university, faculty, or department), or in virtual space through communication platforms, 

or large group affiliations such as teaching and research communities. 

CoP play crucial roles in transforming the traditional paradigm of learning from a 

discrete cognitive process of passively acquiring knowledge that ignores its connection 

with “the lived-in world” to active participation in social practices that generate 

identities (Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodgkinson, & Unwin, 2005). Fuller et al. (2005) 

extended this definition to the idea that a CoP is not simply a repository for the 

knowledge and skills, but a condition for making sense of this knowledge. In addition, 
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practitioners should command and apply knowledge and skills as well as leverage 

resources to become a full member by gaining membership in the community. Indeed, 

Wenger (1998) suggested that members learned through mutual engagement while 

negotiating meanings inside and outside the community. 

Contrarily, Engeström (2007) argued that a CoP is a limited, local entity 

recognizing certain boundaries and membership criteria. For example, a CoP is 

characterized by endocentric movement from the periphery toward the center, from 

marginal to fully legitimate participation, and from novice to master; it also includes an 

opposite centrifugal movement. This characterization may be based on Lave and 

Wenger’s (1991) recognition that CoP involve social structures that dictate power 

relations, and the way power is wielded can cause legitimate peripheral participation to 

be either “empowering” or “disempowering” (p. 36). For a CoP to be described as a set 

of relations as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion 

about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting 

on an ongoing basis” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 4), it is essential to 

structure the environment in which members can or cannot cross boundaries within and 

across CoP. Although the issue of power relationship has been acknowledged in CoP, 

discussions on CoP have tended to describe CoP as stable and cohesive entities (Lave 

& Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). This proposal was challenged by Hughes, Jewson, 

and Unwin (2007), who summarized power as an inherent resource in communities and 

possibly stratified through a division of labor, prevailing organizational culture, and the 

wider sociocultural climate with which an organization is affiliated. Hence, the source 

of power is unevenly distributed in the process of gaining membership to a community, 

which may provide or deny opportunities for development in CoP. Despite these 

limitations, CoP are widely applied in many domains, including education. The 

following table summarizes key characteristics of CoP based on Wenger’s (1998) 

description. 
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Table 2.1 Characteristics of communities of practice adapted from Wenger (1998) 
Characteristics of a community of practice 

• Sustained mutual relationships – harmonious or conflictual 

• Participation in practices generates identities and meanings 

• Shared ways of engaging in activities together 

• Absence of introductory preambles, as if conversations and interactions are 

merely the continuation of an ongoing process 

• Knowing what others know, what they can do, and how they can contribute to 

an enterprise 

• Mutually defining identities 

• Ability to assess the appropriateness of actions and products 

• Specific tools, representations, and other artefacts 

• Jargon and shortcuts to communication as well as the ease of producing new 

ones 

• Certain styles recognized as displaying membership 

• Members have multiple communities of practice 

• Persons and the community of practice are relational 

 
Overall, Wenger’s (1998) CoP notion suggests an agentic relationship between 

members and the community and delineates learning as a collective, relational, and 

social process. The relationship is agentic on both sides, meaning that members’ sense 

of advancing toward full participation evolves in tandem with the development of 

community practice. Relatedly, individuals construct identities through engagement, 

imagination, and alignment in shared practices of the community. Members in CoP also 

define themselves through practices in which they have not engaged (Wenger, 1998). 

Although individuals attempt to become central members of relevant CoP, non-

participation can lead to marginality and even exclusion from a community. In other 
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words, the norms and practices embedded in social situations can pose threats to 

individuals’ personal and professional development. Resultant stress is mediated by 

individuals’ agency, referring to individuals’ self-conscious and reflexive actions 

arising from their deliberation and choice to shape responses to constrained situations 

(Huang, 2011; Ray, 2009). Wenger (1998) described individuals as constituting and 

constituted by social settings rather than as separate beings who can decide to move in 

and out of the practice arena. Hence, the relational network enhances understanding of 

learning, and the collective or group should be the unit of analysis. 

To sum up, as presented in Figure 2.1, identities in CoP are constructed through 

identification (including reification and participation) and negotiability. In particular, 

members’ participation becomes meaningful upon integrating different modes of 

belonging (i.e., engagement, imagination, and alignment). Engagement refers to “direct 

experience[s] of regimes of competence” (Wenger, 2010, p. 184). Imagination refers to 

“an image of the world” (Wenger, 2010, p. 184) in which members determine how they 

belong or not, locate and orient themselves, conceive from a different perspective, 

engage in self-reflection, and explore possibilities. Alignment is “a two-way process of 

coordinating perspectives, interpretations, actions, and context” (Wenger, 2010, p. 185). 

The notion of alignment is neither a state of compliance nor a one-way trend of 

succumbing to external authority. Identity is frequently negotiated as members move 

through different modes of belonging. Identity formation is also the outcome of 

participation in existing communities and is shaped by an individual’s sense of agency 

(Jawitz, 2009; Teng, 2019a). Hence, identity formation may involve a range of 

trajectories linking past and present experiences with future possibilities. Relevant to 

identification is negotiability, which empowers members to build agency and construct 

their own sense of identity despite contextual constraints, including norms and 

structures. Interweaving the two processes (i.e., identification and negotiability) 

provides a sophisticated way of understanding identities in CoP. 
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Figure 2.1 Identity construction in communities of practice 

2.2.2 Teacher identity-in-practice 
Wenger’s (1998) concept of CoP, in part, offers a direction for exploring teacher identity 

construction. Given the diversity and dynamism of higher education’s cultural 

configuration, teachers may encounter shifting boundaries that generate new forms of 

either participation or non-participation. Shifting boundaries in CoP result in 

“discontinuity in action or interaction” (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011, p.1) that may either 

strengthen or disturb the meanings and structures within which identities have been 

formed and sustained. The ways in which the boundaries shaped identities reflect “an 

uncompromising allegiance to modern educational discourse” and “a compliance with 

the demands of institutions” (Trent, 2013, p.272). It is essential to apply the CoP notion 

to understand teacher identity-in-practice in higher education, as power and control in 

this context are dynamic and teachers’ situations within a wider set of institutional 

contexts influence their internal operations. Teacher identity-in-practice also delineates 

an action-oriented approach, which focuses on exploring teachers’ identity formation 

as “a social matter” operationalized through “concrete practices and tasks” (Trent, 2011, 

p.531). Therefore, applying CoP can offer new perspectives to determine the influence 

of a broader socioeconomic climate on teachers’ ongoing change processes in identity 

trajectories. 

For example, Trent (2011) explored six pre-service teachers’ identity construction 
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from the perspectives of engagement, imagination, and alignment. Results showed that 

teachers’ identity trajectories were dependent on connecting teachers’ past and future 

with current English language teaching practices. He called for alerting teachers to how 

practices shaped their identity construction and how identities might be resisted. He 

also proposed a need to address the potential “antagonisms” occurred from the lack of 

negotiability in being a teacher (p.541). Drawing upon data collected from nine 

teaching assistants, Trent (2014) further explored teacher identity-in-practice, which he 

suggested was related to teachers’ negotiation of their position against a backdrop of 

“social antagonism” between their underlying identity positions and positions made 

available to them within their communities (p.42). Gu and Benson (2015) argued that 

in a teacher education context, the CoP notion offers insight into teacher identity 

construction from multiple perspectives. For example, teacher identity can be 

understood from pre-service teachers’ engagement in seeking “what constitutes 

legitimacy in teaching” (p.200), imagination in breaking themselves away from “the 

social determinations” (p.201), alignment in coordinating “their practices and beliefs 

with broader educational and social discourses” (p. 201).The perspectives of 

engagement, imagination, and alignment imply a need to examine how teachers 

construct their identities through locating their positions, negotiating differences, and 

constructing alliances in the historical, social, and cultural contexts of English 

education. As evidenced from the above studies, understanding teacher identity 

construction in practice is essential to teacher development. Therefore, what enables 

and limits teachers’ identities in practice will comprise an essential orientation toward 

attracting, retaining, and sustaining teachers in their profession. 

Research on university teachers’ identity formation can also increase understanding 

of university teachers’ professional practices in coping with challenges in today’s higher 

education context where reforms are rampant. For example, Yuan and Lee (2014) 

gathered data from six language teachers in the higher education context of Hong Kong 

and found that identity construction was multi-layered and complicated. Conflicts 

emerged due to multiple roles. ‘‘Publish or perish’’ syndrome drove teacher participants 

to concentrate too much on scholarly publications while taking time away from 
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pedagogical innovation. Trent (2013) also argued that tension may arise within the 

personal part of teachers’ professional identity, such as between what they experience 

as good and what is imposed by the situated community. This conflict may lead to 

“downplaying of teacher agency” (p.272) and possibly, friction in identity formation. 

Findings suggest a need to explore “the role of conflict and contestation in boundary 

construction” (p.271) and “the role of both time and space in exploring individual 

experiences” of being and becoming a teacher (p.273). The above studies have 

delineated a close connection between identity and practice. The notion of identity has 

been recognized as a substantial dimension of teachers’ professional practices. However, 

pressing concerns regarding university teachers’ identities remain to be explored. As 

argued by Hockings et al. (2009), professional development, as well as formation of 

identity for university teachers, has not received sufficient recognition. Identity 

construction “takes place in the doing” (Wenger, 1998, p. 193), occurs “in the full range 

of actions” participants perform or that are performed toward them (Schatzki, 2001, p. 

51), and is enriched by “differences and social antagonism” (Gu & Benson, 2015, p. 

190). These dimensions highlight the value of exploring how participants’ “doing” of 

identity construction is positioned in the context of institutional and cultural structures. 

2.3 Identity construction from a discourse perspective 
The previous section highlights the importance of understanding identities from the 

perspective of practice. However, there is also a connection between understanding 

identities from the perspectives of practice and discourse. This section presents identity 

construction from a discourse perspective. It includes two sub-sections: the first reviews 

discourse theory, and the second reviews teacher identity-in-practice. 

2.3.1 Discourse theory 
Critical discourse theory (e.g., Fairclough, 2003) was used to complement the 

limitations of Wenger’s (1998) CoP, which was criticized as a “benign model” for 

failing to theorize conflict and contestation (Barton & Tusting, 2005, p. 10). Due to the 

contingent nature of discourse and the fluid meanings of signs, identity can be 

discursively constructed, and the roles of conflict and contestation have been 
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acknowledged (Gu & Benson, 2015; Yuan, 2016). As Fairclough (2003) argued, “what 

people commit themselves to in texts is an important part of how they identify 

themselves” (p. 164). 

Discourse refers to a system of sociocultural practices and beliefs manifested 

through language (Danielewicz, 2001). Knowledge, values, and information that 

individuals receive within a community can cause them to adopt imposed identities 

with little or no questioning, accept the imposed identity by providing new 

interpretations, abide by the imposed identity, or purposefully negotiate future 

possibilities. Individuals may form positive identities when perceiving that their 

choices correspond to what has been ascribed to the community; individuals may form 

negative identities when choices are not congruent with their personal interests. Identity 

construction in discourse can be analyzed through Fairclough’s (2003) terms of 

modality and evaluation. Modality, an individual’s attitude toward the world or 

commitment to assuming responsibility, is displayed through modal verbs such as 

‘should’ and ‘must’. Evaluation is an individual’s internal process of determining 

personal feelings, including what is desired or not, what is important or not, and what 

is good or bad. Finally, discourse analysis can also explore the “texturing of identity” 

(Trent, 2011, p. 532), which can be understood by what members commit to and why 

they make such commitments. 

Poststructuralism theory interprets language as the place where an individual’s 

sense of identity and subjectivity (subject position) is constructed. Language gives 

meaning to social reality. An individual is likely to resist or refuse his/her assigned 

subject positions, which makes the construction of identity a process of constraints and 

facilitators. The struggles, conflict, and contestation that occur during this process 

indicate identity is a product positioned within discourses and a process of dynamics 

and complexity. Previous conceptualizations of identity have represented a combination 

of product and process. An interplay of constraints and facilitators suggests there may 

be value in exploring how teachers construct and reconstruct their identities within the 

social and historical discourses in which they are positioned. Based on Beauchamp and 

Thomas (2011), a teacher who is in “consequential transitions” can be either an active 
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agent in constructing identities or a passive receiver of imposed identities informed by 

societal or cultural interactions with peers (p.7). The crucial significance of the ‘other’ 

for constructing the identity of the ‘self’ can be underscored by linking discourse and 

identity. 

Recognizing the complex nature of identity-in-discourse, Bucholtz and Hall 

(2004) developed a notion—tactics of intersubjectivity—to understand social relations 

built through semiotic processes and identity construction in discourse. These tactics 

were used “to invoke the local, situated, and often improvised quality of the everyday 

practices through which individuals, though restricted in their freedom to act by 

externally imposed constraints, accomplish their social goals” (p. 382). 

Intersubjectivity stresses “the place of agency and interactional negotiation in the 

formation of identity” (p. 382). These tactics emphasize that limits placed on social 

agency and intersubjectivity highlight the discursive nature of identity construction. 

Discursive identity construction indicates that identity construction is a social or 

cultural artefact, practice, or meaning that comes into existence through a collective act 

of language. 

Bucholtz and Hall (2004) suggested using three pairs of tactics: adequation and 

distinction, authentication and denaturalization, and authorization and illegitimation. 

These three pairs predict that identity can be indexed through “relations of similarity 

and differences, of genuineness and artefacts, and of legitimacy and disempowerment” 

(p. 383). These pairs inform the value of researching language and identity, such that 

identity is a socio-political distillation of cultural awareness and constructed through 

the sameness and differences within people’s ideologies and practices. The following 

definition of identity explains the value of the three pairs of tactics: 
Identities are intersubjectively constructed through several, often overlapping, 

complementary relations, including similarity/difference, 

genuineness/artifice, and authority/delegitimacy (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 

598). 
The first pair, adequation and distinction, focuses on processes of similarity and 

difference. Adequation, denoting adequacy and equation, focuses on “the pursuit of 

socially recognized sameness” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004, p. 383). In this case, individuals 
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set aside salient differences that may damage their concerted efforts toward adequate 

individuals or groups. Similarities perceived as supportive of identity work would be 

foregrounded in this scenario. Sameness between individuals and groups may be a basis 

of identity construction, although sameness may be temporary and subject to contextual 

changes. Adequation empowers individuals to build coalitions across lines of difference. 

The assertion of similarity through forms of adequation motivates strategic essentialism, 

which may help individuals cross boundaries to shape their identities. Distinction refers 

to the mechanism by which partial, sufficient, or salient differences are underscored. 

The tactic of distinction suggests that the hierarchy and stratification involved in a 

community, along with other linguistic and semiotic resources, may converge to build 

distinctive sets of social, cultural, and individual practices. Identity construction, in this 

sense, is a process of resisting the relentless clustering of assimilating forces in favor 

of authorities. Hence, individuals with limited hegemonic power may compare 

differences between “us” and “them” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004, p. 384). Distinction 

depends on suppression of similarities and operates in a binary fashion, demarcating 

identities fashioned as oppositional or contrastive. Individuals may locate an alternative 

to either pole of a dichotomous social relation, and differentiation along multiple axes 

may lead to complex identity construction. 

The second pair of tactics, authentication and denaturalization, focuses on realness 

and artifice. Authentication emphasizes “the agentive processes whereby claims to 

realness are asserted” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004, p. 385). Denaturalization, on the other 

hand, is the “process whereby identities come to be severed from or separated from 

claims to realness” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004, p. 386). Authentication concerns the ways 

in which identities are discursively validated and authenticated. Conversely, 

denaturalization highlights how the seamlessness of identity can be distorted and 

subverted (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Individuals’ identities can either be strengthened 

for the inherent rightness of identities or severed from claims related to realness. The 

two tactics are connected as a social process through discourses (Bucholtz, 2003). For 

example, social interaction (i.e., modality, commitment, and evaluation) can become 

“the vehicle for authentication practices, as speakers are able to index various ethnic 
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and nationalist stances through language choice” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004, p. 385). 

However, denaturalization can also occur due to social interactions, whereby claims to 

authenticated identities are doubted and reversed. 

The third pair of tactics, authorization and illegitimation, focuses on structural 

aspects of identity construction (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Authorization involves an 

attempt to “legitimate an identity through an institutional or other authority” while 

illegitimation refers to efforts involved in “removing or denying of power” (Bucholtz 

& Hall, 2004, p. 387). Authorization depends on the use of language sanctioned by a 

hegemonic authority; illegitimation is reliant on withdrawal of structural power, 

forming resistance toward a dominant authority. Through authorization, an identity can 

be affirmed or imposed because of institutionalised power and ideology. This 

authorization process highlights individuals’ agentive nature in employing a repertoire 

of linguistic resources to confirm their identities when encountering structural 

constraints (Bucholtz & Hall, 2010, p. 24). Through illegitimation, individuals’ 

identities can be dismissed, censored, ignored, or even overturned while interacting and 

negotiating within social structures. 

The tactics of intersubjectivity described in this chapter highlight identity as a 

relational phenomenon of sameness and difference revolving around a single axis. As 

acknowledged by Bucholtz and Hall (2005), identities cannot be delineated as 

autonomous or independent entities from society. Identity construction is always related 

to the acquisition of social meaning during social interaction. The intersubjective 

dimension of identity construction provides insight into the diverse ways that 

relationality works, revealing that identity is formed in discourse. As argued by 

Bucholtz and Hall (2010), “indexicality” only covers the linguistic practices of identity 

construction while three different but interrelated processes (i.e., tactics of 

intersubjectivity) convey the larger social-cultural-political settings in which identity 

mechanism can be explored. The three tactics of intersubjectivity also provide a means 

for exploring the society, culture, and power relations that affect the discursive process 

of identity construction from a discourse perspective. Identity resides within an 

individual and is constructed in “intersubjective relations of sameness and differences, 
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realness and fakeness, [and] power and disempowerment” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004, p. 

371). Identity is thus related to individualistic and deliberate actions dependent on 

myriad personal ideologies formed from habitual practice to interactional negotiation. 

2.3.2 Teacher identity-in-discourse 
Teacher identity-in-discourse stresses the criticality of language as a tool in influencing 

teachers’ identity construction (Trent, 2011). Discourse is a social practice involving 

the social world and individual identity (Jorgensen & Philips, 2002); individuals 

construct their identities while identifying their subject positions within discourses. 

Individuals’ commitment to discourse forms “texturing of identity”, i.e., “an important 

part of how they identify themselves” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 164). Exploring identities 

in discourse has been deemed complementary to CoP because the discourse framework 

addresses the roles of conflict and contestation (Jorgensen & Philips, 2002). Given that 

meanings acquired from social interactions shift and discourses are contingent on social 

interactions, individuals may struggle with which discourses should prevail. From a 

discourse perspective, discursive identity construction occurs through chains of 

equivalence, indicated by nodal points or master signifiers. Different signifiers or signs, 

such as ‘struggling’ and ‘strive for’, contrast a nodal point such as ‘teachers’. Social 

antagonisms—formed by the collision of conflicting discourses—may dissolve when 

one discourse dominates (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). Exploring teacher identities in 

discourse is essential when conducting multifaceted analyses of teacher identity 

construction. 

Several scholars have examined the nature of teacher identity construction through 

discourse analysis. For example, Gu (2011) explored the discursive identity 

construction of pre-service teachers who crossed borders from Mainland China to Hong 

Kong. This group of teachers’ identities appeared to be constructed through 

“identification and disidentification, negotiation of meanings, and interaction between 

the individual and the social” (p.149). The identity construction process was related to 

participants’ marginal status and legitimate membership in a community, social and 

cultural conditions, current and future situations, and how they sought personal 
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positions in social discourse. Gu and Benson (2015) compared two groups of pre-

service teachers from Mainland China and Hong Kong. Identities of both groups’ 

participants were discursively constructed (i.e., identities came into existence through 

a collective act of language). The construction of teacher identities was changeable and 

multifaceted because the construction was dependent on “continuous interweaving of 

the individual and the social” (p.199). Trent (2011) also investigated a group of pre-

service teachers in Hong Kong using discourse theory. This group’s identity positions 

of ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ teachers were inherently antagonistic because they were 

mutually exclusive. Conflicts thus emerged between ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ teachers. 

A hegemonic intervention focusing on the ‘modern’ teacher identity category excluded 

the identity category of the ‘traditional’ teacher, which MacLure (2003) described as 

the “alien other” (p. 11). These studies provided insight into the use of discourse theory 

in unravelling identity, which is a historical and sociocultural process manifested 

through language. Analyses of discourses facilitate interpretation of the process of 

identity formation and transformation, including how identities can be positioned, 

enacted, and re-enacted by agents and other members of a community. 

Scholars have also explored university teachers’ identity construction from the 

perspective of discourse analysis. For example, Yuan (2016) focused on university 

teachers in Hong Kong and explored identity construction using the three tactics of 

intersubjectivity. His findings revealed the contested nature of teacher identity, which 

was neither a social category nor a personal self-understanding. The construction of 

teacher identity was instead a sociocultural product that manifested from the interaction 

between teacher participants and shifting policy and reform in higher education. Trent’s 

(2013) study also focused on university language teachers in Hong Kong. His results 

showed how teachers negatively evaluated (e.g., using adjectives like “disappointing”, 

“cruel”, and “awful”) the traditional teaching approach of stressing recall of lexical and 

grammar knowledge. Such actions demonstrated teachers’ eagerness to build an identity 

“as an educator” who advocated communicative language teaching. Participants’ 

negotiation of “old-fashioned” teaching revealed that developing an identity trajectory 

was a potentially “antagonistic process” (p. 273). Similarly, Yuan and Lee (2014) 
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explored how teacher identities were constructed through modality. Modal verbs (i.e., 

“may”, “should”, and “can”) delineated participants’ varied engagement in discourse 

(e.g., research practice). The perceived gap between research and practice coupled with 

‘‘publish or perish’’ syndrome highlights the conflict in teacher identity construction 

when coping with an institutional drive for publishing papers and the schisms between 

reform initiatives and classroom realities. 

The above studies reveal the need to explain and legitimize the texturing of teacher 

identities from a discourse perspective. An inextricable link exists between language 

and identity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2010). When stressing the discursive nature of identity 

construction, analysis of teacher identity-in-discourse can shed light on how teacher 

identity can be constructed and reconstructed from individual histories, agency, and 

shifting experiences in coping with complex and ever-changing education contexts. 

Discourse analysis based on tactics of intersubjectivity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004) can 

also shed light on the closely intertwined relationship between language, identity, and 

society from a sociocultural linguistic perspective (Bucholtz & Hall, 2010). Tactics of 

intersubjectivity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004) frame identity as a mechanism created from 

the sameness of individuals and groups and as a sociocultural product constituted 

through differences between individuals and sociocultural contexts. This approach can 

also promote research on understanding the discursive nature of teacher identity. Such 

scholarship may reveal implications for educational administrators and policymakers 

around supporting university teachers in developing a robust identity to confront 

obstacles in professional practices and enhance teacher development. Findings can also 

provide knowledge about the construction, honing, and transformation of teacher 

identities within the tug-of-war between catering to education advocates as a change 

agent in teaching and meeting the needs of higher education systems as a follower. 

2.4 Identity construction from an activity perspective 
The previous two sections discuss the importance of understanding identities through 

integrating the perspectives of practice and discourse. However, both perspectives seem 

to present a relatively simplistic view of identity interpretation without exploring the 
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interrelated tensions as a result of unequal power relations (Bloomfield, 2009). Activity 

theory is thus adopted to examine teacher identity construction in a wider social context. 

Overlaps and differences are present between CoP and activity theory. For example, 

both theories suggest “boundary crossing” (Engeström, 1987; Wenger, 1998), 

highlighting problems caused by unequal power relationships that are likely to generate 

contradictions and tensions. However, the focus of each of the two theories is different. 

For example, CoP highlights practice, community, meaning and identity. For example, 

learning is a process of social practice and learners negotiate meaning of experiences, 

acquire competence valued by the community, and become a member of the community 

for the purpose of pursuing the common enterprise of the CoP (Wenger, 1998). Activity 

theory suggests that activity systems are open systems that can generate disturbances, 

conflicts, and attempts to change the activity (Engeström, 2001). The complex inner 

contradictions within the activity systems drive the formation of identities. The higher 

education reform in Mainland China, which is characterized by macro-structures such 

as reform policies, structures, and norms, highlights the importance of adopting activity 

theory as a framework for identity interpretation. This section presents identity 

construction from an activity perspective. It includes two sub-sections: the first 

discusses activity theory, and the second reviews teacher identity-in-activity. 

2.4.1 Activity theory 
Activity theory has been perceived as a paradigm for research in education. Engeström 

(2001) described three generations of activity theory. The first generation was depicted 

as a mediated action triangle, highlighting an integrated unit of analysis for how 

individuals interact with their environment and discern meaning from their world. First-

generation ideas were developed from the concept of mediation (Vygotsky, 1978), 

emphasizing that human behaviour does not occur simply because of a stimulus but 

also from a mediating effect by artefacts that can either prompt or modulate actions. 

The second generation of activity theory, inspired by Leontiev (1978), focused on the 

collective nature of human activity and differences between “action” and “activity”. An 

action is defined as what an individual or group does to fulfil goals, whereas an activity 
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is conducted by a community and involves a division of labor, object, and motive. 

Engeström (1987) described the diagram model as an “activity system”, wherein 

contradictions within the system render the system complex. Engeström (2001) 

enhanced the analytical scope of activity systems by conceptualizing the third 

generation of activity theory. 

Researchers have applied activity theory in educational settings, such as when 

exploring tension in education (Barab et al., 2002), understanding teachers’ motivation 

and knowledge in conducting action research (Junor Clarke & Fournillier, 2012), and 

identifying inner conflicts in professional teacher development (Yamagata-Lynch & 

Haudenschild, 2009). Most studies employing activity systems have focused on second-

generation activity theory. The third generation of activity theory, which is still in 

development, has received substantial attention but remains in its infancy (Roth, 2012). 

According to the third generation of activity theory, the two activity systems are not 

isolated but should instead be interactive (Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschid, 2009). For 

instance, rules, tools, division of labor, objects, and community can be described as 

interconnected, and subjects are in a bounded system (Engeström, 2001). The third 

generation of activity theory allows for exploration of how the tools that subjects 

produce mediate what subjects can do in their current situations and affect subsequent 

interactions. The third generation of activity theory has become more common, with a 

focus on issues of “motive, emotion, identity, and contradictions” that were neglected 

by previous generations of the theory (Roth, 2007, p.40). The third generation includes 

two interacting activity systems (Figure 2.2); the unit of analysis is joint activities. 
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Figure 2.2 An interacting activity system (Engeström, 2001, p. 136) 
In Figure 2.2, different subjects (e.g., Subject 1 and Subject 2) initiate two 

interacting activities. The activities each have their own object (e.g., Object 1 and 

Object 2) but are bound by the shared object (Object 3). While the two activities are 

connected, a chain of mediated actions can be produced within each system. Reactions 

from joint activities can yield inner contradictions for the individual or joint activity. 

Interacting activity systems offer insights into interactions among joint activities, along 

with their outcomes or solutions, to resolve tensions following joint activities. 

According to Junor Clarke and Fournillier (2012), each element—the subject, tool, 

object, rules, community, division of labor, and outcomes—represents an aspect of 

human activity. Subjects in each activity system are the persons engaged in the activity. 

Such engagement motivates subjects toward object attainment; the object is the goal 

subjects want to attain during the activity or the motivation for subjects to remain 

engaged in the activity. Tools, both physical (e.g., pen, paper, and computer) and 

cognitive (e.g., language and ways of communicating), enable subjects to share 

cognitive or material resources to attain the desired object in the activity. Implicit or 

explicit rules related to social existence, institutional organisation, and individuals’ 

work may regulate or constrain a subject’s participation in the activity. The community 

consists of various entities, including a social system, institution, and the subject’s peer 

groups. The division of labor is described as responsibilities essential to participation 

in the activity, shared by the subjects and other members. Finally, outcomes are the 

consequences subjects expect due to involvement in goals driven by the object. The 

outcome can either promote or hinder subjects’ engagement in current and future 

activities. 

In teacher education, university teachers belong to diverse communities within 

higher education. The act of teaching, which is influenced by sociocultural conditions, 

is deeply connected to interactions within activity systems. Interactions occurring in 

these activity systems could inform actions and the activity itself. Likewise, 

sociocultural conditions could mediate subjects’ development within various 

communities. Thus, interacting activity systems provide a means to identify and analyze 



50 
 

the outcome of teachers’ interaction in the system. Employing activity theory in teacher 

education is valuable because teachers do not operate in a vacuum but are members of 

a larger sociocultural environment. In addition, the driving forces of activity systems 

are internal contradiction and tension (Engeström, 2001; Roth, 2012); tension between 

the two activity systems can be major sources of teacher identity formation 

(Smagorinsky, Cook, & Moore, 2004). 

2.4.2 Teacher identity-in-activity 
Activity theory assumes that human consciousness and development are consequences 

of actions within social settings (Vygotsky, 1978). In this case, teacher identity 

construction is assumed to be mediated by actions within such settings. Teachers should 

be part of a social system that entails educational policy; an institutional mission toward 

education; a curriculum to be implemented; and power relations with administrators, 

colleagues, and students. Applying activity theory to understand teacher identity 

construction is meaningful; it can provide insight into how teacher identities are 

constructed in a context permeated with tools, constraints, and affordances that channel 

teachers toward or inhibit them from particular ends (Smagorinsky et al., 2004). Lave 

and Wenger (1991) argued that identity construction occurs through practice and 

activities: 
Activities, tasks, functions, and understandings do not exist in isolation; they 

are part of broader systems of relations in which they have meaning. These 

systems of relations arise out of and are reproduced and developed within 

social communities, which are in part systems of relations among persons. (p. 

53) 
Studies applying activity theory to understand teacher identities have been 

conducted. For example, Smagorinsky et al. (2004) explored how a student teacher, 

Sharon, negotiated constraints at her teaching practicum site and how obstacles affected 

her identity as a teacher. By employing activity theory, their study showed that tension 

within the activity system affected teacher identity formation. For example, in teaching 

practices, multiple systems of relations in activity systems often overlapped and were 

in conflict. Such conflicts present challenges to identity formation, for which it is not 

simply “the emergence of internal traits and dispositions but “through engagement with 
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others in cultural practice” (p. 21).Yamagata-Lynch and Haudenschild’s (2009) study 

of involving elementary school teachers and administrators showed that teachers did 

not have common ground with administrators who organized professional 

developmental activities. While teachers focused on curriculum activities, 

administrators were more concerned about improving students’ test scores. Teachers 

thus found it challenging to engage in professional development. Reasons included 

“competing value systems”, “juggling multiple regulations and requirements”, 

“undesirable outcomes”, “adjusting overall instructional practices in the classroom 

while accommodating new approaches to teaching” (p.513). The identities they formed 

through ‘unmeaningful’ activities mediated the path of development—either pleasant 

or unpleasant—and each teacher became “a different person” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, 

p. 53). Song and Kim (2016) also investigated two Korean EFL teachers’ identity 

construction from an activity perspective. Their results showed that the two teachers 

progressed differently in their motivation to teach relative to their willingness to exert 

agency in teaching. Their findings suggest “a dynamic interaction between agents and 

contextual factors in activity systems” (p.144). The dynamic interaction depends on 

whether the mediating tool, namely teacher beliefs, is on the same track as contextual 

factors. 

Drawing from the above studies, activity theory—underscoring how socio-

historical-cultural settings affect human actions and behaviour—is meaningful in 

understanding teacher identity construction. Teaching is, in part, a process of actions 

within social settings; as such, teacher identity construction occurs amidst overlapping, 

multiple, and conflicting relational systems. Subjects (i.e., teachers) can use tools and 

artefacts to mediate their understanding of the world. Teacher identity construction does 

not occur in isolation but is situated within a wider system of socio-cultural-historical 

settings in which teachers conduct professional practice. 

Hence, analyzing identity construction from an activity perspective offers insight 

into how teachers adopt practices and ways of thinking to deal with personal problems 

in activity systems (Junor Clarke & Fournillier, 2012). Addressing these problems 

contributes to an understanding of “environments conductive to the formation of a 
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satisfying teaching identity” (Smagorinsky et al., 2004, p.22). As Fanghanel (2004) 

contended, an analysis of activity systems related to teaching and research in higher 

education can provide insight into such activities as they unfold. In particular, findings 

can enhance our understanding of underlying systemic tensions in teaching and research, 

e.g., tensions between “job security” and “intrinsic desire to learn and improve” (p.587). 

By focusing on stressors and how relevant problems may be resolved, activity theory 

can uncover phenomena of adapting to or resisting higher education practices. 

2.5 Understanding teacher identity: An integrated framework 
A growing body of research related to university teacher identity has emerged 

throughout the last decade. Teachers may encounter difficulties in recognizing 

themselves as university teachers, and they may experience doubt in their abilities; such 

struggles can leave them feeling lonely and marginalized (Archer, 2008). Yet teachers 

who receive support in teacher development may be more willing to reflect on the 

“dynamic interactions between colleagues, students and facilitators” and consequently 

recognize themselves as “critically reflective academics” (Nevgi & Löfström, 2015, 

p.59). Other studies have revealed that emotional tension sparked by external and real-

world challenges can exert great impacts on university teachers’ identity development 

(Field, 2012; Murray, 2010; Wood & Borg, 2010). These results unveil the complexities 

involved in establishing an identity as a university teacher. 

In an attempt to identify the development of university teacher identities, 

researchers have explored the various factors that affect identity development. For 

example, teacher identity can be shaped by CoP (Murray, 2008), reflective activities 

(Walkington, 2005), and prior educational and professional experiences (Ghaye, 2011). 

In this regard, community support has been identified as an important aspect in helping 

teachers “share new knowledge, methods, tools, activities and materials” (Izadinia, 

2014, p.433). These studies indicated the importance of teachers’ prior learning and 

teaching experiences and suggested a need to engage them in shared communities and 

supportive contexts. 

Enlightened by the above studies, research on university teachers’ identity 
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formation can extend understanding of their professional experiences in coping with 

opportunities and challenges. Given changing educational discourses, conflicts 

regarding university teachers’ professional identities may arise. Such conflicts may lead 

to friction in identity formation. Factors influencing the formation of professional 

identity include a lack of support, prior education, and context as a site replete with 

constant struggles. Competing epistemologies, educational goals, and roles often pull 

teachers in non-complementary directions. Therefore, some teachers may find it 

challenging to acquire and develop a positive identity. In addition, teachers may possess 

negative self-views and face obstacles in cultivating a researcher identity due to their 

lack of agency in updating knowledge, making professional connections, and handling 

various roles or duties. Consequently, it is unsurprising for those experiencing 

considerable levels of stress not to categorise themselves within the university teachers’ 

group. 

Teacher identity construction is a “complex dynamic system”, e.g., the inner 

dynamics of teacher identity transformations remain to be a “black box” (Henry, 2016, 

p.291). In an attempt to explore the complexity of teacher identity, the interrelatedness 

of “identity-in-discourse” and “identity-in-practice” is a major means to understand the 

complex nature of identity. Identity-in-discourse refers to how languages can be 

analyzed to reflect the discursive dimension of identity construction (Block, 2007). For 

example, individuals’ language and speech patterns reflect characteristics associated 

with identities and teachers’ willingness to position themselves as a desired person. 

When teachers grow, they may acquire new patterns of discourse (Richards, 2010), and 

their language may become more professional (Freeman, 1993), thus implying new 

forms of identity construction. According to James (2007), identity-in-practice suggests 

that communities of practice are “networks or groups which regulate and make meaning 

of individuals’ lives, both inside and outside the workplace” (p.133). Teachers may 

construct their identity options while developing “behavioural and discursive, cognitive 

and emotional, explicit and tacit” practices (p. 133). 

According to Gu and Benson (2015), discourse and practice embody a 

complementary relationship. Thus, teacher identity can be understood from narrated 
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identities (i.e., identities emerging from language use) and enacted identities (i.e., 

identities developed in practice). Relatedly, Trent (2014, 2018b) illustrated the need to 

investigate identity from the perspectives of practice and discourse (Figure 2.3). 

 
 Figure 2.3 An integrative framework for understanding teacher identity (Trent, 2014, 

2018b) 
 

Trent’s framework (Figure 2.3) reflects the need to explore “identity-in-practice” 

and “identity-in-discourse” for teacher identity construction. The model highlights 

practice, language, and discourse in understanding teacher identity. As illustrated in 

Figure 2.3, identity is partly influenced by discourse, which can emerge from language 

(e.g., commitment and evaluation). Discourses underscore “frameworks for thought 

and action that groups of individuals draw upon in order to speak and interact with one 

another in meaningful ways” (Miller Marsh, 2002, p. 456) and afford individuals with 

subject positions from which they can “actively interpret the world and by which they 

are themselves governed” (Weedon, 1997, p. 93). An individual’s commitment to the 

practice can be assessed from the perspectives of modality and evaluation (Fairclough, 

2003). Modality—manifested through modal verbs, like “should” and “must”, or modal 

adverbs, like “probably” and “possibly”—represents what teachers commit themselves 

to with respect to truth, obligation, and necessity. Evaluation, either expressed through 

linguistic terms such as “wonderful” or embedded in texts, delineates what individuals 

consider desirable or undesirable, good or bad, useful or unimportant. 

Figure 2.3 also delineates identity construction in practice with a focus on 
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Wenger’s (1998) proposed belonging modes: engagement, imagination, and alignment. 

According to Wenger (1998), engagement is key to individuals’ creation and 

sustainment of joint enterprises, relationships with members, and negotiation of 

meanings for “a lived sense of who we are” (p.192). Imagination is a source of power 

for individuals to create images about their community and exists across time and space. 

Alignment allows an individual to align activities with broader institutional structures 

and link the identity of a larger group to part of personal and professional identity. 

Individuals demonstrate several relations, including intrapersonal, interpersonal, and 

institutional. Intrapersonal relations reflect an individual’s role. Interpersonal relations 

refer to relations with others. Institutional relations are related to whether individuals 

can coordinate activities with broader structures and make an institutional identity one 

of their own. 

Kanno and Stuart (2011) described the relationship between discourse and practice 

as ‘‘mutually constitutive’’ (p. 240). Following their conceptualization, studies have 

been conducted to investigate practical and discursive identity construction from the 

perspectives of practice and discourse (Gu & Benson, 2015; Trent, 2013). In some cases 

(e.g., Gu, 2011; Trent, 2011), discourse and practice were examined to investigate how 

teachers negotiate their own positions between marginal status and legitimate 

membership in their situated communities. This approach suggests the importance of 

exploring teacher identity-in-practice and teacher identity-in-discourse in an 

educational domain. Fairclough (2003) also pointed out a “dialectical relationship” (p. 

25), suggesting that the discursive and practical dimensions of social practices produce 

and change social relations. Therefore, the two perspectives should be interrelated, for 

which “identity-in-practice” may involve language use in discourse and “identity-in-

discourse” may be associated with practical actions. 

Combining practice and discourse can facilitate a multifaceted analysis of 

identity development; however, teacher identity construction, whether practical or 

discursive, is also a social matter. Similarly, individuals’ moment-by-moment 

interactions with smaller groups or institutions in influencing identity construction must 

be considered. The wider system of historical-social-cultural relations that influence 
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teaching and research also warrant attention and can be described as activities in higher 

education. Therefore, identity should entail practice and discourse as well as activity 

(Miller, 2009). According to Lee (2013), understanding teacher identity-in-discourse 

and teacher identity-in-practice is not only “an individual but also a social matter” 

(p.332); as such, teacher identity should be regarded as an activity (identity-in-activity). 

In other words, teacher identity construction is related to institutional and classroom 

practices (Lee, 2013), institutional, cultural, and historical systems of defining teaching 

and research as ongoing activities (Yuan, 2016), and linguistic practices in shaping 

identity construction (Gu, 2013). A comprehensive understanding of teacher identity 

demands an understanding of discourse and “the full range of actions” (Schatzki, 2001, 

p. 51). As teachers enter the community, they encounter affordances and constraints in 

their work. In particular, tools, rules, and division of labor create facilitators and barriers 

to professional identity development. These matters could undermine teachers’ use of 

various linguistic strategies, including commitment, evaluation, and modality 

(Fairclough, 2003), and thus influence identity-in-discourse; that is, teachers “adopt the 

language and speech patterns connected to them in order to position themselves as a 

certain type of person” (Hall et al., 2010, p. 235). 

Nevertheless, research focusing on teacher identity-in-practice, teacher identity-

in-discourse, and teacher identity-in-activity is still in its infancy (Yuan & Mak, 2018). 

To date, research on teacher identity construction, as reviewed above, has focused more 

on teachers’ institutional practices and how various contextual factors mediate their 

practices. Knowledge gained from such research in exploring the complex nature of 

teacher identity remains limited. In addition, scant consideration has been given to 

English teachers’ struggles in establishing a researcher identity, particularly those who 

teach English in an EFL context. The present study focuses on English lecturers, a group 

of EFL teachers who may be vulnerable when coping with challenges (i.e., shifting 

higher education reforms and insufficient support in a highly demanding environment 

and top-down educational setting). This study aims to understand English lecturers’ 

teaching and research. Taking practice, discourse, and activity as analytic lenses can 

provide insight into this group of English lecturers’ complex identity construction in 
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the Chinese EFL context. This study also sheds light on how the higher education 

reform requirement in Mainland China influences English lecturers’ practices as EFL 

teacher-researchers. Findings from this study thus contribute to the teacher education 

field. 

2.6 Chinese ELT teachers’ practices and identities 
This section summarizes literature on Chinese ELT teachers’ practices and identity 

development. Based on the national medium- and long-term framework (Ministry of 

Education, 2010), research is one of the essential obligations for university teachers. 

Increasing attention has been placed on examining the external pressure on university 

ELT teachers and their identity construction, for example, how the teachers perceive 

who they are, what obstacles or challenges they encounter, how they perceive the value 

of their jobs, and what kind of support they need for further professional development. 

This aspect of teacher professional development becomes particularly important in the 

Chinese education system as it is perceived as a highly centralized system (Zhou, 2006). 

Universities convert the pressure from national policies that advocate the research 

requirements for teachers. However, most of the universities are unprepared to provide 

adequate support for teachers, and this phenomenon does not only occur in the so-called 

“key” universities but remains across China (Xu, 2014). According to previous studies, 

challenges for teaching EFL in China mainly included expansion in enrolment and large 

class sizes (Liao, 2004), and the need for ELT teachers to understand subject-matter 

knowledge to meet the needs of teaching English for specific purposes (Tao & Gao, 

2018). Challenges to do research for ELT teachers in China mainly included the lack of 

connection with senior researchers (Wang & Han, 2011), the difficulties in publishing 

in Chinese journals as the editor holds the centralized power in decision making (Shi, 

Wang, & Xu, 2005), and teachers’ passive attitudes and powerless feelings towards 

research (Gao, 2006).  

      Teachers’ professional development is subject to educational policy 

(Kelchtermans, 2011). In the Chinese higher education context, teachers seem to have 

little choice but to be research-engaged to meet the requirement from the promotion 
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review system (Xu, 2014). This argument reflects the nexus between teaching and 

research, which is a global issue in the ELT community (Borg, 2009). The priority 

placed on research over teaching sends a misleading message that doing research will 

have a more positive impact than teaching (Hammersley, 2004). Indeed, university 

teachers in China divert their attention to research and distort the meaning of teaching 

due to this top-down pressure (Tian & Lu, 2017). These findings highlight a need to 

investigate how EFL teachers perceive their professional identities which are subject to 

the socio-cultural, workplace and personal factors (Day, 2011). Yuan and Lee (2014) 

argued that Chinese EFL teachers’ teacher-researcher identities may have been 

fragmented because they were put in “a constant tug of war between catering to 

education reform as a change agent and meeting the accountability needs of their 

institutions as an academic or scholar” (p.148).  

Overall, research on Chinese ELT teachers’ professional identity formation helps 

us understand the professional experiences of ELT teachers in coping with challenges 

and what it feels like to be a teacher in today’s higher education, where many things are 

changing rapidly. Chinese ELT teachers encounter tensions and challenges in teaching 

and research. Factors that influence their formation of professional identity include the 

lack of support, various experiences in receiving prior education, and the context which 

they regard as a site of constant tug-of-war (Xu, 2014). Chinese ELT teachers 

experienced various levels of stress and doubts about their abilities to perform roles as 

teacher and researcher, and the competing goals in teaching and research often pulled 

them in non-complementary directions (Borg & Liu, 2013). Therefore, it is essential to 

examine Chinese ELT teachers’ self-views in developing professional identity, and their 

agency in being engaged in research and handling various duties as a teacher and 

researcher.  

     The importance of researching ELT teachers became more apparent in early 2016, 

wherein a significant change in China’s higher education system occurred. Such 

changes are increasingly pressing after the establishment of the Project Shuang Yiliu to 

boost Chinese universities’ global ranking. Under this system, universities in the project, 

Shuang Yiliu, will be evaluated every five years and universities which cannot pass the 
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evaluation of research performance will be excluded from the project and all the 

national funding will be distributed to new universities which may be included in the 

project (State Council, 2017). Such reform significantly influences university teachers, 

particularly those who are recruited under the new system. Given the continuously 

changing educational discourses under the Chinese higher education system, there may 

be a conflict between the personal part of teachers’ professional identity, for example, 

what they experience as good, and the actual educational community. This kind of 

conflict, while increasing the distance between the personal and professional part, may 

lead to friction in the formation of professional identity. To date, research into ELT 

teachers’ professional experiences and identity development is still in its infancy 

(Izadinia, 2014), particularly from the perspective of identity-in-practice, identity-in-

discourse, and identity-in-activity in the recent Chinese higher education reform. More 

empirical studies are needed to explore the resistance or conflict that ELT teachers meet 

when they respond to marginalization in identity development and attempt to legitimize 

their own position within the current highly contested higher education communities. 

2.7 Chapter summary 
This chapter presents a literature review to situate this thesis. First, the concepts of 

identity, teacher identity, and researcher identity were presented. Second, a review of 

CoP, discourse analysis, and activity theory was provided to contextualise identity-in-

practice, identity-in-discourse, and identity-in-activity. Finally, previous studies on 

teacher identity construction were reviewed to emphasize the need to bridge a gap in 

exploring the complex nature of teacher identity construction from the perspectives of 

practice, discourse, and activity.  
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Chapter 3 Research methodology 

This chapter presents the research methods adopted in this study, including the rationale 

behind the chosen methods. The chapter also introduces the participant selection 

process, research context, and data collection and analysis procedures. The last section 

of this chapter addresses research validity and ethics along with the author’s role as a 

researcher. 

3.1 Rationale of the research methodology 
This thesis intended to explore English lecturers’ identity construction in higher 

education in China. The research involved a qualitative multiple case study that spanned 

2 years. Multiple case studies were used to examine a phenomenon within a specific 

context by comparing differences within and between cases. A case refers to “a 

phenomenon of some sort occurring in a bounded context” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, 

p. 25). Case studies are common in education studies, especially when the researcher is 

interested in obtaining rich interpretations, a high degree of completeness, and deep 

analysis of a social phenomenon (Duff, 2008). In this study, I explored how individual 

English lecturers constructed identities during their teaching and research experiences 

in their respective contexts. Identity formation among English lecturers cannot be 

separated from their communities, nor can it be detached from various social discourses. 

It was essential to use a multiple case study approach to probe and interpret participants’ 

personal and professional development. Findings should help researchers understand 

participants in context and interactions, such as how the social system or cultural group 

to which participants belong can shape and is shaped by their personal perceptions and 

experiences. Results should also promote understanding of teacher identity construction 

to lead to “integration of both first-hand empirical investigation and the theoretical and 

comparative interpretation of social organization and culture” (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2007, p. 1). 

    This study involved a multiple-case design rather than a single-case focus because 

the former can provide more compelling evidence and yield a complete understanding 

of case processes (Yin, 2014). In addition, a multiple-case design can uncover the 
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complexities of real-life situations and variations among cases, which may not be 

captured through a single case. In the present study, each English lecturer was selected 

as a holistic case. Because they worked under different conditions, each teacher’s 

attitudes, dispositions, values, and beliefs were expected to vary, thus leading to unique 

trajectories of identity development. 

 However, the case study methodology has garnered criticism; for example, Yin 

(2014) argued that case studies lack rigor. To overcome this issue, data triangulation 

was necessary. A large body of data was gathered over 2 years. To minimize a 

researcher’s tendency to have a biased interpretation of the data, participants were 

invited to provide comments on the researcher’s data interpretation. 

 Another case study criticism argues that such studies may not provide a sufficient 

basis for scientific generalization, as only a few subjects are involved. However, a 

multiple case study approach was chosen for this study given the researcher’s intention 

to explore long-term identity development from different perspectives rather than 

generalizing findings to all English lecturers in various contexts. In addition, identity is 

discursive in that it is constructed and enacted through conversation (LeCourt, 2004). 

Discourse and events are variable; thus, multiple case studies in a specific context may 

capture the fluidity of life experiences and link participants’ past, present, and future in 

a dynamic process. In addition, participants’ imagined form of identity can serve as a 

source of strength in guiding their professional work and ongoing self-improvement 

(Norton, 2000; Teng & Bui, 2018). The purpose of this study was to explore how 

English lecturers in Chinese higher education described their histories, present life, 

future projections, professional work, micro and macro contexts that may affect their 

perceptions, and how different discourses and activity systems enabled distinct 

interpretations of identity trajectories. 

Nevertheless, to some extent, I attempted to enhance potential transferability of 

the findings. For example, I provided thick descriptions of research contexts and 

focused on English lecturers who possessed different backgrounds and work 

experiences with different institutions. To some extent, detailed descriptions of the 

study context may apply to other higher education contexts (e.g., Hong Kong, 
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Singapore, or Taiwan) where “publish-or-perish” syndrome is common. 

3.2 Selection of participants 
Four English lecturers participated in this study on a voluntary basis. Prior to beginning 

the research, an invitation was sent to English lecturers at four universities. These 

universities were chosen because lecturers were required to choose either a teaching or 

research track, and new lecturers hired under the talent plan were placed on the research 

track. Among the four universities (pseudonymized as LU, NU, QU, and TU), three 

institutions (LU, TU, and QU) did not allow lecturers who chose the teaching track to 

be promoted to associate professor. I contacted a colleague at each university to recruit 

English lecturers for this study. In each university, two to three lecturers agreed to 

participate. This study was approved by the English department at each investigated 

university, as well as the Research Ethics Committee of Hong Kong Baptist University. 

All participants provided written informed consent (Appendix I).  

To obtain contrasting cases and ensure maximum variation, case selection was 

purposive. Purposeful sampling is used to select information-rich cases to make optimal 

use of limited resources (Patton, 2002). Out of 10 participants, 4 were chosen through 

the following procedures. First, only six participants could attend scheduled interviews 

and complete other data collection requirements. Then, after preliminary selection of 

six participants, the number of cases was reduced based on the maximum variation 

sampling strategy. The identity literature has shown that teachers’ knowledge, beliefs, 

attitudes, disposition, prior experiences, educational background, and communities can 

influence teachers’ professional identities (e.g., Gu & Benson, 2015; Teng, 2017a, 

2017b; Yuan & Lee, 2016). In addition, teachers’ inner contradictions in boundary-

crossing systems may be connected to asymmetrical power relationships, embedded 

rules in different school contexts, and interpersonal tensions (e.g., Trent, 2013). These 

factors were taken as criteria in case selections. Based on the above characteristics, I 

expanded the case selection criteria as follows: 

•  English lecturers possessed distinct social backgrounds, prior education, and 

amounts of teaching and research experience. 
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• English lecturers exhibited different identity trajectories. 

• English lecturers’ professional knowledge and skills in teaching and 

performing research spanned various levels as evidenced by their academic 

achievements at their universities. 

• English lecturers were teaching students with different proficiency levels 

(advanced students vs. lower-achieving students). 

• English lecturers were experienced in teaching English for students in 

English and non-English majors. 

• English lecturers held diverse attitudes towards teaching and conducting 

research. 

• Balanced gender distribution was considered. 

• English lecturers included those on the teaching and research track 

To address the tradeoff between breadth and depth in data collection and analysis 

(Patton, 2002), I reduced the number of cases to four. Cases were selected for theoretical 

and practical reasons. On one hand, a multiple case study with variation from 

heterogeneous cases would provide more robust findings. Some scholars may argue 

that reducing the number of cases may have inadvertently omitted aspects of other cases 

that may be worth mentioning. However, choosing focal cases that were relatively more 

information-rich and contrastive could be more meaningful. Overall, the present study 

considered a maximum variation sample, determined by identifying various dimensions 

and then choosing cases with sufficient variance. This technique yields “(1) high-quality, 

detailed descriptions of each case, which are useful for documenting uniqueness, and 

(2) important shared patterns that cut across cases and derive their significance from 

having emerged out of heterogeneity” (Patton, 2002, p. 235). Synthesizing findings 

from selected high-quality cases can also contribute to a holistic understanding of 

teacher identity construction.  

In this study, each English lecturer represented a case revealing variable features 

of a phenomenon in a specific context. The four teacher participants (Sam, Kevin, 

Sabrina, and Becky) exhibited different personal and professional development 

trajectories. Pseudonyms were used to protect confidentiality. They provided rich and 
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interesting accounts of their professional journeys towards becoming and working as 

English teachers along with challenges involved in their promotions. Participants had 

disparate teaching and research experiences as well as diverse educational backgrounds 

(see detailed participant information in Table 3.1). Thus, participants’ varied 

experiences arising from different work contexts can contribute to an in-depth 

understanding of English lecturers’ identities across gender (male and female) and stage 

(novice and experienced) in Mainland China and similar contexts (e.g., Macau, Hong 

Kong, and Taiwan). 

Sam received his bachelor’s degree in 1997. He worked in a primary school for 

10 years as a mathematics teacher upon graduation. He left his job and pursued a master 

in 2007; he then earned his doctorate in 2014. In 2015, he joined LU in Mainland China 

as a lecturer for the English department. LU is a key university in Project 985 and 

Project Shuang Yiliu. Sam was hired on the fast track and was allowed to apply for 

associate professor at any time. However, the longest period for his contract was 6 years. 

At the time of this study, his application for promotion to associate professor had failed, 

and he was considering preparing for his next promotion. 

Kevin received his doctoral degree in 2015. After graduation, he was recruited 

by the talent plan in TU. TU was a university in Project 211 as well as Project Shuang 

Yiliu. Kevin was hired as a research-track lecturer based on a 3+3 contract. He was 

allowed to apply for associate professor at any time during the contract. At the time of 

this study, he was preparing his application. 

Sabrina received her bachelor’s degree in English education in 2007. After 

graduation, she moved to Britain to attend a one-year master’s program in English 

education. She was employed as a part-time lecturer at NU, a non-key university, in 

2009. In 2011, she left her job and studied for a doctoral degree at QU. After earning 

her doctoral degree in 2016, she was employed as a lecturer based on contract renewal 

at QU. QU was a university in Project 211. Sabrina was struggling with preparing for 

her promotion to associate professor at the time of this study. 

Becky earned her bachelor’s degree in English education in 1998. Upon 

graduation, she worked at NU as an English teacher. NU was a non-key university. At 
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the time of this study, she was unsure of how to approach her professional promotion 

to associate professor. She was a long-service lecturer at NU and had chosen the 

teaching track for her career development. Table 3.1 presents biographical information 

for each participant. 
 
Table 3.1 Biographical information of participants 

Name Gender Educational 

background 
Title Number of 

years as a 

lecturer 
(until 2019) 

Number of years 

teaching 
(until 2019) 

Working university 
 

Sam Male Doctorate Lecturer 
(Research 

track) 

4 15 LU 
(Project 985, 

Shuang Yiliu) 
Kevin Male Doctorate Lecturer 

(Research 

track) 

4 4 TU 
(Project 211, 

Shuang Yiliu) 
Sabrina Female Doctorate Lecturer 

(Research 

track) 

5 5 NU (non-key 

university), QU 
(Project 211) 

Becky Female Bachelor 
degree 

Lecturer 
(Teaching 

track) 

16 21 NU 
(non-key 

university) 

 

3.3 Research contexts 
Qualitative research focuses on participants’ lived experiences. It is therefore essential 

to present a description of the institutional context, which helps situate participants’ 

experiences and actions. For the purposes of this study, contextual information can also 

help researchers determine how and which forces affected identity enactment and judge 

whether participants’ settings were similar. 

    Universities in China are classified as either key or non-key categories. 

Universities in Project 211 and 985 are commonly regarded as key universities; other 

universities are considered non-key universities. As mentioned earlier, NU is a non-key 

university, QU and TU are under Project 211, and LU is under Project 985. TU and LU 

are also under Project Shuang Yiliu and are considered as higher rank universities. 

Although QU is not included in Project Shuang Yiliu, some natural science programs 
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are included. QU is aiming for being included in the Project Shuang Yiliu. LU, QU, and 

TU are comprehensive universities. NU is a liberal art university. NU is considered as 

a lower rank university. In recent years, NU is aiming for expanding its development 

and transforming into a polytechnic university. The selected universities were in the 

southern part of China. The main reason was that I had some contact with the English 

department of those universities when I was a teacher before doing my PhD. Hence, the 

four case study participants had different backgrounds and worked in very different 

universities. 

NU was established in 1985, just after the opening-up and reform policy was 

established in China. Higher education during that period was called “elite education”. 

In the 1990s, the university witnessed a peak in English program development. In the 

2000s, along with progressing economic development and a social need for more 

students entering higher education, NU began to enroll more students. Approximately 

10,000 students were enrolled in 2005, exemplifying the expansion of higher education 

enrollment in China. However, NU later experienced challenges recruiting students. 

Reasons included a lower number of students taking gaokao (China’s national 

examination for entering universities and colleges) and an increasing number of new 

universities. Candidates also had more choices when selecting universities. To 

overcome the bottleneck in recruiting students as a university with Zhuanke (diploma) 

programs, NU was transformed into a university with Benke (bachelor) programs in 

2013. This successful transformation enabled NU to enroll 22,000 students in 2016. NU 

then decided to introduce a teaching or research track for all lecturers in 2016 to 

promote institutional development. 

QU has nearly 90 years of history. This university has focused on continuous 

development and wide recognition by expanding its campus area, obtaining more 

advanced facilities, and developing more programs. In addition, the university has 

sought recognition through encouraging teachers to apply for higher title ranks 

(associate professor or professor). To realize this objective, teachers are often 

encouraged to apply for teaching and research projects funded by the MoE or education 

department of the provincial government. In recent years, QU has devoted great effort 
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to attract academics with high prestige and doctoral degrees (i.e., Talent Plan; Gao Ceng 

Ci Ren Cai Ji Hua in Chinese) based on a tenure-track personnel reform. QU enrolled 

about 28,000 students in 2018, including 9,000 postgraduate students. 

TU is a young university and is focused on continued research development. 

Teachers are thus encouraged to apply for higher title ranks (e.g., associate professor or 

professor). TU has introduced a Talent Plan to attract more doctoral degree holders; this 

plan has been deemed a tenure-track or fast track approach, which enables young 

lecturers to apply to become associate professor at any time within the contract period.  

LU has more than 100 years of history. LU is a prestigious research, academic, 

and cultural center in South China. This university is aiming to become a world-class 

higher education institution. As a national first-tier university, LU seeks creativity and 

innovation in research. The university implemented a tenure-track personnel reform in 

2012; young lecturers were recruited mainly on a contract basis. In 2018, LU enrolled 

about 33,000 undergraduate students and 19,000 postgraduate students (including 

doctoral students).  

The four universities share several similarities. First, each university requires 

lecturers to choose either the teaching or research track. In QU, TU, and LU, long-

service lecturers can remain on the teaching track but are not allowed to apply for 

promotion to associate professor; all young lecturers must select the research track. NU 

allowed teaching-track lecturers to apply for associate professor. Second, like many 

universities in Mainland China, each university has depended on government bodies 

since its establishment. Third, promotion for academic staff primarily occurs via 

professional titles and corresponds to an increase in salary and status. Applying for 

teaching and research projects at each university has become increasingly competitive. 

Academic staff members are allowed to apply for a higher academic title once they have 

held an academic title for a certain period. Finally, all universities have strict quota 

limits for associate professors and professors. Promotion to associate professor for 

lecturers seems more competitive as a fixed date was set. A strong record of publications 

is needed to secure promotion. The recognized core journal list includes CSSCI- and 

SSCI-index journal articles. In addition to journal articles, faculty must have had 
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research projects funded by MoE or a provincial education bureau. 

3.4 Data collection 
Data collection was conducted for two years. Data were triangulated through narrative 

frames, semi-structured interviews, field observations, post-observation informal talks, 

and documents. 

3.4.1 Narrative frame 
Narrative frame is a technique to collect participants’ storied experiences and general 

ideas about their professional experiences and identities (Barkhuizen & Wette, 2008). 

In this study, participants completed a narrative frame (Appendix 2) in their preferred 

language. Kevin wrote some parts in English, some in Chinese, whereas others 

completed it in English. However, asking teacher participants to conduct self-reflective 

writing is not always easy. The frames scaffolded the participants in drafting self-

reflective notes using a narrative structure designed by the author. Participants were 

also encouraged to provide an in-depth reflection. Through narrative fames, participants 

produced autobiographical accounts of their experiences of becoming a university 

teacher, including how they became a teacher and their goals for future development. 

They were also invited to report on their work settings, personal and professional 

achievements, constraints encountered in their personal and professional development, 

and attitudes and feelings towards their work and life. After this activity, participants 

were invited to elaborate on their perceptions and practices as a teacher and other 

possible roles they may assume. Instructions were provided before participants began 

to write, which helped them understand they were expected to draft a coherent story 

rather than several unrelated responses. 

3.4.2 Semi-structured interviews 
Participants’ writing requirements for narrative frames were flexible; however, frames 

may have contained limited data because some teachers may have wished not to 

disclose detailed information. In addition, frames could be insufficiently long or 

detailed to encourage participants to record their experiences and feelings. To overcome 

these potential hurdles, a series of semi-structured interviews were administered. 
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Interviews can be used to explore research participants’ perceptions, feelings, and 

attitudes to better understand why and how participants attach certain meanings to a 

phenomenon or event under investigation (Kvale, 2007). The interview objectives were 

to explore participants’ beliefs, attitudes, and feelings towards their work; what 

influenced their professional practice; and their identities. Interviews can also reveal 

the nature of a phenomenon under investigation, provide insights into the frames 

interviewees used to make sense of their experiences, and contribute to knowledge 

construction of social worlds (Miller & Glassner, 2004). 

In this study, five semi-structured interviews with different focal points were 

conducted with each participant (see Appendix 3 for sample questions from each 

interview round). Each interview lasted about an hour. The first interview focused on 

participants’ life histories in terms of English learning experiences, including their 

biographical information, qualifications, and teaching backgrounds. The second 

interview concentrated on participants’ life histories in terms of their motivations and 

difficulties in becoming university teachers, including the kinds of challenges they had 

encountered (or continued to encounter). The third interview focused on what they had 

gained in their work, the factors influencing their work and life, how they responded to 

associated difficulties, how they perceived their identities, and what multiple identities 

they might have. The fourth interview addressed participants’ current practices in 

teaching, research, and other professional activities as well as their interactions with 

students, peers, and other stakeholders. Participants also described their experiences 

and challenges crossing boundaries within and across communities. The final interview 

was meant to guide participants to reflect on which of their initial expectations had been 

fulfilled, either personally or professionally; what they most enjoyed and did not enjoy 

about being a lecturer; other possible identities they considered important; what it 

meant to be a teacher and researcher; difficulties with promotion and how they planned 

to cope with these obstacles; and their hopes and expectations about their future work 

and professional identities. Interview content was connected in that unclear issues 

raised in previous interviews could be mentioned again in subsequent interviews. 

    All interviews were conducted face-to-face in a quiet area such as an office or 
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classroom. Interviews were conducted in the participants’ preferred language; The first 

and second round of interviews with Kevin were in English, whereas others were in 

Mandarin. The interviews with Sam and Becky were in Cantonese, our local language. 

The interviews with Sabrina were in Mandarin, our national language. The author took 

key notes while conducting interviews and audiotaped the interviews for later 

transcription. During interviews, the author attempted to elicit critical incidents in 

participants’ process of becoming and being a university teacher by sharing personal 

stories. A conversational manner helped relieve tension when answering questions and 

served to establish trust between the researcher and participants, thus eliciting truthful 

anecdotes. The purpose of prepared questions was to keep interviews on track and 

introduce important issues into the discussion. 

3.4.3 Field observations 
The author conducted field observations of participants’ classroom teaching practices, 

office, graduation ceremony, and international conferences to explore participants’ 

professional practices in situated work contexts. Field observation, as “an act of 

perceiving the activities and interrelationships of people in the field setting through the 

five senses of the researcher” (Angrosino, 2008, p. 37), is an important data collection 

technique in ethnographic case studies (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002). An advantage of field 

observations is that the researcher can acquire an in-depth understanding of the 

meanings and functions of participants’ practices and how these are related to 

participants’ respective institutional and wider sociocultural contexts. 

In field observations, the researcher may assume the role of a “complete observer”, 

who is neither seen nor noticed by participants to maintain objectivity; a “participant-

as-observer”, who is more engaged with participants for research- and non-research-

related reasons; or a “complete participant”, who fully engages with participants and 

participates in their activities. My role was that of “observer-as-participant”, where my 

presence (and the research purpose) was known to the participants. I chose a role 

between detached observation with no participation (complete observer) and complete 

immersion (complete participant) for several reasons. First, a complete observer would 
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need to consider ethical issues around participants being observed without realizing it. 

A complete observer may also have difficulties developing rapport with participants as 

new information emerged during observations. Also, when the researcher is a full 

participant, objectivity might be lost. The role of “observer-as-participant” allowed for 

a reasonable balance of involvement and a level of detachment necessary to remain 

objective. 

Observations focused on participants’ behaviors and language use. Observations 

of participants’ behaviors included how participants taught in the classroom. This 

source of data could help reveal participants’ teaching practices. Second, I observed 

how participants interacted with people at different sites, which enhanced my 

understanding of professional identities within different CoP. Third, participants’ 

language-in-use (Gee, 2001) was noted and compared with interview data. This 

comparison provided insight into the discursive process of identity formation. In case 

participants found it easier to verbalize their inner feelings about an observed incident, 

informal talks were held after each observation to gather additional data. This type of 

conversation can be used to collect in-depth qualitative data about participants’ personal 

feelings (Silverman, 2000). 

3.4.4 Documents 
Document analysis, a technique of researching ready-made data sources, can provide 

additional details about research participants’ settings (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). 

Yin (2014) summarized several merits of document-based data. First, documents are 

inherently stable and objective because they are not created for a given research study. 

Second, documents reflect the time and processes of research participants’ practices and 

activities and can be compared with other data sources. Third, various types of 

documents provide broad coverage of events at different times and sites. The present 

study analyzed various documents, including course syllabi, teaching documents, 

contracts, lesson plans, classroom assessment documents, participants’ online profiles, 

and documents related to institutional policy. These documents were useful for an 

objective understanding of participants’ situations. However, as Yin (2014) argued, 
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some documents may not be authentic. Researchers must therefore determine whether 

the collected documents are purposeful or non-purposeful and discern hidden objectives 

through critical reading and rereading of the documents. All documents were in Chinese.  

3.5 Data analysis 
This study incorporated CoP (Wenger, 1998), discourse theory (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004), 

and activity theory (Engeström, 2001) to explore English lecturers’ identity 

development. In line with previous studies (Lee, 2013; Yuan & Mak, 2018), these three 

dimensions were treated as intertwined notions that simultaneously influenced 

participants’ identity work. As data were collected mainly from interviews, 

observations, and documents, content analysis was used to analyze spoken interactions 

and various written texts to identify meanings along with recurring themes and patterns 

(Patton, 2002). A focus was placed on exploring textual information unobtrusively to 

locate patterns of words and the structures and discourses of communication. 

Furthermore, content analysis involved directing attention to the constructive role of 

language along with multiple and shifting meanings around social objects (Patton, 

2002). Informed by Tsui’s (2012) work, particular attention was paid to activities or 

speech events that illustrated the topic of interest (e.g., teacher identity) during data 

transcription and analysis. 

Data analysis was iterative with data collection (Merriam, 2009). For example, 

data were analyzed along with the process through which data were collected. Data 

were also recursively and iteratively analyzed based on the theoretical notions to obtain 

a comprehensive portrayal of participants’ professional identities. The researcher 

analyzed data for this study using “bottom-up” and “top-down” approaches, which are 

common in qualitative studies (e.g., Yuan, 2015). These approaches provided a holistic 

perspective on the focal problems. 

 Bottom-up analysis refers to analysis of various forms of data to identify emerging 

patterns and gain knowledge from the data. This process was conducted through open 

coding, which identified and examined themes common to the work and life settings of 

each case. Analysis of language use offered insight into how participants enacted their 
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identities (Merriam, 2009). For this purpose, data collected from each participant were 

examined repeatedly, and codes were used to organize the data (e.g., the frequency of 

words, phrases, and ideas). The developed codes reflected “indigenous concepts” 

(Patton, 2002, p. 454); for example, “a gardener”, “a guide”, and “a friend” represented 

Becky’s perceptions of meanings attached to her surroundings. Participants’ language 

was next examined along with how language was used to reveal and construct their 

identities. For example, I attempted to explore participants’ overt mentions of identity 

labels and the evaluative and affective orientations within texts (Bucholtz & Hall, 2010), 

including negative expressions (“a teaching machine”), adjectives (“stressful”), noun 

phrases (“sore throat”), and modal words (“have to”). Initial data analysis provided 

directions for subsequent data collection, leading to further conceptualization of the 

data and refinement of coding schemes. As part of this analysis, similarities and 

differences between compiled codes were clustered into categories. In addition, 

similarities and differences between data sources were compared to categories and 

concepts. For example, data collected from narrative frames were analyzed by referring 

to corresponding participants’ interview data. The comparative method of joint coding 

and analysis while reviewing data led to gradual formation of categories that promoted 

understanding of participants’ identity development in their work contexts. This process 

was also used to refine emerging categories and integrate them to depict the topic under 

investigation, resulting in better theorizing of participants’ professional identities. 

 Top-down analysis was employed to examine themes within the data through 

referring back to the theoretical notions. This technique was implemented to probe how 

participants might answer the question “Who am I?” in diverse communities. For 

example, participants may forge multiple identities when responding to this question, 

and they may identify social categories as designated by label(s) commonly given to, 

or used by, other people. These labels could be invoked in important situations and 

condition participants’ behaviour accordingly. For instance, Sabrina labeled herself a 

“teaching machine” due to being “forced” to teach the same content repeatedly. This 

category was defined by implicit or explicit rules of membership to which participants 

either were or were not assigned. “Identity”, in this regard, could be restricted to a 
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category with which members subjectively identified. Thus, how participants formed a 

sense of themselves as distinct individuals within and across communities was clearly 

understood. In terms of multiple identities, participants might need to cross boundaries 

and form bounded groupness. Participants formed different identity trajectories when 

engaging with different members and developed distinct ways of communicating. The 

three perspectives adopted in this study were compared and integrated to unveil a 

complete picture of English lecturers’ professional identities and possible identity 

(trans)formation at the practical and linguistic levels. Findings also revealed various 

factors that influenced their identity development. 

 Finally, data analysis (i.e., within- and cross-case analysis) was performed 

iteratively and critically by examining and re-examining assumptions against the data 

and searching for potential alternative explanations. The focus of within-case analysis 

was on exploring meaningful thematic structures. To identify themes and patterns, I 

followed Merriam’s (2009) category construction guidelines. For example, I read and 

re-read the data and coded texts by highlighting meaningful units, which constituted 

tentative themes and categories. Categories and themes were generated from data but 

interpreted by referring back to the setting characteristics (emic perspective) and my 

personal understanding of the contexts (etic perspective) (Creswell, 2007). In terms of 

cross-case analysis, I drew on Patton’s (2002) guidelines when comparing and 

interpreting cases. For example, I identified associations between different categories 

of meaning. I then compared themes, interpreted similarities and differences between 

the cases, and integrated and modified them to develop an in-depth understanding of 

participants’ teacher identities. Prior assumptions and hypotheses were refined and 

verified by constantly comparing the identity development process in different cases. 

This procedure helped me incorporate new concepts into the adopted conceptual 

notions to conceptualize a new framework. Tables 3.2 to 3.5 present the sample coding 

scheme for each participant. 
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Table 3.2 Sample coding scheme for Sam 
 
Identity 

themes  
Identity-in-practice Identity-in-discourse  Identity-in-activity 

“Struggling 

researcher” 
Challenges in aligning 

with broader 

institutional structures 

characterized by a 

“publish-perish” 

ideology  
e.g., Sam was forced 
to perceive himself as 
a “publishing 

machine” who 

encountered an 
identity crisis in 
figuring out his self-
understanding within 
the constrained 
institutional 
conditions.  
 
 
 
  

Sam’s direct 

expressions delineated 

his identity as a 

“struggling 

researcher”. For 

example, the use of 

adjectives (“stressful”), 

noun phrases (“a 

publishing machine”), 

and modal verbs (“have 

to”) described his 

struggling condition.  
Sam directly expressed, 

“Given the 

uncertainties and stress, 

I definitely struggled a 

lot”, “I can only use 

“pressure” to describe 

my situation because of 

the “3+3” contract”. 

Pressure from the 

implicit and explicit 

rules related to the 

“up-or-out” appraisal 

system, e.g., Sam 

mentioned, “You can 

never predict how the 

rules will change. Are 

colleagues friends or 

enemies?”  
Unequal division of 

labor, e.g., Sam 

mentioned, “Applying 

for the funds for 

English teaching is 

more difficult than for 

other social science 

subjects”. 

“Marginalized 

teacher” 
A lack of engagement 

and peer recognition in 

the teaching 

community. For 

example, Sam 

repeatedly mentioned 

“the senior teachers 

were tenured” but he 

was just “a temporary 

worker”.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

The use of affirmative 

statements (“…made 

me worried about the 

status and future of 

being an English 

teacher”);  
Future-oriented talk 

about his development 

(e.g., the use of future 

tense to describe “a 

really cruel academic 

life”). His expressions, 

e.g., “scared”, 

“uncertain”, also 

indicated his stress and 

worries toward his 

future.   

Unequal division of 

labor (e.g., Teacher in 

natural sciences were 

not required to teach a 

single class, but we 

were requested to 

teach many English 

courses); burdened 

with heavy teaching 

workload (Sam 

repeated mentioned 

“new courses in each 

semester”);  lack of 

resources and support 
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Table 3.3 Sample coding scheme for Kevin 
 
Identity 

themes  
Identity-in-practice Identity-in-discourse  Identity-in-activity 

“Determined 

researcher” 
Negotiate and gain 

meanings of his 

participatory 

orientation through 

engagement in 

research. Alignment 

with institutional norms 

also became a force in 

his identity 

construction. For 

example, Kevin 

mentioned, “I gain 

knowledge and 

recognition”, “I am a 

researcher. My role 

cannot be just teaching 

language skills”, “I 
need to comply with 
the institutional 
requirement and get 
more publications”. 

Narrative account of 

his confidence in 

conducting research 

and publishing 

articles. For example, 

the use of evaluative 

statement, “I do 

believe”, 
showcased how Kevin 

built confidence in 

coping with 

challenges 

encountered in doing 

research. 

Shared object in the 

activity system (e.g., 

publishing, attending 

conferences, and 

gaining recognition 

as a member of the 

research community). 

For example, Kevin 

mentioned 

conferences “build a 

global academic 

community”, and the 

recognition of being 

a “part of the 

academic 

community” allowed 

him to “network with 

professors, friends, 

and colleagues”. 

“Undervalued 

teacher”  
A lack of agency in 

negotiating economies 

of meaning for 

teaching, e.g., Kevin 

expressed “a lack of 

institutional 

recognition”, for which 

he constructed his 

identity as a “temporary 

worker”.  

A narrative account of 

how his “English 

language skills 

trainer” identity 

became vulnerable in 

relation to a dwindling 

teacher team. The use 

of firm statement, 

“shocked”, to describe 

the gap between the 

salary the university 

had promised and 

what he received.  

The conflicting 

objects in the activity 

system. For example, 

teaching, an object of 

the activity system, 

was devalued by the 

institution while 

research, was 

attached with great 

importance; An 

unequal division of 

labor, e.g., he 

mentioned, 
“A priority for 

funding grants is 

often given to 

professors”. 
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Table 3.4 Sample coding scheme for Sabrina 
 

Identity 

themes  
Identity-in-practice Identity-in-discourse  Identity-in-activity 

“A perplexed 

teacher who 

was caught in 

between 

teaching 

English 

majors and 

non-English 

majors” 

A mismatch between 

imagination and 

reality (e.g., “Trying 

out new ideas for 

English teaching is a 

luxury to me. I don’t 

want to, but I need to 

follow the syllabus 

and teach the content 

covered by the 

examination”; A lack 

of engagement in 

teaching for non-

English major 

students (e.g., 

Sabrina mentioned “a 

lack of student and 

peer recognition in 

teaching English for 

non-English majors”) 

A narrative account 

of teacher–student 

relationship (e.g., 

Sabrina’s strong tone 

when emphasizing 

“upset” and “a long 

time” because of the 

complaints from the 

students conveyed 

deep frustration); 

The contrastive 

discourses (e.g., 

Sabrina described 

“past collaborative 

work with her 

colleagues” and 

“current isolation” at 

her new university).  

An unequal division of 

labor, e.g., Sabrina 

emphasized “the lack of 

autonomy in teaching for 

non-English major 

students while more 

autonomous teaching for 

teaching English major 

students; Implicit and 

explicit rules in the 

teaching activity system, 

e.g., Sabrina mentioned 

that “the English 

assessment system was 

always based on tests”, 

“English was not a 

subject but merely a test 

requirement”. 

“Self-doubted 

researcher” 
Negative imagination 

about being a 

researcher (e.g., “A 

doctor without a 

paper is like a 

concubine who 

cannot bear a baby”; 

A lack of 

engagement in the 

academic community 

(e.g., Sabrina 

mentioned she 

created a divide 

between herself and 

other colleagues).   

The use of her 

narrative (i.e., “Am I 

cut out for 

conducting 

research?”); 

Evaluative 

statements, such as 

“I don’t know how 

long…”, “the reality 

is….”, and “I don’t 

know”, coupled with 

adjectives like 

“stressful”, revealed 

the obstacles Sabrina 

encountered in the 

evaluation system as 

well as her reticence 

and passiveness 

about doing 

research. 

An unequal division of 

resources for teaching 

and research (e.g., 

Sabrina mentioned “an 

unequal reward scheme 

for teaching and 

research”; conflicting 

subject–object 

relationship (e.g., 

Sabrina found it 

impossible to meet the 

research requirement and 

constructed a 

delegitimized position in 

the faculty).  
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Table 3.5 Sample coding scheme for Becky 
 
Identity 

themes  
Identity-in-practice Identity-in-discourse  Identity-in-activity 

“Inactive 

researcher” 
A lack of 

engagement in 

research (e.g., Becky 

mentioned “My 20 

years of work 

experience did not 

teach me how to do 

research”); inability 

to align with broader 

structures of the 

research community 

(e.g., Becky 

perceived her 

researcher identity 

negatively (“a blind 

follower”) because 

she did not feel 

accepted or respected 

by the academic 

community). 

The use of identity 

label (e.g., “I don’t 

know how to do 

research”); The use 

of narrative account 

(e.g.., “I don’t care 

about promotion”); 

The use of 

evaluative statement 

(e.g., “I don’t belong 

to this academic 

circle. … We are just 

lecturers, different 

from professors”).  

Conflicting objects 

between teaching and 

research (e.g., Becky 

mentioned “16 hours” 

teaching workload in a 

week and only journals 

with impact factor were 

counted); Implicit and 

explicit rules in activity 

systems (e.g., Becky 

described the gap between 

institutional requirements 

and the support Becky 

received for research 

engagement).  

“Fruitful 

gardener” 
Positive imagination 

of her teaching 

career, e.g., her belief 

that “a teacher is like 

a gardener” 

contributes to her 

identity construction. 

She also had active 

imagination of the 

present and future 

work (e.g., “having 

many flowers 

scattered everywhere 

in the future”). 

The direct use of 

identity labels (“I am 

a fruitful teacher”); 

The use of a firm 

statement, “my 

priority is teaching”, 

described her 

attitude toward 

teaching; The use of 

metaphor 

“seedlings” to 

describe her 

students.  

Reflections as a new 

reflective tool (e.g., Becky 

mentioned peer and 

students’ recognition is a 

tool for her to reflect on 

her gardener identity); Her 

deep beliefs in her 

teaching worked as a tool 

for her engagement in 

innovative teaching (e.g., 

Becky mentioned a need 

to  “develop reflective 

abilities and self-

autonomy as a teacher”). 
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3.6 Validity and ethics of the study 
Validity, namely the trustworthiness and credibility of research, is an important 

dimension of qualitative studies. Trustworthiness of the data was ensured through data 

triangulation, including narrative frames, interviews, observation, post-observation 

informal talks, and relevant documents. These different forms of data collection 

facilitated a profound understanding of the phenomenon under investigation from 

different perspectives (Charmaz, 2008). Trustworthiness of the data was also ensured 

through peer debriefing, such as with PhD colleagues. This measure was used to 

minimize bias and clarify interpretations. Third, data trustworthiness was promoted by 

conducting member checks, also called ‘participant checking’; interpreted data were 

sent to participants for confirmation or revision. Finally, relevant studies in this research 

area were referenced. Previous findings and theories enriched data analysis, thus 

guaranteeing credibility of the data. 

     In addition, I viewed ethics as an essential aspect of the research and a factor to 

be ensured prior to fieldwork. Therefore, the study purpose and requirements were 

explained to participants before the study; all participants provided informed consent. 

I sought to develop a good rapport with participants, and their privacy, sensitivity, and 

power were carefully considered throughout the study. Participants stated that as long 

as pseudonyms were used, they were not concerned about their commentary being 

shared; they believed many teachers were like them, and many similar universities were 

operating in China. Participants were invited to review my research notes and data 

coding to provide feedback and modify their remarks. 

3.7 Site entry and my experiences during this study 
I was able to gain access to the research site mainly because I had a connection with 

the universities investigated in this study. Prior to this research, I had been an English 

teacher at NU for six years. During that period, I maintained friendly cooperation with 

the dean and teachers at NU. I also had some contact with the English departments at 

QU, LU, and TU because of some teaching and research collaboration. Although I was 

no longer a teacher at NU, the staff appeared to remain supportive of my study. Becky 

and I had known each other for six years. Cooperation for various teaching projects 
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reinforced our friendship and helped us better understand each other. I also worked with 

Sabrina for one year while she was a part-time teacher in NU. Although she later moved 

to QU, we continued to keep in contact. Sam invited me to participate in one of his 

research projects. I then invited him to be my research participant. Such mutually 

beneficial relationships have helped ensure the smoothness of data collection. Although 

I had not met Kevin before this research study, I had read some of his articles and he 

showed great interest in my research. The four teacher participants were very 

encouraging toward my research.  

     To avoid any possible influence on the data collection, I was able to get in touch 

with the four teacher participants and keep friendly rapport with all of them during the 

entire data collection period. I was modest and polite during data collection. I respected 

their comments as I knew far less than them about English teaching, assessment, and 

research under the recent higher education reform. I also shared my experiences with 

them to earn their trust. I added them to my WeChat and kept in contact with them 

through the platform. Although such online communication was not subject to data 

analysis, it helped build a rapport between us.   

3.8 My role in this study 
According to Pillow (2003), one key goal for a researcher conducting qualitative studies 

is to be open in terms of voice, reflexivity, positions, control, and power relations arising 

from the research process. Bearing this in mind, I kept a research journal and reflected 

on my role as a novice researcher and PhD student. First, while performing fieldwork, 

I recorded notes after each interview or observation. By accumulating additional notes 

on other data sources, I became accustomed to keeping a research journal. This journal 

reinforced my awareness of research knowledge, new ideas, reflections, directions, and 

evaluations of initial plans. Keeping a research journal also helped me remain aware of 

my role and personal behaviour related to data collection, interpretation, and 

presentation. 

 Second, I continually attempted to build trust with the participants. Although 

participants were highly supportive of my research, I remained modest and polite 



81 
 

throughout the research process. Participants’ ideas, suggestions, and comments were 

respected as I realized and admitted I knew far less than them about policy, documents 

related to English teaching and assessment, and their respective contexts. In addition, I 

am a novice researcher without much fieldwork experience. Most importantly, my role 

has changed from that of a university teacher to a PhD student, requiring me to confront 

changes in China’s higher education system. From this perspective, constant reflection 

on my new identity as a ‘researcher’ rather than a student was necessary. Keeping an 

open and inquisitive mind about the research in this area was also essential. Schwandt, 

Lincoln, and Guba (2007) suggested cultivating harmonious cooperation with study 

participants and emphasized the importance of negotiating meaning with them. In 

addition to listening to their stories, I posed critical questions and shared reflections 

during interviews and observations; doing so helped me earn participants’ trust and 

obtain first-hand information about their commitment to their job and work/life 

experiences. These conversations contributed to a deep understanding of participants’ 

professional identities as teachers and researchers in higher education. 

 Third, I attempted to reflect on potential power dynamics during the research 

process. Understanding the power dynamics is crucial for conducting qualitative 

research, especially in a Chinese context where teachers may be unwilling to share their 

feelings because of potential threats to their job. Respecting participants without 

compromising the research direction was vital. I expressed respect when eliciting 

stories and details from them, and I sought to minimize bias. Although I was positioned 

as a researcher, I considered myself a learner when interacting with participants and 

continuously sought advice from peers and experts. 

    Finally, this study explored identity from emic (i.e., within the social group; 

subjects’ perspectives) and etic (i.e., from observer’s perspective) points of view (Xia, 

2011). An emic approach, referring to an insider perspective, facilitated development 

of a blueprint regarding cultures and social groups to which participants belonged, what 

they cared about, what they thought, and who they were. An etic approach, referring to 

an outsider perspective, allowed me to approach, investigate, and interpret the 

phenomenon under exploration by drawing upon conceptual theories on identity. These 
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techniques guided data collection, analysis, and interpretation as I gathered insights into 

participants’ identity development. Participants were willing to take part in this study 

and seemed interested in developing sophisticated perceptions of their work and other 

contexts to acquire knowledge that might enable them to transform their situations. 

Even so, the potential impact of my research on the participants was uncertain; my dual 

roles as an insider and an outsider needed to be considered. As an insider who has 

worked at NU for six years, my role was established and thus unavoidable. Although I 

did not know Kevin prior to this research, I had worked with Sabrina for one year, and 

Becky for six years. I also knew Sam for a few months before this study began due to 

research connections. To avoid any affect the relationship background might have had 

on the research process and findings, I kept a research journal to reflect on the procedure 

for data collection. As an outsider, I exercised caution and consciousness (e.g., stepping 

back to consider the topics of interest from an etic perspective and thus behaving as an 

outsider). Fortunately, participants were willing to share their feelings upon request, 

demonstrating reciprocity between us (Creswell, 2007). Hence, I played several roles 

during the research process, including that of “researcher”, “colleague”, “PhD student”, 

“teacher”, and “friend” while supporting various aspects of participants’ work and life. 

3.9 Chapter summary 
This chapter has detailed the research methodology, including the rationale, context, 

selection of participants, data collection and analysis techniques, validity, ethics, and 

my role as a researcher. It elaborated the design of an ethnographic qualitative multiple-

case study, which can promote an in-depth understanding of participants’ identity 

construction within China’s contested higher education context. The following chapters 

(4-7) present the findings, with each case in one chapter. Each chapter also includes 

discussions based on the findings. Overall, each chapter (Chapters 4-7) presents a clear 

structure of case study narrative, followed by analysis in terms of the three perspectives 

to identity, i.e., identities-in-practice, identities-in-discourse, and identities-in-activity. 
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Chapter 4. The Story of Sam 

 

This chapter introduces the analyses of one case: Sam. My narration of Sam’s story 

begins with his background, family, and prior education and then shifts to his 

experience in teaching and research. Following the narration of the story is the analyses 

and discussion of his current professional identity as an English lecturer from the 

perspectives of practice, discourse, and activity.  

4.1 Family and prior education: “I have to double my efforts”   
Sam was in his mid-40s. Sam was born in a rural family on the eve of China’s Open 

Door policy. His parents were farmers with little education. As the youngest child, Sam 

felt pressure to succeed in school, and he knew from the very beginning that he had to 

work hard for a better life. Rural families, like many other Chinese people at that time, 

were going through hardship; resources for education were scarce and the National 

College Entrance Examination (gaokao) became the only way to escape poverty. Sam’s 

father was not strict with his three children about their studies. Sam recounted one of 

his childhood memories in an interview: 

From a young age, my two older sisters and I had to sell cabbages in the 

market to help our parents earn a living. My parents cared more about their 

business than they did about my education. I knew very clearly that the only 

way to lift myself from poverty was to work hard. (Sam, interview 1)  

Sam remembered that his primary school life was never relaxing. He said he could 

not successfully balance the workload at home and his studies at school. He was 

admitted into a low-tier school. According to Sam, students at his secondary school 

typically performed poorly academically and had behavioral problems. However, he 

enjoyed his life at school because he had more time to develop a personal interest in his 

studies. He particularly liked the subject of English, which he first encountered in 

secondary school. He recalled his experience in the following interview:  

My secondary school was quite far away from my hometown. I lived in the 

school dormitory and only went back home once a month. I had more time to 
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study that way. It was in secondary one that I first came into contact with 

English. My English teacher always cared a lot about me. I liked English and 

I wanted to be an English teacher from that moment on. (Sam, interview 1)  

Given the lack of resources Sam had, one of his major strategies for learning 

English was using a dictionary as a tool. He was a top student in his secondary school. 

Sam had wanted to major in English, one of the most popular majors at that time. 

However, due to the fierce competition in gaokao, Sam was not admitted into the 

English program but instead was enrolled in mathematics, a relatively less competitive 

program. In fact, Sam was not interested in mathematics. It had been his last choice on 

his application, and furthermore, that university, which was not prestigious, was also 

his last choice on his application form.   

After earning his bachelor’s degree in mathematics in 1997, he started his career 

teaching mathematics in a primary school in Shenzhen, a major city in Guangdong. 

However, he had still not given up on the idea of learning English and becoming an 

English teacher. He instead practiced his spoken English and earned the certification to 

become a primary school English teacher. His strong interest in and motivation to know 

more about language education was ignited because of the path his career development 

had taken, which he felt had hit a bottleneck. He recalled his experience in the following 

interview:  

I was frustrated because I found I was not particularly interested in teaching 

mathematics. My heart sank because I was told that I could not teach English 

because I hadn’t graduated with an English degree. I didn’t get any emotional 

support from anybody. It was like a bottleneck for my career. (Sam, interview 

1)  

Sam decided to apply for a master’s degree. His initial plan was to study for a 

master’s degree in Mainland China. He encountered some difficulties when applying 

for a master’s program in English because he had graduated with a mathematics degree. 

He then decided to take the IELTS and apply for a master’s degree in Hong Kong. He 

resigned his teaching job after 10 years of service. After completing his Master of Arts 

(MA) study in 2008, he took a job as a research assistant in Hong Kong. He became 
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interested in knowing more about research. His interest and confidence in doing 

research prompted him to continue earning a doctoral degree in Hong Kong. Sam felt 

his doctoral journey was a blessing to him. Despite the pressures and uncertainties, he 

engaged in academic research and attempted to link it to what he had learned in practice.  

Sam’s confidence and determination to become a researcher waned later, 

especially once he stepped into the competitive job market. When Sam completed his 

doctoral study in 2014, securing a university position was a discouraging process for 

Sam, as many of his applications to posts in Hong Kong were rejected. He recalled his 

experience in an interview:   

Finding a job after earning a PhD was very demanding and competitive, 

especially in key universities. But I had to find a teaching position at a key 

university to validate the long years I had sacrificed in study. In addition, a 

teaching position in a key university means higher social status and better 

salary. Life was never easy, but I had to double my efforts as I was the only 

son in my family, and I had to support my family. (Sam, interview 2).  

Sam’s intention to work in a key university was affected by social, familial and 

personal factors. After waiting for half a year, Sam got a position as an English lecturer 

in LU, a key university in Project 985 in Mainland China. Sam managed to cross the 

boundary between primary school and higher education and became an EFL teacher. 

His boundary crossing was stimulated by his perseverance, imagination, and interest. 

Sam started his professional journey as an English lecturer.    

4.2 Being an English lecturer in a key university— “It is never a piece of 

cake” 
After embarking on his career in the university in 2015, Sam faced pressures to balance 

his time among doing research, teaching, and performing administrative duties. 

Working in a university both matched and mismatched his imagination. Sam did not 

have experience in teaching and research in higher education. Therefore, working as an 

English lecturer was fresh and challenging to Sam. I shall narrate Sam’s story, including 

his identities as a teacher and a researcher during the journey of becoming an English 

lecturer, which he described as “never a piece of cake”.  
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4.2.1 Teacher identity: Expectations and marginality  
To begin with, Sam’s appointment was controversial. Sam did not have postdoctoral 

experience, which was a new requirement for new lecturers in that university. He was 

told by some colleagues that there had been heated debate about his age, his bachelor’s 

degree in mathematics from a less-prestigious university, his lack of experiences in 

higher education, and his eligibility for the position. The criteria for recruitment in 

Sam’s university required that PhD graduates should be under 35. In addition, upon 

checking all teachers’ profile, almost every teacher in Sam’s department had graduated 

from the English program of a key university in China. Sam had a feeling that the stigma 

of being “a primary school mathematics teacher” from “a non-key university degree” 

was still attached to him. Sam was told that one of the main reasons he got the job was 

the competitive publications during his doctoral study. The head told him that he should 

be grateful for the appointment and that if he wanted a promotion, “he should behave 

himself and work harder to show his eligibility for the job”. He described his experience 

in his narrative: 

I was forced to believe that starting a lecturer job at this age is quite old. I 

also had to bear the label ‘a non-key university graduate in mathematics’ to 

conceal my disgraceful identity. (Sam, narrative frame)  

In the above quote, although Sam had earned this job, he felt isolated and 

uncomfortable in his department because he was stigmatized as “a non-key university 

graduate in mathematics”. His use of the word “forced” indicated that his colleagues’ 

definition of old age made him feel uncomfortable. The descriptions he gave 

highlighted his struggles as an “isolated teacher” with challenges in adjusting to his 

new workplace. The lack of recognition from Sam’s situated communities became a 

critical source for his identity development. Sam was forced to struggle against the 

institutionalized patterns of value because they strip him of his dignity and subordinate 

him out of existence. Obviously enough, while struggling for recognition, Sam sought 

reconciliation and a viable consensus.  

Sam’s teacher identity was constructed in relation to his colleagues, who did not 

want Sam to be the same camp with them. The new lecturers, including Sam, were 
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assigned to the research track, while the lecturers with seniority could choose the 

teaching track. Based on the policy document, major responsibilities for lecturers on 

the teaching track included teaching courses and doing administrative work, whereas 

new lecturers on the research track needed to be proactive and productive in research 

and publishing in addition to teaching and administrative duties. The existence of these 

two tracks evoked the authority and delegitimacy relationship between new and 

experienced lecturers on faculty (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Sam expressed in an 

interview: 

I think we new teachers were in one camp and the senior teachers were in 

another camp. I often heard those teachers complained how heavy their 

teaching workload was, and how relaxing our teaching workload was. It is 

ironic to compare the workload, as they were tenured teachers while we were 

temporary workers. (Sam, interview 3)  

In the above quote, the authority and delegitimacy relationship was confirmed 

through the establishment of a hierarchy between new teachers and senior teachers. 

Membership was defined by competence, which was based on seniority. The 

competence associated with the new teacher community was considered inferior due to 

the lower position of being a “temporary worker”, compared to “tenured teachers”. This 

hierarchy triggered Sam to adopt institutional non-participation. This hierarchy was 

reflected on the stipulations of lecturers’ workload in Sam’s department, as revealed in 

one document:  

Lecturers on the teaching track need to conduct 12-16 hours of teaching per 

week, while lecturers on the research track need to conduct 8-10 hours of 

teaching per week. Associate professors and professors need to have 2-6 

hours of teaching per week. Research performance shall be counted as an 

important part of job appraisal for new teachers. (Department document)  

Reflecting on this policy, Sam pointed out that his heavy workload in terms of 

teaching and administrative duties took away much of his time to conduct research and 

publish scholarly works. Meanwhile, the rigid requirement of research performance 

continuously challenged his identity as an EFL teacher. Such requirement indicates the 
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mounting stress (e.g., an emphasis on performance indicators and heavy teaching 

workload) faced by teachers at the early stage of their career in current higher education 

system. Such stress become severe threats to agency. Sam recalled in an interview: 

I know I should work hard for my job. I just could not find much time for 

writing. Many undergraduate English courses were new to me. The teaching 

workload really meant a lot to me. Many administrative duties just popped 

up and diverted my focus from writing. I had only 24 hours one day, not 36 

hours. (Sam, interview 2) 

The above quote implied that Sam was burdened with heavy teaching and other 

duties. The heavy workload took away from the time that he felt he should spend doing 

research and writing articles. Indicated by “really”, he suffered from the challenges of 

teaching many new courses. His last assertion “I had…” implied the pressure he felt 

balancing different work responsibilities. His professional agency as a researcher was 

marked by the modality (e.g., the use of “should”). However, the repeated use of “many” 

indicates a sense of doubts to be a researcher he was required to be. Sam encountered 

mixed feelings of agency and uncertainty. The above quote also identified critical 

themes in the institutional setting and in the societal context that mediate teacher 

identity construction. At the institutional level, the shifting meanings of being a 

university teacher emerge as a salient factor that contributes to the positioning in the 

institution. At the societal level, the demand of research performance was the major 

discourse that influences the empowerment of teacher identity. Such mixed feelings 

testified to his researcher identity as a site of struggle. These critical themes are used as 

the contextual background against which Sam’ researcher identity is further analyzed 

in the subsequent section.  

4.2.2 Researcher identity construction: Struggles, uncertainties, and stress  
During the interviews, Sam repeatedly mentioned the stringent publication 

requirements. The contract stipulated that in addition to being required to publish at 

least two SSCI-indexed journal articles per year, at least one academic book should be 

published before the contract end date. Not only did the contract place high demands 
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for research output in the forms of academic publishing but also required obtainment 

of at least two provincial or one national level research grants. Failing to meet these 

requirements could lead to having his pay docked. Such requirements bred his identity 

as a “struggling researcher”. Reflecting on his experiences, Sam recalled in an interview: 

Given my experience, background, and age, it was never easy to be a 

researcher. The game was really cruel. They set a target for the number of 

articles you need to publish and if you fail, you will be out. Given the 

uncertainties and stress, I definitely struggled a lot. (Sam, interview 3)  

The above quote implied Sam’s struggles in becoming a researcher. While he had 

to learn how to adapt to the new environment, he suffered from stress over writing and 

publishing articles. Sam mentioned that “experience, background, and age” influenced 

his confidence about meeting the requirement. He described publishing as a “cruel 

game”. The expression “if you fail, you will be out” indicated Sam’s disadvantaged 

position in the high-stakes publishing game. His practiced identity as a struggling 

researcher misaligned with his institutional identity as a teacher on the research track. 

This misalignment pushed him to feel uncertain and stressed. His lack of confidence 

about meeting the institutional requirements vividly delineated how the stringent 

contract requirement took a toll on Sam’s researcher identity development. His 

assertion “I struggled a lot” draws out his identity as a novice researcher who was 

vulnerable to the publishing requirement. Sam also mentioned an unequal division of 

labor, including different teaching hours for English teachers compared to teachers of 

other subjects, and different requirements for a lecturer compared to a leader. These 

also undermined Sam’s agency to seek meaning as a researcher. The following 

interview excerpt illustrates this situation:  

Applying for the funds for English teaching is more difficult than for other 

social science subjects. Even though we were hired on the same contract, we 

can be treated very differently from teachers in natural sciences, too. They 

were not required to teach a single class, but we were requested to teach many 

English courses…Sometimes I don’t understand why the university does not 

set standards and evaluate those leaders’ performance. I would say that they 
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can barely meet the publication requirement. They can use their power to add 

their names to other people’s papers, but we can’t. (Sam, interview 4)  

In the above quote, Sam positioned himself in relation to the discourse about 

academic membership by describing how the unequal power relations in particular were 

influencing his perceptions of belonging. Sam’s projected identity happened mostly 

through the lexical choices he made, which included the choice of passive or active 

voice in a sentence, the choice of subject and object of verbs and the connotations of 

the verbs used. For example, Sam’s identity was demonstrated by his negative 

evaluations of his experiences as a teacher. His negative evaluation “more difficult 

than…” showcased the challenges in applying for funds. The demarcation between 

English teachers and teachers from natural sciences was suggested by his saying “they 

were not…but we were…” Sam used the pronoun “we” as the subject of a sentence to 

refer to a group including him and other new English teachers. Sam also used the 

forceful, generalized statement “I would say that…” to emphasize the demarcation he 

perceived between lecturers and leaders. His repeated use of negations such as “can’t” 

and “don’t” suggested Sam’s lack of determination and willpower to accept changes, 

as he believed that “young lecturers”, particularly those teaching English, were in an 

unfair position. Hence, Sam’s agency, i.e., “capacity to act as agents of innovation and 

change”, became “volatile” because of “externally initiated policy” (Priestley, Edwards, 

& Priestley, 2012, p.194).  

However, Sam needed to survive. He repeatedly mentioned that he needed to have 

this job during the interviews. He stated that the “distinction between the teaching and 

research tracks was actually a product of the publish-or-perish higher education system”. 

The layers of challenge from this system undermined Sam’s researcher identity, as 

revealed in the following interview:  

I can only use “pressure” to describe my situation because of the “3+3” 

contract. I was already very scared on the first day when I signed the contract. 

While I was signing the contract for this job, there was somebody beside me 

who was signing the document to leave this job. I could not imagine the 

university would really sack those who did not pass the evaluation…I don’t 
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like the feeling of being forced to be a researcher. That is not a researcher, but 

a publishing machine. I am not ready. (Sam, interview 3)  

It is interesting to note the comparison between “a teacher who signed the contract” 

and “a teacher who left the university”. Sam deepened his understanding of researcher 

identity as situated in a continuity of experience in relation with others. The assertion 

“I am not ready” indicated the lack of institutional support to junior teachers. This factor 

can be critical to Sam’s researcher identity construction (Xu, 2014). Indicated by the 

words “pressure” and “scared”, Sam felt it constrained to gain access to the research 

community and its practice. His “forced” identity as a researcher on the peripheral 

trajectory emerged. The vulnerable researcher identity strengthened Sam’s concern 

with job insecurity. The imposed identity as a “publishing machine” implied that Sam 

might be under serious pressure in the research-oriented institution. This quote 

highlights that a vulnerable researcher identity composed of a peripheral trajectory. It 

also highlights the intricate relationship between identity negotiation and the 

institutional setting. The lack of institutional support can also be reflected in Sam’s 

contract, which stated:  

The assessment of the lecturers is completed within the longest time limit of 

6 years. After the expiration of the employment, Party A (the university) will 

evaluate the performance of Party B (Sam). If Party B is unable to pass the 

evaluation, Party A shall not renew contract with Party B… Under any 

circumstances that the contract is terminated, Party B should return the 

apartment-purchasing subsidy to Party A. The balance of unused research and 

training funds shall be returned to Party A, and unreasonable expenses shall 

be paid to Party A. Party B also needs to pay an additional penalty of 20,000 

RMB to Party A. (Contract)  

From the contract, it appears that Sam had no right to terminate the contract, and 

he had to work hard to avoid having the contract terminated by the university. What 

Sam had to do was to publish articles and pass an evaluation within 6 years. Hence, it 

is not surprising that Sam expressed feelings of pressure and frustration related to the 

contract. When he said, “I don’t like the feeling…”, this showed how his identity as a 
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“researcher” was subverted or “illegitimate” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Thus, Sam was 

forced to perceive himself as a “publishing machine” who encountered an identity crisis 

in figuring out his self-understanding within the constrained institutional conditions, 

stressed by his use of the noun “pressure”. In a talk concerning his contract, Sam 

expressed some depressed emotions. Negative emotions like “scared” and “stressful” 

as well as the doubt expressed by “What are unreasonable expenses?” demonstrated 

that Sam’s researcher identity was impacted by the institution’s rigid requirement on 

research performance. One of the main reasons for Sam’s negative emotions was the 

salary. Sam reported he received a lower salary than senior teachers, and could not 

understand why he had to pay a penalty if he resigned from his jobs. In the following 

interview, Sam described how the university functioned like a business:  

This university is like a business. If the goal for a company is to earn money, 

then the goal for a university is to get a higher ranking through squeezing 

academics to produce top journal publications… (Sam, interview 4)  

In the above quote, Sam used the metaphor of a university functioning like a 

business to describe how the university aims to “gain a higher ranking” in the 

competitive higher education system. Through the use of the verb “squeeze”, Sam 

demonstrated the challenges that academics encountered while aiming for 

publication in top journals. “Get a higher ranking” referred to the performance 

appraisal system in Sam’s university. Echoing what he said during this interview, 

in his narrative Sam described himself as that “one who has to take the last train 

back home in order to have more time in the office to write papers”. However, 

what made Sam scared was not only the appraisal system, but also the relationship 

between colleagues under such a system. For example, in the following interview, 

Sam expressed that the community built among the new teachers during the first 

year had already collapsed by the beginning of the second year:  

This university is a battlefield (Zhan Chang) for all new teachers. We new 

teachers become silent and don’t want to talk too much. As new teachers, in 

order to win this war, we need to fight with each other. You can never predict 

how the rules will change. Are colleagues friends or enemies? I am not sure. 
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Basically, I don’t have a friend here. (Sam, interview 3)  

Sam’s negative description of a university as a battlefield indicated that the higher 

education community had changed. This university had turned into a “battlefield” 

where teachers needed to “fight with each other”. Sam had become unsure about his 

relationship with his colleagues, whether they were “friends” or “enemies”. Saying one 

“can never predict how the rules will change” underscored the pressure he felt in 

adapting to the institutional requirements. Declaring “I am not sure” indicated a sense 

of uncertainty and doubt in dealing with the rules in the higher education community. 

The assertion “I don’t have a friend” expressed the frustrations Sam was experiencing 

due to tense relationships among his colleagues.  

The mixed feelings of tensions and uncertainties showed how Sam struggled to 

negotiate within the wide discourse of institutional accountability and managerialism 

(Sikes, 2006). In Sam’s narrative, he mentioned the lack of autonomy in teaching and 

research. For example, one of the difficulties he noted when applying for national 

research grants was that his “research area is not line with the trend of national 

development”. Although the universities did not provide resources for academic papers, 

he still felt this as a constraint “because of no access to Google”. He also mentioned 

“the difficulties in building intimate relationships with his colleagues”. He wanted to 

“build a research team”, but not every teacher was interested in doing research. He 

described double standards in his department. While Sam and some other new teachers 

were being pushed to compete with each other over article publication, some senior 

teachers did not try to publish but merely depended on gao guanxi, or building 

connections, to appease their superiors. The distinction between different types of 

teachers in this department undermined his authority as a researcher. Despite his 

attempts to get close to his colleagues, he felt he was distanced in some implicit way. 

He wanted to do a good job in both teaching and research, but he felt terrified. He 

described “a better way for him to do is to keep a low key,” because in Chinese culture, 

he perceived calling attention to oneself as negative. Overall, Sam felt no personal 

satisfaction during his first year. He found working in a hierarchical department 

oppressive with powerful people and people who wanted to get close to those powerful 
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people. Sam never regarded himself as either a powerful person or one who would 

sacrifice time and energy to appease those in power. During the initial years, Sam never 

once felt that he was a legitimate member of his department.  

4.2.3 Helping with the MA program: “I am a mentor”  
In the third year, Sam was assigned to be responsible for the MA program. This duty 

played a key role in Sam’s identity construction. It was the first time that Sam felt 

accepted as a member of the department. In the narrative, Sam described himself as a 

“coordinator” who attempted to facilitate mutual exchange and effective 

communication among colleagues in the program. In particular, his role was to move 

across different communities of practice through sharing “knowledge and resources” 

for the enhancement of collaboration across department programs. Related to this, Sam 

expressed his ideas in an interview: 

To keep the administrative work running smoothly, we should share 

knowledge and resources to support the MA program. As the Chinese saying 

goes, “Zhong Ren Shi Cai Huo Yan Gao, The fire burns high when everybody 

adds wood to it”. I think my role is important because smooth coordination 

is essential to a better program. (Sam, interview 4)  

In the above quote, Sam’s use of the Chinese proverb about fire testified to his 

identity as a coordinator committed to program work. Furthermore, his use of “we” 

described a team in which colleagues could help each other. The resolute modality 

expressed by “should” showed that Sam’s professional agency as the MA program 

leader was authenticated. Engagement of this nature was a source of identification 

within the community for Sam. He invested in building up the team for the MA program. 

Sam’s engagement in program coordination added a new layer to his teacher identity 

(Wenger, 1998). Saying “smooth coordination is essential to a better program” 

underscored his self-identification as a program administrator and thus affirmed his 

identity as a community member.  

However, Sam reported some negative experiences, particularly after having been 

responsible for the MA program for several months. Challenges shaped and reshaped 
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his identity as a coordinator. Since being a coordinator involved negotiating with others 

to ensure smooth work, Sam found it difficult to juggle the different demands in his 

work, particularly when some colleagues were not cooperative. Sam reported in an 

interview:  

The MA program has some funding for organizing seminars or inviting some 

established researchers to give talks. However, some colleagues used the 

funding to secretly invite some speakers for dinner to build personal 

connections without reporting it to me. I was angry about this selfish behavior. 

(Sam, interview 4) 

His reference to being angry in the quote above showed that he faced challenges 

to his budding identity as a coordinator. The lack of communication between colleagues 

discredited his previous efforts and added extra pressure to his work. His colleagues’ 

behavior of using program funding to build personal connections, which Sam described 

as “selfish”, took a toll on his identity as a coordinator for the MA program. However, 

Sam also expressed that he reaped some benefits while handling the MA program. Sam 

perceived himself as a mentor to his MA students. Sam was also engaged in his own 

professional practice as a mentor. He described in the narrative that he was a mentor 

and willing to “help students overcome setbacks in life” and “facilitate students’ study”. 

When I went to Sam’s office, I noticed that there were four additional desks and 

computers. Four MA students were there helping with data coding. I also heard the 

students call Sam “brother” or by his English name rather than “teacher”. Occasionally, 

Sam offered his students advice. When I probed for why he was willing to spend time 

helping students, Sam responded: 

It is good to gather students who have interests in research in my office. 

Through helping them do research and write articles, I can always reflect on 

the research process or knowledge. In addition, I might be listed as the second 

author for an article. It is a win-win situation, and this is why being a mentor 

matters. (Sam, in a talk after office observation)  

In the above quote, Sam expressed positive feelings about being a mentor for his 

students. On the one hand, being a mentor was a way to reflect on this research 
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experience. On the other hand, he was delighted that being a mentor embodied 

recognition and appreciation of his professional competence by the students and could 

possibly lead to a co-authored article. Therefore, Sam stressed that meaning of being a 

mentor for his students was beneficial for all parties involved. It appears that having 

the students’ confirmation is a kind of authorization legitimizing Sam’s mentor identity 

(Fairclough, 2003). As described in Sam’s narratives, becoming a mentor helped Sam 

“deepen the understanding of the students and gain meaning as a teacher”. Through 

being a mentor, Sam added a deeper layer of meaning to his teacher identity, as he 

described in his narrative, “My students can be my colleagues, too”.  

4.3 Looking ahead for my future: “Should I move forward or turn back?” 
The fourth year was a critical year for Sam. Sam finally made up his mind to apply for 

associate professor. However, the news that his application had been rejected struck 

him like “a bolt from the blue”. The failure to receive a promotion became a source of 

self-doubt and stress, which negatively impacted his self-perception as a teacher. His 

internal struggle in teacher identity construction can further be seen in the interview 

quote below: 

I decided to apply for associate professor. I thought I would I get it because I 

worked for it a lot...I failed. It was a bolt from the blue. I was told that it was 

because other people had more publications than I had. If I had gotten my 

promotion, I would have been really happy. I lost my way because I would 

never know how many publications are enough.… (Sam, interview 5) 

In the above quote, Sam’s application for associate professorship was rejected and 

the failure was a critical event in Sam’s career advancement. According to Sam, he 

failed because other applicants had more publications. The failure of the promotion 

pushed Sam in a lost way, indicated by “I would never know”. Sam demonstrated that 

he felt caught in the perplexing situation of fighting for promotion. The unpredictable 

future related to promotion turned his professional identity into a site of competition 

and struggle. He began to worry about his job security. The use of subjective mood 

implied that the promotion appraisal system undermined Sam’s professional agency. 
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Saying “I would have been really happy” was a form of authenticating his imagination 

of becoming an associate professor (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). In the case of Sam, 

becoming a researcher should be viewed as not just “a local act of learning” but “event[s] 

on a trajectory” (Wenger, 1998, p.155). It is through this peripheral trajectory that Sam 

gave meaning to the engagement in doing research. In particular, the failure of his 

application might be considered as a critical event that thwarts his researcher identity 

construction. Sam further explained his struggle in an interview:  

I still have two years. After two years, I may need to find a new job… I have 

tried my best to publish articles, but I cannot predict anything. I am not a 

native speaker. You know, my major was not English. I spent a lot of money 

seeking editing services. I have tried my best... (Sam, interview 5) 

In the above quote, the rigid and high-stakes appraisal system for promotion with 

an overt focus on research performance took a toll on Sam’s identity construction. Sam 

became puzzled as he was considering whether he had to find a new job. He admitted 

that one of the paramount difficulties he faced when trying to meet the institutional 

publishing requirements was writing as a non-native speaker. He also mentioned in his 

narrative that although he had received his PhD and was trained for academic writing, 

he still found English academic writing challenging, especially in his institution, where 

support in research and publishing for social science was limited. The focus of his 

university, according to Sam, was on natural science. Social sciences, particularly 

English, had already been marginalized. His institution did not provide much 

institutional support for new academics in social science, for which he “had to learn 

how to be independent in doing research and publishing articles” (Narrative frame). As 

shown in Sam’s profile, he had already published 4 SSCI-index journal articles. He had 

also completed one research project funded by Guangdong Education Bureau. 

Concerning his failure to receive a promotion, Sam described how perplexing his 

experiences had been in the narrative: 

I was very confused. I once had a stable job as a primary school mathematics 

teacher. I sacrificed so many years of struggles and predicaments to get an 

unstable job. I wanted to move forward but I also wanted to turn back. But 
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could I turn back? Or did I still have the right to think about turning back? 

(Sam, narrative frame)  

The above quote implied Sam felt stress about this future. In Sam’s words, he had 

sacrificed a stable job for an unstable job. The repeated use of “turn back” revealed 

Sam’s feelings of uncertainties and doubts about his future. Sam’s conflicting feelings 

about whether to move forward or turn back clearly demonstrate his immense struggle 

over his professional identity. Due to the challenges embedded in his professional work 

and his concern with job security, he became uncertain about continuing to invest in 

being a teacher. Sam put the most weight on research in order to move forward and 

coordinate participation in multiple professional communities. That might be due to the 

“publish-or-perish” institutional culture where research performance is directly related 

to career advancement. The pressure in publishing has been so overwhelming that he 

might have been considering turning back. It might be that the dominant institutional 

“publish-or-perish” ideology mediates Sam’s negotiation of multi-membership and 

places him in a state of “turning back” or “moving forward”.  

The promotion appraisal system impacted Sam’s family life, and in turn, the 

imbalance between life and work shaped and reshaped his identity as a teacher. His 

participation in higher education became hardly reified. Participation without 

reification may not contribute to Sam’s negotiability of meanings to argue for an 

empowering identity. Sam reported his feelings in an interview: 

I constantly need to work until midnight and on weekends. I don’t have a life. 

I am stressed and tired because I need to teach English for both English and 

non-English majors, while at the same time, I have the contract requirements 

for publishing articles. I have to be a warrior, a superman, a robot. (Sam, 

interview 5) 

In the above quote, Sam expressed that the heavy teach and research workload 

consumed his time, and as a result he “didn’t have a life”. His emotional statement “I 

am stressed and tired” showed how balancing academic work and family life was 

wearing on him. It also conveyed a message that Sam, a junior teacher, was suffering 

from the demanding and high-stakes challenges in the current higher system. The 



99 
 

depiction of “a warrior, a superman” showed the need for self-agency in professional 

development. The intention to build a sense of agency in career development was 

reflected in the following interview quote. The expressions “scared”, “uncertain” 

indicated his stress and worries toward his future. Sam’s repeated use of the statement 

“I know” revealed his expectations and intention to balance his academic work and 

family life in the future. It appears that Sam’s work and identities were shaped by the 

force embedded in higher education system. Despite a sense of uncertainty about his 

future work, his self-agency to seek his professional development became a source to 

defend and develop his identity as an EFL teacher-researcher (Dinkelman, 2011). His 

last statement— “I will try”—depicts a vivid demonstration of his identity as a novice 

EFL teacher who is attempting to find his way out in the contested and dynamic Chinese 

higher education system. Sam stated:  

You know, I started late. I was so scared and uncertain about my future. I 

heard the new policy is that even I were promoted to associate professor, the 

university would still set a fixed contract. Only being promoted to professor 

means that there is no need for contract evaluation. I know it is impossible to 

turn back. I know I have to move on. I will try… (Sam, interview 5) 

4.4 Analysis: Teacher identity in compliance—An authoritative and lost 

self  
Sam’s professional experiences reveal that Sam developed an identity of compliance in 

the process of adjusting himself to his context. Sam’s identity construction also 

reflected the characteristics of both authority and struggles. The focus was on an 

analysis of Sam’s identity construction as an English lecturer with reference to 

communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), discourse theory (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004), and 

activity theory (Engeström, 2001). 

4.4.1 Sam’s identity construction in communities of practice  
This chapter posits that a junior EFL teacher’s professional life in the Chinese higher 

education system has many layers. Certain roles such as teacher, scholar, and researcher 

are closely interrelated. Tensions exist among the multiple roles because of the 

institutional policy of dividing teaching and research tracks for lecturers based on 
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seniority. The stringent promotion system further posed challenges to a teacher’s 

commitment to EFL teaching and research. The current wave of education reform 

pushed Sam into a stressful situation of coping with the schisms between reform 

initiatives and realities. The ‘‘publish or perish’’ syndrome accelerated by the promotion 

system left Sam in a constant tug of war between being a change agent for higher 

education reform and a follower in catering to the institutional appraisal requirement. 

The denial of his application for promotion put Sam in a perplexing situation. Because 

the culture was characterized by stringent demands for research, Sam came to view 

himself as a “struggling researcher”. Even though he was continuously committed to 

doing research and academic writing, Sam’s “struggling researcher” identity was 

amplified by his status as a non-native EFL teacher (Braine, 2005). Hence, Sam 

developed an identity crisis while becoming the EFL teacher and researcher he aspired 

to be.  

An important feature of Sam’s learning trajectory and professional identity 

development was participation in a constellation of communities of practice. This 

feature, called multi-membership (Wenger, 1998), allowed for richer understanding of 

engagement in professional practice. The provisional and unstable engagement in 

practice produced tensions, discontinuities, incoherence, and negotiated meanings to 

Sam’s identity construction. Sam displayed multiple identities, including “temporary 

worker” and “struggling researcher”. Sam’s identity at any given point was formed 

based on past experience yet was constantly being re-formed by the present situation 

(Wenger, 1998). Sam also learned about his identity meaning in contexts related to time, 

place and people (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The strength and stability of his 

identity construction was associated with his perception of membership in various 

communities (Henkel, 2004), and his identity as a member of a community depended 

on the level of recognition he received from that community’s members (Dison, 2004).  

In negotiating meaning as a member of his department, Sam had tried to assume 

the identity of a coordinator ensuring the development of the MA program. However, 

even though he had a legitimate role in the program, he still could not gain insider status 

because most of the teachers in his department marginalized him. Sam’s case 
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exemplified how participation in a community is influenced not only by membership 

alone but also by an individual’s competence as perceived by the other members. As 

Wenger (1998) notes, participation in a community is an important source of identity 

construction. This competence entails the opportunities to understand and engage with 

shared resources among members (Tsui, 2007). The marginality Sam experienced was 

caused by an unequal power relationship and profoundly affected Sam’s self-worth and 

identity development. Although Sam believed that his competence should be valued by 

his community, this belief was not validated in practice. The misalignment between 

imagination and practice affected Sam’s perception of competence that grants 

membership.  

Closely related to the concept of competence is the notion of legitimate peripheral 

participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991), i.e., Sam was given access to practice without 

being afforded full responsibility. Wenger’s (1998) CoP distinguishes peripherality 

from marginality and participation from non-participation. Based on Wenger (1998), 

peripherality can lead to full participation whereas marginality cannot. Sam’s stories 

showed that although he exhibited a trajectory of participation, gaining legitimate 

access to practice in his community proved challenging. The restricted access to core 

communities of practice was a critical factor in transforming his authoritative teacher 

identity to a lost teacher identity. Sam attempted to gain access and affirm his identity 

as part of the group through acquiring necessary professional competencies and 

aligning his pedagogy with that sanctioned by the department and the institution. 

However, given the challenges Sam encountered in having his core competency 

affirmed, it is not surprising that the marginality he experienced throughout his work 

career played a pivotal role in how he perceived his value as a teacher.  

4.4.2 Sam’s identity construction in discourse  
Sam’s identity construction was a socially-grounded process in which he had to 

continuously adjust to meet the expectations of others. Sam negotiated his professional 

identity through social and verbal interactions with colleagues, whether or not he fully 

identified with them, and whether or not they fully accepted him as one of their own. 
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This dynamism and relationality in identity work can be described as positioning 

(Bamberg, De Fina, & Schiffrin, 2011) or “discursive production of a diversity of selves” 

(Davies & Harré, 1990, p.47). For example, after 10 years of work experience as a 

primary school mathematics teacher, Sam redefined his professional identity to become 

an English teacher. Societal and educational discourse influenced his identity as a 

teacher, and how Sam responded to the situation in which he found himself. Sam 

distinguished himself from the senior teachers and described himself as a “temporary 

worker”. When trying to become a researcher, he was trapped in the authority and 

delegitimacy social relationship between senior teachers and contract-based teachers 

due to the hidden hierarchy and social configuration. Sam consequently had to position 

himself in a lower position compared to his colleagues. 

 The authority and delegitimacy social relationship was reproduced when Sam 

failed to receive a promotion. Sam was confronted with the dilemma of either moving 

forward or turning back. Responding to that failure, Sam grew nostalgic for the good 

old days when he had worked as a primary school mathematics teacher. Related to the 

authority and delegitimacy relationship is the unequal power relations. In Sam’s case, 

power relationships in his department functioned as a form of control over him, forcing 

him to succumb to the norms explicitly or implicitly set by the people who held power. 

In the process of succumbing to the power, Sam lacked authority or autonomy at work. 

Power was not exercised in an acceptable manner, and Sam perceived power as 

delegitimacy. Hence, power, authority and delegitimacy influenced the construction of 

Sam’s professional identity on both societal and institutional levels. Sam was not 

perceived as having authority, delegitimacy occurred and Sam was pushed or pulled 

against his will, and those factors affected his self-identification as a legitimate member 

of the community.  

To survive the demand to publish or perish, Sam stressed the need to be 

independent. That idea was reflected in his desire for support and his vulnerability as a 

novice researcher and writer in the academic community (Swennen et al. 2010). He 

continuously reflected on who he was as an EFL teacher and researcher. The different 

norms, structures and power in the Chinese higher education system brought challenges 
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to the institutional roles of teacher and researcher. The stress in balancing different roles 

and responsibilities exerted influence on Sam’s identity in research and publishing. In 

response to societal and educational discourse, Sam was motivated to construct and 

display his professional identities. Sam exercised agency through balancing work and 

life, and he attempted to expand his identity as an EFL teacher and researcher. The 

performance culture that prescribed how many publications a teacher should have led 

to competition, contestation, and unequal power relations; all of these obstacles fed 

back into Sam’s struggling researcher identity.  

4.4.3 Sam’s identity construction in activity  
Interpreted through the lens of activity theory, Sam’s identity construction as an English 

teacher is formulated within the context of motive-directed activity. The subject-object 

relationship brings about changes in Sam’s professional identity. For example, the 

inconsistency between the subject and object in the activity system forced Sam to feel 

like merely a publishing machine. When assigned to coordinate the MA program, his 

colleagues’ uncooperative behaviour undermined Sam’s coordinator identity, while at 

the same time, student recognition strengthened his identity as a mentor. The 

consequences of having competition between new teachers brought frustration and 

breakdown to Sam’s professional activity.  

     Sam’s tensions from the professional activities of teaching and research showed 

that the relationship between the subject who acted on the activity and the object, i.e., 

the context within which Sam worked, was complex. The subject–object relationship 

led to complexity in Sam’s identity construction. Emerging dilemmas, disturbances, 

and discoordination in his teaching and research work retarded his progress towards 

achieving his professional goals, leading to contradictions in identity construction. 

Sam’s identity as a teacher was not only intertwined in a complex and reciprocal 

relationship within his own personal awareness (Burri, Chen, & Baker, 2017), but it 

was also formed and reformed through activities that distinguished Sam from other 

groups of university teachers. Sam was not passive in the face of external fluid nature. 

He strived to take control of external turbulence and keep it in line with his intended 
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desires. However, the changing social and institutional environment created clashes 

with new forms of activity and hence challenged Sam’s negotiated meaning in identity 

work. 

    Prevalent Chinese traditions, socio-political and economic development, 

modernization and internalization of the Chinese educational system, and institutional 

norms and conventions were all forces that shaped the entire process of Sam’s 

professional development and identity construction. These elements had become even 

more complicated with the emerging “publish-or-perish” forces in the modern higher 

education structure (Hökkä et al., 2012). The subject-object relationship determines 

how Sam perceived his professional identity at each given moment of his teaching 

career. The ongoing higher education reform characterized by marketization and 

performance culture could curb teacher agency, coercing the teaching profession to a 

site of competition and conflict, and overturning the balance between teachers’ personal 

and professional identities. Given the increasing demands and potential difficulties of 

writing and publishing as a non-native speaker, it is likely that Sam’s sense of 

commitment to EFL teaching and research might wane. He might be pushed to ignore 

the value in teaching and instead view it through certain negative identities like being 

a publishing machine in order to meet the institutional requirements and survive in 

higher education. This could be a loss for EFL teaching and teacher education, an issue 

that warrants further attention. 

4.5 Summary  
This chapter examined how Sam negotiated and constructed his identities. His stories 

showed how he constructed an array of identities in response to the shifting higher 

education reform in Mainland China, for example, temporary worker, publishing 

machine, mentor, warrior, superman, and robot. In responding to the contract 

requirement, Sam found it challenging to maneuver within the contextual constraints 

and reconcile the multi-membership into a nexus. Although he expected himself to be 

an English teacher, he encountered strong reality shock due to the limited institutional 

support and guidance that he received in dealing with the “publish-or-perish” syndrome. 
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The institutional ideology of publish-or-perish forced Sam’s identity construction to be 

dynamic, contested, shifting, and subject to unequal power relationships. He 

experienced a sense of inadequacy through his interactions with his colleagues, 

particularly those senior teachers who were already tenured. His teacher identity was 

challenged because he failed his promotion at his university. Sam’s oral and written 

testament of his experience documents how his identity as a novice EFL teacher and 

researcher was shaped and reshaped in relation to his own values, beliefs and feelings 

as well as his experiences in responding to institutional and sociocultural constraints.  

    The next chapter presents Kevin’s story. In contrast to Sam, he entered English 

teacher education with fervent interest and motivation. He took part in various forms of 

research practice, including attending conferences and publishing articles, through 

which he developed his identity as a scholar who is committed to professional 

development. At the institutional level, he received support from his university. He also 

received recognition from the academic community. The recognition and support were 

the source of power that enhanced his researcher identity at the initial stage of his career. 

However, because of the higher education reform with an increasing focus on research 

productivity and publications, he experienced some identity crisis given the lack of 

value that the institution attached to teaching. Despite the difficulties, the support from 

his family and the recognition from the academic community improved his professional 

practice. In such a way, he reinforced and developed his identity as a scholar with a 

strong sense of commitment to research work. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



106 
 

Chapter 5. The Story of Kevin 

 

Kevin impressed me with the remarks he gave during a conference when we first met. 

He commented, “I hope more Chinese voices can be heard at international conferences. 

I am happy that there are more and more Chinese EFL scholars at international 

conferences”. Impressed by his characteristics of working as an English lecturer and 

advocating for a legitimate academic citizen, I invited him to be one of my research 

participants. This chapter charts his study and work experiences. Following his stories 

below, the analysis of his identity construction will be interpreted from the perspectives 

of practice, discourse, and activity. 

5.1 Family background and prior education: “I always like challenges” 
Kevin was in his mid-30s. Kevin was born in a coastal city. Kevin was the only child 

in his family. His father and mother, now retired, had once worked in the government. 

Kevin’s parents were very strict about his study and sent him to a key primary school 

in his city. Kevin also studied very hard and was later admitted into a prominent local 

secondary school. In addition to his regular English classes in school, Kevin also 

received extracurricular English training. One of the main reasons his parents took him 

for the extra training was that his parents hoped Kevin could study abroad if he failed 

to be admitted into a key university in China. Kevin was finally admitted into a 

prestigious university in Guangzhou. He chose the English program and had full 

support from his parents. He attributed his success partly to his diligence and the 

hardworking and competitive atmosphere in his secondary school. As he recalled, 

“Seeing everyone working hard, you realize you have to work hard. Seeing everyone 

aiming for a key university, then you have to strive for a key university”. Kevin 

described his personality as patient, confident, positive, and conscientious. He also 

described himself as the type of person who loves new challenges and takes challenges 

as an opportunity to know the unknown and broaden his horizons. He had the motto 

“No attempt, no knowledge”. Kevin decided to study in a master’s degree program in 

England, and after finishing that degree, he entered a PhD program in Applied 
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Linguistics in England. As Kevin stated, “I still have a lot to explore”. Throughout my 

fieldwork, I had the impression that Kevin was an open-minded and easy-going person. 

    Kevin had not thought of being a teacher. After finishing his PhD, Kevin had a 

profound interest in the teaching profession, which, he explained, was because he was 

trained to be a teacher and scholar during PhD study. Kevin hoped that a British doctoral 

degree would help him quickly secure an associate professorship in a key Chinese 

university. After graduation with a doctoral degree in 2015, Kevin was recruited based 

on the talent plan in TU, a key university in Project 211. This key university was also 

selected to be one of the universities in Project Shuang Yiliu. However, Kevin’s pride 

in holding a doctoral degree and his dream of being an associate professor collapsed 

when he was only recruited as a contract-based lecturer. Misalignment between reality 

and imagination led Kevin to question his identity, for which he became unwilling to 

accept reality, as revealed in an interview:  

Before I came back to China, I imagined that I could get a job as an associate 

professor because I had an overseas doctoral degree. But the reality was that 

I could only get a lecturer job and needed to pass the contract evaluation 

before being considered for associate professor. I can’t believe the market is 

so competitive. (Kevin, interview 2)  

Kevin’s identity as a proud overseas doctoral degree holder was subverted when 

he did not get the desired associate professor job. Kevin was assigned to a lecturer job, 

one at which he could “pass the contract evaluation before being promoted for associate 

professor”. Kevin found it inconceivable that his career had gone in this direction, a 

mere lecturer who would have to work his way up through further evaluations. He cited 

the competitive market as a reason his career had not gone as he had expected.  

Because Kevin was recruited based on the talent plan, he received institutional 

support, including relocation allowance and research funding. Kevin had published 

some articles during his PhD study, which were, according to him, “a blessed journey 

of co-working with a supervisor”. Kevin described in his narrative that publications are 

the calling card of a scholar. Kevin also engaged more in research to meet the 

institutional requirement. As he wrote, “I always like challenges”.  
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5.2 Being an English lecturer: “A struggling but fruitful process” 
This section elaborates Kevin’s experiences as an English lecturer at TU. Based on 

Wenger (1998), an individual’s identities are constructed based on “an experience of 

multi-membership” and “the work of reconciliation” (p. 158). This section delineates 

Kevin’s teaching and research experiences, particularly in relation to the tenure track 

system at his university. An examination of Kevin’s multi-membership experience 

sheds lights on his identity construction. 

5.2.1 Tenure track system: “An unfair system” 
Kevin depicted his first year as “trial and error”. He described his struggles as a novice 

English lecturer without sufficient preparation and guidance. Kevin encountered 

“reality shock” once he transitioned from the community of doctoral education to the 

community of English teaching and research. The pressing issue for him was the tenure 

track system. Although Kevin had earned his credentials and was hired as a teacher, the 

system in which he began his career constantly undermined and distorted how he 

viewed himself professionally, as revealed in an interview:  

I was recruited based on the tenure track system. I was quite proud of myself. 

But I realized that the system was actually like an internship and it was unfair 

to young teachers. The university authorities were using this system to take 

advantage of us. Promotion to associate professor has a quota limit. In order 

to achieve that goal, relationships among colleagues became tense, and this 

university became a colosseum for young teachers… (Kevin, interview 3)  

Kevin’s word choice “but” delineated how his identity in practice as part of a group 

of “young teachers” were vulnerable as the tenure track was just an “internship”. Kevin 

described the differences between “young teachers” and “university authorities”, but 

furthermore, by claiming the relationship “unfair”, indicated that he felt he was in an 

unfavorable position. The term “colosseum” creates an image of the working place for 

young teachers with the tension of a battleground. The changing social relation was 

found to have had a great impact on Kevin’s identity formation. In his narrative, Kevin 

also mentioned that his department was “a place that is difficult to fit in”. His shock 

came from the “unfamiliar institutional norms”. One of the main surprises was the 
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“unequal power relationships”, as revealed in the following interview:  

The academic evaluation system involved too much administrative power. 

This tenure track led to the over-dominant power of the university authorities, 

and young teachers were deprived of their right to speak. If the issues of 

college corruption and bureaucratization cannot be radically controlled, I 

have to say that the “up-or-out” policy is only a tool for the university 

authorities to suppress dissidents. (Kevin, interview 3) 

    The declaration “I have to say…” in the above quote implied Kevin’s vulnerability 

and powerlessness as a young teacher. His willingness to be identified as a qualified 

teacher were undermined under the current higher education system. Saying he felt 

deprived and suppressed authenticated (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004) his struggle as a novice 

English lecturer adjusting to his new work setting. The policy of receiving remuneration 

package from the universities also impacted Kevin’s willingness to be a part of the 

university. Due to a tricky rule regarding the regulations for paying salaries, Kevin was 

forced to doubt the meaning of teacher identity. Take the following interview as an 

example:  

I was shocked to see the breakdown of my salary. There was quite a big gap 

between what the university promised and what I received. It said 36K one 

month, but actually I received less than 20K. The practice in this university 

was to keep one portion of my salary as the bonus for my end-of-contract 

performance. If I met the requirement, then I could receive the bonus. If I 

could not meet the requirement, then I would receive nothing after the 

contract. (Kevin, interview 5) 

    In the above quote, Kevin described himself as shocked by the gap between the 

salary the university had promised and what he received. According to Kevin, the 

university’s practice of keeping one portion of the salary as the bonus for the end-of-

contract performance showed the institution’s demand on performance. He implied that 

this practice had a negative influence on his professional work and identity, giving him 

an unsatisfactory feeling toward the rule and a lack of institutional appreciation. The 

unsatisfactory feeling may lead to his limited legitimacy to negotiate the meaning of 
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conducting research. Kevin may have found himself being put on a state of participation 

and non-participation. The mixture of participation and nonparticipation led to his 

peripheral trajectory.  

    According to the talent recruitment document in Kevin’s university, “the talent 

recruited under the talent plan should meet the following requirements after the first 3-

year contract. First, obtain at least a national level research grant as a principal 

investigator. Second, obtain at least a provincial level project funded by the ‘Teaching 

Quality and Teaching Reform Project’. Third, publish at least five CSSCI papers or two 

SSCI-index journal articles”. In addition, “70% of the talent allowance is paid monthly 

as basic salary and 30% of the talent allowance is kept and paid after the performance 

evaluation at the end of the three-year contract. Any evaluation result with ‘unqualified’ 

or ‘barely qualified’ will be considered as ‘unqualified’ for the talent allowance. Only 

‘distinctive’ will be considered as ‘qualified’ for the talent allowance”. In a conversation 

about this requirement, Kevin repeated that he was like “a spinning top”, for when he 

wanted to stop, somebody would make him move again. He expressed worries about 

meeting the contract requirement. He questioned what the word “distinctive” meant and 

how he could make himself be distinctive. In the narrative, he also described himself 

as a “temporary worker” because of the “unfair division of labor”. Kevin mentioned the 

words “temporary worker” again in the following interview:   

I am different from long-service lecturers in this university. They have 

bianzhi. I think I am actually a temporary worker. The tenure track system is 

actually the dividing line between temporary and teachers with bianzhi. I 

need six years to show that I am a valuable worker who is worthy for the 

university to consider as a long-term teacher. However, priority for funding 

grants is often given to professors. This is not fair. Professors are not 

evaluated but we are. We need grants. (Kevin, interview 5)  

In the above quote, Kevin perceived a sharp contrast between himself and other 

teachers in the university. Because he felt a lack of institutional recognition, he 

constructed his identity as only a “temporary worker”. As a lecturer, he needed research 

grants to pass the research evaluation, but the university always prioritized the 
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professors to receive funding. The distinction he made between lecturers and professors 

exemplified his struggles as a lecturer in the tenure track system. Along with the 

experience of marginalization, Kevin claimed a disadvantaged role in the faculty. Kevin 

discursively constructed an identity relation of differentiation between himself and 

other colleagues. As situated in such relation, Kevin positioned himself as a teacher 

who needs support. It is also interesting to note that Kevin highlighted the competence 

(e.g., research grant) he aspired. As membership is fundamentally defined by 

competence, it is common for Kevin to require competence to secure membership or 

the legitimacy of access to sustain engagement in the higher education community.    

5.2.2 Doing research: “I am a scholar” 
Entering the second year, Kevin felt more satisfactory towards his work, especially 

when he kept publishing more articles with his supervisor. As he mentioned in his 

narrative, “the most satisfactory moment was seeing my publication online and sharing 

it in various platforms”. Seeing his work published strengthened his belief, which in 

turn served as a source of power to guide and shape his professional practice (Borg, 

2015). In particular, the belief served as a basis for encouraging his agency for doing 

research, which further contributed to his researcher identity. Take the following quote 

from the narrative as an example:  

Seeing those publications coming out, I had a clear mind that I am a 

researcher. My role cannot be just teaching language skills. I do believe that 

I am a person who likes challenges. I do believe that the challenges will only 

make me stronger. This is the only way for me to go. I have to be tough. 

(Kevin, narrative frame)  

In the above quote, Kevin underscored his belief and determination that he was a 

researcher. Kevin showcased how he built confidence in coping with challenges 

encountered in doing research. The publications became a source of strength for Kevin 

to work harder at research. Thus, he developed a strong belief about doing research and 

used it as a tool in meeting the requirement of survival in the competitive higher 

education system. In the narrative, Kevin also stressed the role of “institutional 
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recognition” in leading him to think positively for his professional development. In the 

following interview, Kevin’s identities were affirmed because of institutional 

recognition. For example:  

I think one happy thing here is the institutional recognition that I have 

received. The university arranged for a position for my wife. I really 

appreciate it. Here, I earn the respect that a scholar deserves. (Kevin, 

interview 2)  

Institutional recognition strengthened Kevin’s identity as a scholar. Underscored 

by the appreciation he expressed, Kevin showed great interest in being a part of his 

university and the institutional arrangement of a position for his wife. When Kevin felt 

respected, he explicitly exhibited a form of authorization (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004) in 

self-identifying as a scholar. The institution’s recognition of his authority and position 

gave rise to Kevin’s teacher identity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005) as evidenced by his last 

assertion “I earn the respect that a scholar deserves”. 

When it came to the third year, Kevin expressed his determination in dealing with 

challenges. Kevin’s alignment with institutional norms became a force in his identity 

construction. In Kevin’s case, the identity and enterprise of being part of large groups 

turned into part of his preferred identity as a researcher. Alignment became his form of 

allegiance to the institutional requirement. The following interview data from Kevin 

illustrates his attempts to align his engagement in research with the institutional 

requirement:  

I am more mature now. I don’t want to make excuses for my difficulties in 

getting published. The university reduced our teaching hours. This was a big 

help for lecturers on the research track. Now I am sure I am not just a lecturer. 

My identity is a researcher. I need to comply with the institutional 

requirement and get more publications before my physical strength drops.... 

(Kevin, interview 3).  

According to the teaching document in Kevin’s university, “the teaching hours for 

lecturers on the research track are 6-8 hours per week and a maximum of two courses 

in one semester. In case of a need to supervise master students, the workload of one 
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course can be deducted”. In the above interview quote, Kevin’s frequent use of 

affirmative expressions demonstrated his strong sense of identity as a researcher with 

increasing confidence and optimism about his future. Kevin linked his researcher 

identity construction to perseverance and maturity. In particular, the understanding of 

his professional identity strongly aligned with what he valued—reduced teaching hours. 

The realization of his positive professional identity was inextricably linked to the 

importance he put on research. Furthermore, he attempted to align his engagement in 

research with a broader institutional requirement: “I need to … get more publications…” 

Thus, Kevin exercised his agency in dealing with the contextual constraints and 

emerged from a teacher to a researcher through traversing from one community of 

practice to a new one (Wenger, 1998).  

In a June 2018 conference presentation, Kevin presented on the topic “global 

English theories”. Kevin used “ideological domination” and “linguistic imperialism” to 

describe the power of English in the global world. He also stated that “linguistic 

differences are a resource rather than a predicament, and owing to linguistic differences, 

we can have more understanding and possibility”. He concluded that “English has 

become a means of communication in the global community”. When asked how Kevin 

felt his presentation and academic trip went, he commented:  

    I really enjoyed the conference. I appreciated that my university supported all 

my expenses for the conference presentation. In my presentation, I talked 

about global English and its power to create a global community. I wanted to 

add one point, which is that the international conferences build a global 

academic community. I can network with professors, friends, and colleagues. 

It reminds me that I am a part of the academic community. (Kevin, a talk after 

conference presentation)  

In the above quote, Kevin attached great importance to attending international 

conferences. His strong belief in attending conferences was derived from his past 

experience of doing research in “global English”. The institutional support to attend 

conferences empowered Kevin’s identity as a scholar. In Kevin’s words, international 

conferences “build a global academic community”, and the recognition of being a “part 
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of the academic community” served as a facilitator in his professional development, 

allowing him to “network with professors, friends, and colleagues”. This whole quote 

served as a form of authentication (Bucholtz & Hall, 2010) to show Kevin’s 

determination in the academic community. Being engaged in the academic socialization 

activities out of the institution may push Kevin to situate himself in a cross-institutional 

social network that sustains his research endeavor and identity.   

5.2.3 English teaching in university: “Can I still call myself a teacher?” 
The professional practices of teaching and research carried different meanings in the 

institution. The different meanings contributed to the authorization/illegitimation 

relationship between teaching and research. In the following interview excerpt, Kevin 

explained why some English lecturers chose the research track and quit teaching certain 

courses in the past few years. English lecturers were portrayed as professionals 

“enhancing teaching quality” (narrative frame). However, such professional practice 

did not match the focus of a research-oriented university, and consequently, teaching 

was not valued by teachers, as revealed in an interview:  

This university was selected into Project Shuang Yiliu and aimed to build a 

research-oriented university. In an attempt to avoid being expelled from the 

project, the university had to invest a lot of resources and money into research. 

I think this may be the reason some lecturers did not choose the teaching track, 

because of lower salaries and status, insufficient resources, and no 

opportunities for promotion. Many teachers also avoided difficult courses or 

those that might require more time for preparation. (Kevin, interview 4)  

The quote above conveyed the effect that institutional refocusing had on the 

desirability of various positions and the focus of English lecturers in those positions. 

The institutional refocusing heightened authority to those doing research but at the same 

time, delegitimized teaching. The consolidation of the authorization/illegitimation 

relationship between research and teaching undermined Kevin’s teacher identity. The 

repertoire of skills and competencies attached to the teaching community lost status. 

The institution’s devaluation of English teaching and prioritization of research led to 
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the lower position of those in the English teaching community, which impacted Kevin’s 

teacher identity construction. The low status of the English teaching community also 

led to an experience of non-participation. Kevin reported that some lecturers chose not 

to teach “some difficult courses” because of the lower status. Such non-participation 

was not a result of “direct relations with the communities of practice” but in practice 

from “institutional arrangements” (Wenger, 1998, p. 169). Therefore, Kevin adopted 

non-participation as a form of protection from developing an identity crisis. Kevin had 

not thought of challenging the institutional hierarchy. He actually did not regard it as a 

possible marginalization but regarded it as one type of institutional arrangement. Such 

non-participation was a way of keeping Kevin from feeling powerless. For example, 

Kevin said in the following interview:   

I would like to take on the role of supervising research students rather than 

being an English language skills trainer, especially for undergraduate courses. 

Teaching language skills consumes time and is boring. I could be allowed to 

do a supervisory job to reduce my teaching workload. Then why not? I am 

not alone in doing that. (Kevin, interview 4)  

The identity as an English language skills trainer triggered vulnerability when 

Kevin related himself to the dwindling teacher team. Based on the record in Kevin’s 

department, nine out of twelve English lecturers chose the research track. Many 

undergraduate courses such as linguistics, advanced English reading, and business 

writing were either handled by lecturers on the teaching track or by part-time teachers 

recruited outside of the university. Two additional English lecturers, who chose neither 

the teaching track nor the research track, had changed jobs to work as staff in the 

teaching affairs office. Another five English lecturers had quit their jobs in the 

preceding three years. It might have been just a coincidence happening in Kevin’s 

department. However, we cannot deny the fact that the EFL teaching team is dwindling. 

Responding to that phenomenon, Kevin expressed his dismay through the Chinese 

idiom “Tu Si Gou Peng, cook the hound when the hares have been run down” in the 

following interview:  

In fact, if English teachers were not needed, it was normal for you to have a 
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feeling that the faculty was cooking the hound when the hares had been run 

down. Well, we do need researchers, but we also need teachers. I think it is a 

pity that I became one of those English teachers who put many good courses 

like English for professional communication and legal English behind them 

because those courses were time-consuming. (Kevin, interview 4)  

The Chinese idiom literally means trusted aides were eliminated when they had 

outlived their usefulness. Kevin was lamenting the devaluation of the English teaching 

profession and expressing a desire for a teaching community. Identifying as one who 

had lost interest in teaching, Kevin felt sadness if more English teachers were forced to 

do that. In his narrative, he also mentioned that “teaching language skills is boring”, “a 

university EFL teacher should not just teach language skills”, and “an EFL teacher does 

not mean a language skill trainer” 

The English language skills trainer identity can also be interpreted as institutional 

participation and non-participation (Wenger, 1998). Participation and non-participation 

well explained Kevin’s relationship with the institution, which can be described as 

ambivalent (Wenger, 1998, p. 170). On the one hand, Kevin acknowledged the 

importance of English teaching. On the other hand, Kevin showed a forced 

disengagement from the teaching community. As Kevin described in his narrative, “We 

teachers care about research more than teaching”. The institutional non-participation 

was reinforced because of diminished communication within the team, which prevented 

Kevin from engaging in collaborative learning. That demonstrates the pivotal role of 

institutional structuring in forming a community of practice and transforming a 

teacher’s participatory orientation. “We teachers care about research more than teaching” 

indicated Kevin’s non-participatory orientation, displayed through a low level of 

commitment toward building the connection between teaching and research. The 

limited connection between Kevin’s teaching and research practice may have been due 

to his strengthened researcher identity. As he focused more on research, he might have 

been more interested in building a research profile so as to avoid potential 

marginalization in the academic community. The existence of boundary objects without 

brokering became a source of power that made it difficult for Kevin to build continuity 
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between communities. Thus, Kevin’s teacher and researcher identities remain split, a 

common problem among language teachers (Borg & Liu, 2013). 

5.3 Looking ahead to the future: “I am open to any opportunities” 
When Kevin was asked how he felt about his personal and professional development 

after 4 years in this university, he indicated an appreciation of his work experiences. 

This is revealed in the following interview quote:  

Certainly, I learned a lot from my experiences in this university. I don’t care 

so much about the promotion. I am open to any opportunities. I may get a 

better chance before my promotion comes to me. (Kevin, interview 5) 

As the above quote indicates, Kevin was able to derive enjoyment from his work 

experience. Such an affective stance indexed a strong commitment towards the teaching 

profession and became a part of his identity. The positive emotion shows how he 

navigated the challenges in the higher education system in a proactive way and made 

the challenges an essential part of his identity construction (Wolff & De Costa, 2017). 

Interpreted in light of Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice, as an English lecturer, 

Kevin gained participatory orientation meanings through “engagement in practice” 

(p.150) and “a constant becoming” (p. 154). Kevin’s narrative gave concrete examples 

of his engagement as an English lecturer. For example, he described, “The experiences 

in this university is, to me, a process of learning how to use my expertise to teach and 

how to establish myself as a researcher and earn peer recognition”. Examples like this 

revealed Kevin’s identity construction while being engaged in practice and 

demonstrated his participatory orientation that featured accommodation. Kevin’s 

identity construction was also “a constant becoming” (p. 154), for which the process of 

learning was joint with the identity. Kevin enhanced not only his awareness of 

becoming a researcher but also his capability as a researcher. The awareness became 

significant elements that potentially contributed to Kevin’s developing identity. In 

addition to personal awareness, familial support also played a pivotal role, as revealed 

in the following interview quote: 

The tenure track reform is a liar game. The universities post a big and 
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attractive payment scheme to entice you to join and set many targets for you 

to complete. If you cannot reach the targets, then you must return partial pay 

to the university and leave. If you reach the target, then you can continue to 

the next contract evaluation. Well, you can choose to be tenured, but you 

receive a smaller amount of money. Sad, but true. So, I am waiting for a better 

job offer. Actually, I don’t have so many things to worry about. My parents 

have retired. They can take very good care of my two little children. I also 

don’t need to worry about housing. If this university can give me a better offer, 

I will stay. If not, I am ready to move. (Kevin, interview 5)  

The description of China’s tenure track reform as a deceptive game indicated 

Kevin’s disappointment. The lack of mutual engagement led to an unrewarding 

experience, which may trigger Kevin’s professional fatigue in his work setting. 

However, he displayed his positive stance towards his future development. As his 

experiences accumulated, Kevin capitalized on his achievements for his future 

professional development. Despite challenges, Kevin found the potential in academic 

movement. The great support from his family alleviated Kevin’s concerns over job 

security and sustained his commitment to his profession. 

5.4 Analyses: Being an English lecturer—A struggling but determined self 
This section focuses on an analysis of Kevin’s identity construction as an English 

lecturer in his university context. The characteristics of Kevin’s teacher identity 

construction will be explored in detail through communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), 

discourse theory (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004), and activity theory (Engeström, 2001).  

5.4.1 Kevin’s identity construction in communities of practice 
Membership in a community is built through the reified markers of membership as well 

as the competence that membership entails. As argued by Wenger (1998), competence 

valued by the community is an important factor influencing the construction of one’s 

identity. The process of identity construction in practice entails two levels. One level is 

how a member negotiates his or her identity as a participant in a community of practice. 

Examples of this are how a member expresses competence in that community and how 
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that membership is recognized by others. The other level relates to how participation in 

that community enters the constitution of identity and how some identity characteristics 

can be inherited to reflect the location of practice in the broader social landscape. When 

Kevin first joined TU, although his membership as a scholar was affirmed through 

institutional support granted by the talent plan, he was not fully accepted as a peer in 

his department. Kevin suffered because of the power relationship between young 

teachers and university authorities. Because of the up-or-out policy, Kevin’s willingness 

to be identified as a teacher and researcher was undermined. He constructed an identity 

as a temporary worker. He also described himself as different from other professors. 

The feeling of otherness caused by the tenure track system led to his vulnerability in 

the higher education community. The vulnerability profoundly influenced Kevin’s 

efforts in seeking self-worth and teacher identity meaning.  

In order to gain recognition as a member of the community, he aligned himself 

with institutional norms by acquiring the competencies that defined his community— 

conducting research and publishing articles. Kevin’s achievement in research, the core 

competency valued by the higher education community, was a crucial element to his 

attainment of recognition as a member. There were bound to be obstacles or challenges 

in his work such as strict performance appraisal, a heavy workload, and the mandate to 

publish or perish. However, peer recognition of his research competence helped him 

become self-aware as well as gain legitimacy as a member of the academic community. 

Peer recognition emerged as an important resource that Kevin could mobilize to 

facilitate his professional practices. The enhancement of professional experiences also 

enabled Kevin to seek and seize opportunities that helped him link prior experience and 

contextual conditions. This linkage further fed back into the accomplishment of agency. 

Kevin demonstrated different levels of agency in teaching and research and 

consequently exhibited divergent choices and actions for appropriate professional 

growth. While he lacked agency for working as a language skill trainer, he exercised 

agency as a researcher. Such a pattern is consistent with the findings of Hökkä et al. 

(2012), that teachers with institutional support seek agency for constructing preferred 

identities while limited external support may deprive teachers of agency to construct 
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their preferred teacher identity. The present findings imply that the agentic choice of 

participation or non-participation is related to the availability of resources, self-

perception of affordances in the context, explicit and implicit power relations, social 

and personal positioning, and shifting institutional norms or structures.  

As a change agent of professional development, Kevin was sensitive to 

marginalization and attempted to orient his career path in a way that was conducive to 

his professional development. Marginalization did not inhibit Kevin from building a 

firm identity commitment. He engaged with relevant research activities, including 

applying for research projects, exploring cutting-edge research, and attending 

international conferences, making the case that an individual can find space to 

maneuver the community resources to bolster and sustain his/her preferred identities 

(Priestley et al., 2015). Likewise, commitment to professional identity development 

impacted Kevin’s agentic actions in directing his career path. The power imbalance 

between new teachers and university authorities marginalized his endeavour, but a 

strong identity commitment became a source of power in helping him sustain his 

agentic choices. Based on the findings of this study, I argue that there exists a 

connection among identity, agency and professional development in communities of 

practice. Teacher agency is enacted within dynamic and fluid contextual conditions. 

Commitment to professional identity impacts teacher agency in the way they position 

themselves towards institutional structures and in how they act towards institutional 

structures.  

     In Kevin’s case, the process of constantly negotiating meaning with other 

community members and investing his time and energy in line with the negotiated 

enterprise of his situated communities, and finally making sense of himself as a 

researcher, can be interpreted by Wenger’s (1998) notion of alignment.Wenger (1998) 

asserted the definition of alignment as a process of accustoming oneself to the norms 

of a community and coordinating actions towards a common goal, which may lead to 

participation or non-participation (Kanno & Stuart, 2011). Kevin was able to harmonize 

different components, improving coordination in order to conduct research and achieve 

publications. When his alignment was interlocked on the same cue with community 
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members, he built an understanding of a mutually recognized practice, and through this, 

he directly and indirectly shared tacit knowledge and built an identity as a researcher. 

Deep tacit knowledge shared through interlocked alignment on research practice helped 

Kevin feel engaged in the academic community. This understanding of interlocked 

alignment offered more substance to Wenger’s (1998) notion of alignment. I argue that 

interlocked alignment is a developmental process of learning to harness both individual 

and cooperative knowledge, often at the same time. Interlocked alignment highlights 

that individuals engaged in the transpersonal process of interlocked alignment will 

(re)develop their tacit knowledge while accumulating shared repertoires. Therefore, 

after Kevin’s transpersonal processes of attending various academic activities, it 

became appropriate for him to establish negotiation of the joint enterprise and fit in a 

new CoP through such interlocked alignment. 

5.4.2 Kevin’s identity construction in discourse  
This chapter reveals that Kevin’s professional identities were constructed within a 

complex set of social relationships between Kevin and other social agents, between his 

prior experiences and present situation, and also between the self built in one setting 

and the self built in another setting. The construction of Kevin’s professional identities 

was thus discursive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal. First, this can be detected in the 

use of linguistic strategies demonstrated by various sources such as narrative frames, 

interviews, and discourse activities like conferences. Echoing previous studies (e.g., 

Sayer, 2000), the relationship between texts, events, practices, and structures influenced 

his sense of agency. Indeed, as Kevin moved from abstract structures towards concrete 

social events, it became increasingly more important to connect language with other 

social elements. For instance, at the generic level, Kevin’s identities emerged from 

various meaning-making messages embedded in his speech. His sharing of narratives 

and interviews about his publication experiences indexed his researcher identity. The 

use of spoken and written texts demonstrated his connection to the social event and to 

the wider physical and social discourse. Positive expressions of emotion, such as 

“strong”, “mature”, and “enjoy”, demonstrated his determination to be a researcher in 
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higher education. Kevin also demonstrated his values, beliefs, and commitments to his 

work and thus they served as a critical source for his identity construction (Jorgensen 

& Phillips, 2002). Hence, Kevin discursively exhibited the salient differences or 

priorities of his professional practice (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005).  

This chapter thus showcases how Kevin’s identity work was demonstrated in the 

language he used to describe his experiences. The process of identity formation for 

Kevin became dynamic, continuous, fluid, and situated within and across multiple 

discourses. Language and identity were inextricably connected (Johnston, 2010), 

thereby demonstrating the complex relationships among educational background, 

social structure, and the institutional system that define a set of possibilities and social 

practices (i.e., what actually happens during social events). During the four years of 

work experiences at TU, Kevin demonstrated different ways of coping with structural 

possibilities, thus making it difficult to demarcate “authorization”, the process in which 

identities were affirmed through structures of institutional power, from “illegitimation”, 

the process through which identities were censored, pushed, or dismissed by 

institutional and social structures (Bucholtz & Hall, 2010, p. 24). Therefore, the power 

differentials, power interplay, and context introduced multiple facets to Kevin’s identity 

formation (Gu, 2013; Gu & Benson, 2015; Yuan & Mak, 2018).  

The authorization/illegitimation relationship permeated the social division 

between Kevin and English lecturers on the teaching track. Kevin illegitimated the 

importance of teaching. Kevin no longer felt alone in a context that was not attuned to 

the needs of English teaching. Responding to the dwindling English teacher team which 

was reinforced by the institutional restructuring, Kevin chose to do more supervisory 

work so as to reduce his teaching workload. He foregrounded his researcher identity 

and built an identity relation on par with other academics, which enabled him to build 

cognitive and affective bonds within the academic community and make an identity 

investment in that community (Reeves, 2009). Because Kevin could hardly find a 

fellow with whom he could have an intellectual exchange, he reached out through 

international conferences to expand his social network and identified with scholars 

beyond his institution. Through situating himself in a broader academic community, 
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Kevin was able to fight against institutional constraints and navigate emotional 

struggles in order to construct his own stable researcher identity. Kevin’s discursive 

construction of researcher identity was thus affected by the shift of the faculty, peer 

recognition that legitimized his identity, an accommodative positioning towards being 

a part of multi-membership, and finally, support that thrusted his sustained commitment 

towards being a researcher. Differentiation and assimilation constitute the multiple 

facets of identity, the anchoring of identity in fluid contexts, and the transformational 

power in identity construction in the target discourse community.  

5.4.3 Kevin’s identity construction in activity  
Tension emerged between Kevin and the various rules in the activity system. The rules 

were assumed to be a force in mediating the relationship between the subject (Kevin) 

and the engaged community. The norms and regulations of the activity system were a 

part of the community’s culture. When Kevin entered the higher education activity 

system, he might not have been able to adapt to the regulations and norms, giving rise 

to tension during his first year as a university teacher. For example, as Kevin perceived 

it, the tenure track system was only a means for the university authorities to take 

advantage of young teachers and push them to maximize research output. Kevin became 

somewhat upset, as it seemed to imply distrust in young teachers’ capacity for doing 

research. To some extent, the tension between Kevin and the rules constrained his 

agency. 

An activity system always has rules, whether formal, explicit rules, or unwritten, 

tacit rules (Dang, 2013). Kevin reported tension over meeting the research and other 

contract requirements, and these new rules shaped Kevin’s interactions with his 

colleagues. The rules might have changed, either tacitly or explicitly, Kevin’s agency 

in the activity. The changing rules led to the formation of Kevin’s diluted English 

teacher identity. Constrained by the rules, Kevin’s attempts to resolve internalized 

contradictions were restricted. The implicit or explicit rules, the constantly changing 

norms and conventions, and the conflicts, inconsistencies, and dilemmas that were often 

beyond Kevin’s expectation constrained his involvement in the teaching community. It 
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should be noted that the tension not only caused Kevin’s inability to adapt to the norms 

but also led to the malfunctioning in enhancing teaching competence that should be a 

major role of English lecturers.  

Several tensions affected Kevin’s identity work. They included not only the two 

activity systems of teaching and research but also extended to the motives and the tools 

required to enact identities and the practices suited for appropriating the tools 

sanctioned within the setting (Smagorinsky et al., 2004). Kevin’s supervisor’s support 

helped him get some articles published during his initial years, and the peer recognition 

he earned provided an imagined space that gave him more determination in finding his 

identity meaning. Kevin’s personal awareness of agency also played a pivotal role. He 

became capable of getting along, understanding, and adapting to the institutional norms. 

His identity as a researcher was thus tied to his relationships with authority figures who 

guided him, as well as his perceptions of affordances in exercising agency. Gaining a 

broader vision provided useful goals in Kevin’s development as a researcher, possibly 

preventing him from an ideological meltdown when he moved to a setting that did not 

validate his ideals.  

Interpreted from activity theory, the findings of this study shed light on a 

dialectic relationship between agency and structure. The two dimensions mutually 

presuppose and constitute and stand in a dialectic relationship. Agency is exercised by 

means of conscious actions, and actions are determined by the structures. Goals in 

professional development and identity commitment serve as referents for the unfolding 

and enchainment of agency. The dialectic relationship between agency and structure 

anchors and assigns free-floating action possibilities in the activity system to be a 

specific person. The structure or rules in the activity system move the anchorage of 

actions to the subject of consciousness. The tools, motives, division of labor, and other 

aspects of the activity mediate the interaction of a subject with an object. 

In the case of Kevin, the tools, motives, division of labor, and other aspects of 

the activity mediated his professional practice. He reflexively designated himself as the 

agent of production. The durability of the structure strengthened the continuity of his 

identity formation when encountering challenges that came with the movement across 
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activity systems in time. I conclude Kevin’s story with the metaphor of the pitfall 

(Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1985). Literally, pitfall refers to a pit covered with a 

flimsy camouflage through which a passer-by is likely to fall to entrapment. Kevin, who 

stepped into a new university, indeed found himself in a metaphorical pitfall, and during 

the first year became hemmed in with no route of retreat, and with no way out. After a 

few years’ working there, he found strength and determination to strive for a clearer 

vision for his career development and located alternatives to help him realize that vision. 

Hence, the tension of having to work within difficult circumstances rather than merely 

escaping elsewhere is likely the very thing that made him able to exercise agency and 

build an ideal identity.  

5.5 Summary  
Overall, the institution’s status as a research-oriented university reinforced the pressure 

on Kevin’s professional development. At the initial stage, the external pressure that 

Kevin felt was mainly because of the “unfair” tenure track system. Such pressures were 

similar to Sam’s. Due to the “unfair” system, Kevin also expressed he was a “temporary 

worker”. Kevin felt puzzled about his professional development, and he had a deep-

seated feeling that he was like a “spinning top”. Unlike with Sam, the recognition and 

support from the academic community helped him develop a strong identity as a 

researcher despite the challenges by the “publish-or-perish” syndrome. Institutional 

recognition, e.g., cutting teaching hours, support for attending international conferences, 

rewarding publications, and family support, strengthened Kevin’s identity as a scholar.  

The institutional agenda shaped how he participated in different communities and 

triggered his investment in a researcher identity. He adopted participation and non-

participation strategically to negotiate his desired identities. He was situated in a 

complex set of relationships within which he constructed his professional identities in 

relation to other social agents and to himself both in the past and in various roles. The 

data also revealed that the construction of professional identities is mediated by the 

rules in different activity systems. It is necessary to recognize the proactive role of 

tension in identity construction. Data analysis showed that Kevin struggled but at the 
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same time he showed determination regarding his future career development.  

     The next chapter presents Sabrina’s story. Sabrina embarked on her teaching 

career with great expectations as a part-time teacher, then resigned and later restarted 

her teacher job after completing her doctoral study. As a returnee to the higher education 

community, Sabrina compared her new university job with the previous one and 

expressed she had not been able to adapt to the new higher education reform 

requirement. She encountered bias in her new university, mainly because she did not 

have any publications. She attempted to expand her professional identity by engaging 

in teaching work for English major students, which deepened her understanding about 

her students and broadened her horizons about EFL teaching. However, unlike Kevin, 

she experienced identity conflicts given the marketization of higher education. She felt 

powerless in response to the publication requirement of the tenure track system. Sabrina 

chose to escape and positioned herself as a “sojourner” in the higher education 

community.  
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Chapter 6. The Story of Sabrina 

 

This chapter focuses on the case of Sabrina, opening with her family background and 

education. Then, Sabrina’s experiences and trajectories related to teaching, research, 

and life are explored. Following that is an analysis and discussion of Sabrina’s identity 

construction from the perspectives of practice, discourse, and activity. 

6.1 Family background and prior education: “I want to be an English 

teacher” 
Sabrina was in her mid-30s. She was born in a northeastern province of Mainland China. 

Sabrina’s parents, who were secondary school English teachers, treated Sabrina’s 

studies quite seriously. She studied hard and entered a local key primary and secondary 

school followed by a key university in Liaoning. Her parents’ roles as teachers 

influenced her chosen career and identity development. Growing up watching and 

learning from her mother’s work helped Sabrina develop a vision of being a teacher. In 

Sabrina’s narrative, she mentioned, “I want to be a teacher because my parents are 

teachers”. After graduating with a bachelor’s degree in English education in 2007, 

Sabrina decided to earn a master’s degree; her parents told her “it is better for a girl to 

get a master’s degree when still young” (narrative frame). However, Sabrina failed the 

unified National Graduate Entrance Examination and did not want to wait another year. 

With her parents’ support, she went to Britain to pursue a master’s degree. 

Sabrina’s interest became a form of “imagination” (Wenger, 1998), which helped 

her orient to, reflect upon, and explore her imagined teaching community. She gained 

new insights, cultivated an awareness of broader systems, and voiced a more positive 

motive for being a teacher. During her master’s study, Sabrina considered professional 

knowledge and skills as highly important for teachers. She was eager to acquire subject-

matter knowledge and pedagogical skills. After completing her master’s degree in 2009, 

she went to a southwestern province in Mainland China. When asked in an interview 

about her decision to move to that province, she reported, “It was destiny to meet him 

[Sabrina’s husband], the right person in my life. His family was in Guangxi, so I came 
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here”. 

6.2 Being and becoming an English lecturer 
This section presents Sabrina’s experiences with teaching and research. Sabrina’s 

identity construction process can be interpreted based on her experiences. During the 

process of being and becoming an English lecturer, Sabrina developed and embraced 

new identities. 

6.2.1 Sabrina’s first job as a part-time English lecturer: “Blessing, bewilderment, 

and frustration” 
Guangxi was a new land for Sabrina, and she needed time to adjust. During the first 

year, she was occupied with her marriage. Her husband’s family was a traditional family 

with a business in Guangxi. To spend more time with her husband’s family, Sabrina 

decided to take a job as a part-time English lecturer at NU, a less prestigious university 

in Guangxi. Sabrina’s first job as an English teacher was a period of “blessing, 

bewilderment, and frustration” (narrative frame). 

Sabrina felt fortunate to work in the English department despite being only a 

part-time lecturer. Sabrina’s imagined identity as an English teacher was strengthened 

after she was cordially accepted by her colleagues. Joining a harmonious department 

motivated her to engage more in shared teaching practices, contributing to the 

community’s mutuality (Wenger, 1998). For example, her experience of exchanging 

ideas with the department head and fellow teachers, who she described as “very friendly” 

in her narrative, promoted her passionate involvement in creating meaning for her job. 

Sabrina’s meaningful and positive experience, influenced by her connection with a 

wider but identifiable group of people, seemed to lead her to collaborative work. She 

reported her positive feelings in an interview: 

I was happy when I received a big welcome in my department. The teachers 

treated me as a member of the team, and I liked to be one of them. The 

department head said I had overseas study experience and would bring fresh 

ideas to the department. I learned more about the department and gained more 

interest and confidence in collaborating with my teacher colleagues. (Sabrina, 

interview 2) 
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In the above excerpt, use of the term “happy” demonstrated Sabrina’s initial desire 

to become an English teacher. Receiving “a big welcome” from her department and 

then participating and interacting in a community of English teachers sparked Sabrina’s 

desire to become a core community member (suggested by her expression “I liked to”). 

In particular, Sabrina’s use of verbs (e.g., “learn” and “gain”) substantiated her 

commitment to teaching, which appeared to be an essential component of her 

professional identity as a collaborator. Indeed, Sabrina’s dedication stimulated her 

imagination, creating a picture of a community in which her identities could be 

projected and built. Sabrina could engage in critical reflection and develop a pathway 

or novel lens through which to perceive her work. Such reflection is tied to “distinct 

strategies of self-presentation and perspective taking”, leading to “instances of teacher 

identity construction” (Urzúa & Vásquez, 2008, p.1943). Sabrina turned the identity 

and enterprise of large groups into part of her identity construction. Accordance with a 

broadly defined enterprise may have made her feel “larger” by placing her actions 

within a community characterized by mutuality (Wenger, 1998, p. 196).  

However, Sabrina expressed bewilderment with teaching. Such emotion 

influenced her identity investment. She also believed that her professionalism was 

being eroded by the context. Although she felt important to change this, she experienced 

inefficacious vulnerability. She also exhibited mixed feelings of commitment and 

compliance as well as participation and non-participation (Wenger, 1998). The 

following interview excerpt exemplifies Sabrina’s bewildered disposition around 

yielding to others’ will and acting upon certain accepted standards: 

In this university, there is always something that I find it difficult to be loyal 

to. … Trying out new ideas for English teaching is a luxury to me. I don’t 

want to, but I need to follow the syllabus and teach the content covered by 

the examination. I want to motivate my students to talk, but they are quiet 

and passive in my classroom. They only care about the exam results. … I 

have to feed them through lecturing about different language structures. It is 

not what I want. I feel like I am betraying myself. (Sabrina, interview 2) 

Sabrina expressed she felt constrained by the syllabus, which diverged from her 
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endeavor to promote students’ interest in speaking English. Such barriers ultimately 

comprised a component of Sabrina’s identity construction, causing her to doubt her 

capacity to realize her preferred identity under current circumstances. She explained, 

“In this university, there is always something…” She also used opposing phrases 

including “I don’t want” and “I want to”, which reflected her anxiety about being unable 

to design and implement classroom activities to encourage student participation. Terms 

such as “luxury” conveyed a lack of teacher autonomy and a strong negative evaluation 

of her teacher identity. Sabrina’s ability to build her ideal identity was also hindered: “I 

feel like I am betraying myself”. These factors denoted paradoxes in Sabrina’s attempt 

to identify alternate possibilities in her identity construction process. Negative identities, 

such as that of a “betrayer”, took a toll on her teaching and well-being as an English 

instructor.  

As she mentioned in her narrative, “Teaching English is like a monologue”. In this 

sense, “monologue” reflected Sabrina’s role in the classroom, which was to give long 

speeches about language structures. The resulting lack of classroom interaction 

reinforced Sabrina’s overt emphasis on spoon-feeding language structures. An absence 

of institutional understanding and support further reinforced her identity as a passive 

English teacher, which impeded innovation at the classroom level. These factors were 

pivotal in Sabrina’s professional development. Indeed, how people become who they 

are is determined by their ability to play a key role in the engagement that shapes their 

embedded community (Wenger, 1998). Given Sabrina’s professional contradictions, 

she stopped pushing for change and instead compromised by conforming to the rules. 

Such unresolved contradictions, along with certain critical incidents while teaching, 

elicited frustration in her search for meaning as an English teacher. The following 

incident reported in an interview reveals how the tense teacher–student relationship 

affected Sabrina’s identity construction: 

I think the teacher–student relationship is getting worse. I once had a student 

who only appeared for the exam. As he had been absent for a whole semester, 

I gave him a failing grade for the exam. He sent me a lot of messages claiming 

that I deliberately failed him even though he performed well on the test. 
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Unexpectedly, he went to the dean’s office and accused me of misbehavior. 

The most astounding thing was that his mother called me and said I should 

give her son a pass as she was sending her son here for a university degree 

and after graduation, she would find a good job for him. She threatened to 

call the president if I interfered with her plan. This incident upset me for a 

long time because the social status of a teacher has become very low. (Sabrina, 

interview 4) 

Sabrina’s strong tone in emphasizing “upset” and “a long time” conveyed deep 

frustration. Complaints from the student and his mother evoked strong negative 

emotions (i.e., frustration), evidenced by Sabrina’s use of the phrases “unexpectedly” 

and “the most astounding thing”. Tense relations between teachers and students 

adversely affected Sabrina’s participation in the teaching community, leading to a 

distorted teacher identity: “The social status of being a teacher has become very low”. 

Sabrina’s identity meaning construction seemingly resulted from the culture embedded 

in higher education, where Sabrina was considered a service provider in helping 

students pass exams. She was expected to abide by this rule against her will, which 

reinforced her identity as a teacher with lower social status. Sabrina ultimately decided 

to resign after teaching English as a part-time lecturer at that university for two years. 

Even though the department head invited her to be a full-time teacher, she refused and 

regarded her 2-year experience as “an alarm call to her vision as an English teacher” 

(narrative frame). 

6.2.2 Resigning from her first job: “I have to study for a doctoral degree” 
After leaving her job, Sabrina became a housewife. One of the reasons she quit was 

because she was pregnant and wanted to spend more time with her baby. Sabrina stayed 

home for a year, most of which was spent taking care of her daughter. Despite 

considering motherhood a blessing, she remained confused about her professional 

development: 

I was caught between being a housewife or a career woman. I really wanted 

to give my daughter undivided attention. However, I was also wasting my 
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professional expertise by opting to be a housewife. I felt I was isolated from 

society. (Sabrina, interview 3) 

By creating a sharp contrast between being a “housewife” and “career woman”, 

Sabrina negatively evaluated the conflict between these roles. For example, although 

she wanted to establish a close bond with her daughter, she found herself “isolated” 

from society, which exacerbated her confusion. Her distinction between these two roles 

or settings (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005) underscored her struggle in seeking personal and 

professional fulfillment, as indicated by her choice of the terms “really”, “wasting”, and 

“caught” when describing internal feelings.  

After going through a challenging time, Sabrina decided to pursue a doctoral 

degree at a university in Guangxi. As she explained in the narrative, “Studying at a local 

university helped me balance work and life. It was good to have my personal life back”. 

The role of agency appeared to shape Sabrina’s transformation of practices in ways that 

suited her individual needs. Through taking a reflective stance, Sabrina examined and 

transformed her beliefs. Her previous experiences and imagined future 

accomplishments constituted an image of self. The disagreement and confirmation in 

Sabrina’s beliefs involved developing a different sense of self, namely of the “career 

women” she aspired to be. Her determination in pursuing a doctoral degree was also 

revealed in the following interview: 

My father-in-law and mother-in-law were very traditional. They wanted to 

have a grandson, as my husband was the only son and the only child in his 

family. They repeatedly mentioned the importance of having a son. It is very 

difficult to imagine such a traditional family, but I think it may be common 

in my husband’s hometown. I was helpless. I had to find a way out. I had to 

study for a doctoral degree. (Sabrina, interview 5) 

Sabrina’s use of the adjective “helpless” in this context suggested that a competing 

discourse—denaturalization—qualified her negative evaluation of being a housewife. 

An identity of hierarchy manifested in Sabrina’s descriptions of how she was positioned 

by her in-laws. She experienced disorientation around whether her role as a mother 

should outweigh her professional development. The expression “I felt helpless” 
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indicated compromise, whereas her repeated use of “I had to” demonstrated an 

unwillingness to compromise. Sabrina identified herself as either attempting to belong 

to the target discourse or seeking her true self. Situated communities of practice forced 

Sabrina to choose between a strong sense of self and a sense of belonging. Sabrina’s 

shaping of her identity depended on her self-perception and required a compromise 

between self and belonging. Confirmation of this belief was related to consistency 

between her prior beliefs and the target discourse community. As described in her 

narrative, “An MA is not sufficient to hold a teaching position at a university. I had only 

one idea at that time. I had to study for a doctoral degree”. Confirmation of her belief 

appeared to provide her the confidence she needed to pursue a doctorate. 

6.2.3 The first year of her second job: “Surprise and challenges in teaching 

English to non-English majors” 
In 2016, Sabrina graduated with a doctoral degree from QU and was recruited as an 

English lecturer at the same university. When reflecting on her doctoral experiences, 

Sabrina used “regretful” to describe them: 

At that time, many colleagues mentioned the importance in getting a doctoral 

degree for survival. Yes, I agree. But I did not know what I got after 

graduation. It was never easy to do a doctoral degree while being a mother of 

a little daughter. I spent all my savings for my doctoral degree… I didn’t 

receive any support in doing research and publishing articles. I was left alone. 

I felt regret for pursuing a doctoral degree. The moment that I graduated I 

realized that I was not the type of person appropriate for doing research. 

(Sabrina, Interview 3) 

Sabrina’s doctoral experiences suggest three conclusions: first, the lack of support 

during doctoral study reduced Sabrina’s confidence and morale in the possible 

formation of an identity as a researcher, as specifically displayed in her adamant 

statements (I did not know what I got after graduation); second, researcher identity 

development for Sabrina as a doctoral student was confined to the realm of knowledge, 

belief, and practice in doing research. The possible transition from being a doctoral 

student to a researcher was shaped by broader societal academic discourse of 
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“publishing imperatives” (Rabbi & Canagarajah, 2017, p. 10). Third, Sabrina’s 

responsibilities of being a mother while studying for a doctoral degree inhibited her 

identity development as a researcher. Sabrina became regretful for pursuing a doctoral 

degree because she regarded herself as someone who was not “appropriate” for doing 

research. After graduation, Sabrina decided to apply for a job in the department of 

college English teaching, which did not have research requirements.  

The department of college English teaching is an English language teaching center 

for non-English majors. In her narrative, she mentioned, “I felt it a blessing to get a job 

in the same university”. However, she also mentioned, “Working in QU is totally 

different from NU as there is a lack of interaction between teachers, and I did not receive 

a big welcome as in NU”. Sabrina also expressed the disintegration of a professional 

community of college English teachers, in which she constructed herself as a “teaching 

machine”: 

The same textbook for non-English majors was used year after year. Every 

year, I told the office administrator that this was an inappropriate textbook 

because it contained too many difficult words and low-quality editing. 

However, this textbook was still used because the publisher would pay the 

administrator who purchased this set of textbooks a huge profit. I was so 

surprised to find this out. I may just be considered a teaching machine by the 

students, repeating the same thing again and again. (Sabrina, interview 3) 

Sabrina emphasized the lack of autonomy in teaching, as indicated by the required 

use of the same textbook over time. This lack of autonomy diminished her agency in 

establishing a positive identity position (Teng, 2019a). She negatively evaluated her 

identity as a “teaching machine” through her description “repeating the same thing 

again and again”. The term “surprised” revealed Sabrina’s negative emotions toward 

teaching engagement; she adopted non-participation to cope with lack of support from 

the office administrators. Furthermore, her desire for autonomy seemed to conflict with 

her communities of practice; this lack of autonomy placed Sabrina in a position of 

alienation, i.e., a type of estrangement from the core community. Potential reasons 

could include a lack of sense of what a teacher should be, absence of community 
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inclusion, or a poor sense of belonging toward her workplace. Sabrina’s complaints 

about the textbook demonstrated that she exhibited negative identities due to 

inconsistencies between self-expectations and the objects (i.e., goals) of the activity. 

The construction of negative identities led to Sabrina’s lack of agency in initiating 

actions that aligned with objects, as revealed in the following interview: 

Teaching English for non-English majors at this university was exam-

oriented and obsolete. I was always in a vulnerable position. I really wanted 

to make some changes, but the English assessment system was based on tests. 

Students only cared about passing their tests, getting a degree and then getting 

out. It was frustrating. I had no choice but to focus on exam-oriented teaching. 

Organizing speaking activities that were fun and meaningful in class was only 

possible in my imagination. (Sabrina, interview 4) 

According to the assessment report from Sabrina’s department, students completed 

two paper tests per semester: a midterm and final exam. Each test included listening, 

vocabulary, reading, and writing sections. Final course marks were calculated on the 

basis of attendance (20%), test scores (60%), and classroom performance (20%). This 

report may support Sabrina’s classification of English teaching in higher education as 

“exam-oriented” and “obsolete”. Because of an exam-driven culture and the lack of 

autonomy to seek changes, Sabrina tended to generalize English teachers as being in a 

“vulnerable position”. Sabrina’s teacher identity construction was related to her 

imagined position as an agent of change in English teaching. Her desired identity was 

a teacher who would be allowed to take alternative approaches to teaching English. For 

example, she felt English learning should be “fun and meaningful”; however, “the 

English assessment system”, which was based on “tests”, reinforced her “vulnerable” 

teacher identity. Sabrina’s imagination did not help soften her negative emotions, 

indicated by her use of the adjective “frustrating” (i.e., negative emotions were 

intertwined with her negative identity formation). Sabrina was particularly surprised by 

students’ attitudes toward learning English; to students, English was not a subject but 

merely a test requirement. The following excerpt from a class observation may explain 

Sabrina’s surprise about teaching: 



136 
 

Sabrina: Thanks for your attention. This is our last lesson. The time for the 

final term test will be next week. I hope you will review all the content and 

prepare for the test. 

Student 1: Any hints for the test? 

Sabrina: No hints. 

Student 2: If no hints, what is the point of attending the last lesson? 

Sabrina: Then what is the point of getting hints to pass the exam? I don’t 

know why you are always expecting hints for the test. I will never be the type 

of teacher who gives you hints for the test. 

Students: (Silence) (Sabrina, class observation) 

Sabrina’s response of “No hints” along with the rhetorical question of “What is 

the point…?” showcased her perplexity and tension between a self-positioned teacher 

identity and the identity students expected her to fulfill. Her adamant statement, “I will 

never be the type of teacher”, demonstrated her determination to avoid being the teacher 

students were expecting. She encountered negative emotions because her teacher 

identity was constructed amidst scarce student recognition; as such, she had to negotiate 

her self-understanding within community constraints or broader social structures. 

Sabrina explained more about social structures during a conversation following the 

classroom observation, explaining why she declined to provide hints for students: 

Generally, at this critical moment, I won’t answer students’ phone calls. I 

won’t accept students’ WeChat red packets. I won’t appease students by 

giving them answers for the exam. I know what will happen to me. They will 

write some negative comments about me on various online platforms. The 

social status for English teachers is not as high as before. (Sabrina, a talk after 

a class observation) 

Sabrina’s repeated use of the phrase “I won’t” indicated her commitment not to 

appease students toward the end of the course. Sabrina also felt powerless and desperate 

as evidenced by her description, “I know what will happen to me”. Her negative 

emotions demonstrated the deteriorating social status of English teachers due to 

changes in social structures in higher education. Sabrina’s negative perceptions about 
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her teaching may have resulted from perceived contextual constraints. Yet the teaching 

style she bore in mind provided a good model, helping her construct an internal image 

of how to teach in a way that suited her. Behaviors such as not yielding to students’ 

unreasonable needs were concomitant with Sabrina’s enduring belief that language 

teaching is not simply for a test but for meaningful communication. As she mentioned 

in the narrative, “learning English should be for practical use rather than a test. I have 

canceled all WeChat friend requests from students who want hints for test”. 

6.2.4 The second year of the second job: “I gain pleasure as a teacher from 

teaching business English majors” 
After a year, Sabrina moved to the business English department. When asked about her 

experiences teaching English to business English majors, Sabrina mentioned the value 

of teaching this form of English because students were highly interested in her teaching. 

Self-identification of the value of teaching can be described as the identity relation of 

adequation (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Sabrina positioned herself as a business English 

teacher who was willing to forge cognitive and affective identification with her work. 

The relation of adequation was salient in an observed class in which Sabrina invited 

several graduates who were working at businesses to describe their jobs. Following this 

presentation, Sabrina invited all students to join in a group discussion. Students formed 

small groups and shared information about the jobs they hoped to secure in the future. 

One student in a group took notes. During the last activity, Sabrina provided numerous 

job options and descriptions, and students were asked to match jobs to their descriptions. 

The graduates circulated among the groups and offered input. 

The identity relation of adequation can be better understood by juxtaposing 

Sabrina’s classroom observation to her class description. In a discussion after this 

observation, Sabrina mentioned that “Students wanted to connect with the society. They 

regarded my teaching practical and useful”. Her use of the words “practical”, “useful”, 

and “connect with the society” displayed similar logic of equivalence, which 

strengthened the identity relation of adequation between Sabrina and her students. Such 

a social relation may have developed because Sabrina devised classroom activities that 

met business English majors’ needs and explored how to make teaching more practical 



138 
 

for students. As Sabrina noted in her narrative, “Business English students need a 

platform to practice rather than being lectured about language knowledge and skills”. 

Through cultivating a benevolent relationship with her students, Sabrina presumably 

managed to build “cognitive and affective identification within organizational 

structures” (Duff & Uchida, 1997, p.452). This cognitive and affective identification 

might have helped her share a sense of belonging among business English teaching 

community members; this connection could explain why Sabrina defined herself as a 

member of this group. Identification with organizational groups further conveyed her 

desire to obtain organizational citizenship. For example, Sabrina positioned her 

students as future business English practitioners and invested in learner identity as 

discussed below: 

Teaching English for business English majors is different from working with 

non-English majors. Most non-English majors regard English as a redundant 

course. But for business English majors, they want to be future practitioners 

in English. They had high motivation, and it was my job to help them. 

(Sabrina, interview 4) 

In this case, Sabrina stressed the difference between teaching English for English 

majors and non-English majors. Students’ motivation for learning represented a tool 

that facilitated Sabrina’s alignment with the English teaching community. Her positive 

evaluation of teaching for English majors, as indicated by the phrasing “high motivation” 

and “different from…”, underscored her perceived value in English teaching and 

strengthened an imagined scenario in which students were “future practitioners in 

business English”. The statement “my job” demonstrated her investment in learner 

identity (Reeves, 2009). Teacher investment in learner identity could have strengthened 

Sabrina’s self-positioning as a competent teacher who could prepare business English 

students to engage in professional communication or business workplaces in the future. 

Students’ self-positioning as future practitioners further demonstrated Sabrina’s 

willingness to bring the societal discourse of business English into her classes. 

As described in Sabrina’s narrative, “I gain pleasure from teaching business 

English majors. I can utilize my expertise in English knowledge to teach the students. 
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It is good for my students and my future development”. This statement conveys a 

positive message that Sabrina self-identified as an English teacher and invited students 

to become mutually engaged in learning. Triangulated with the classroom observation, 

Sabrina and her students were accountable for their practice, a kind of repertoire in the 

target discourse community. As delineated by Wenger (1998, pp.152-153), three 

dimensions, i.e., “mutuality of engagement,” “accountability to an enterprise”, and 

“negotiability of a repertoire”, constituted a community of practice. Hence, through 

these three dimensions, Sabrina identified and defined mutuality of engagement as the 

core value of an English teaching community. She then negotiated identity meaning and 

developed a sense of accountability to this community. In addition, the community 

delineated possible trajectories that captured the spatial and temporal dimensions of 

Sabrina’s identity construction, such as linking the past, present, future, and space. 

6.2.5 Sudden appraisal system: “How can I be a researcher?” 
During Sabrina’s second year, she experienced disintegration of the English teaching 

professional community due to sudden institutional restructuring related to teacher 

appraisal. QU is focusing on its development owing to inclusion in Project 211 and 

Project Shuang Yiliu. This can be revealed in the document on teacher appraisal: 

All lecturers have to choose the teaching track or research track. The basic 

requirement for a lecturer on the research track is publishing 2 SSCI- or 

CSSCI-index journal articles and obtaining a research grant of no less than 

200,000 RMB in three years. The contract can only be renewed one time after 

the first period of three years. Lecturers who failed the appraisal should move 

to the teaching track or other teaching supporting jobs, provided there is a 

vacancy. The teaching workload for lecturers on the research track is 4-8 

hours a week while teaching workload for lecturers on the teaching track is 

12-18 hours a week. Lecturers on the teaching track should also meet similar 

research requirement for being considered for promotion. (Document on 

teacher appraisal).  

    Sabrina was forced to choose the research track because new lecturers were not 
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allowed to select the teaching track. However, due to the unanticipated appraisal system, 

Sabrina encountered explicit and implicit rules that constrained her membership in 

higher education. The rules underpinning this activity system influenced her identity 

construction, as revealed in the following interview: 

I was told that I may not get my contract renewal if I could not publish 

enough articles within the stipulated time. I don’t think I can get it. I am not 

interested in doing research. (Sabrina, interview 3) 

The newfound teacher appraisal system marked a critical point in Sabrina’s 

perception of potential exclusion from the teacher professional community, indicated 

by “I don’t think I can get it”. Transferring to the research track triggered a positional 

dilemma and shaped her non-participatory orientation. Although Sabrina had worked 

at NU as a part-time lecturer before, she was still a novice EFL teacher who had only 

recently entered higher education. As described in her narrative, although she was 

trained to be a researcher during her doctoral program, she was not ready to become a 

scholar. In Sabrina’s work context, “there was limited institutional support for new 

academics” (narrative frame). As a result, Sabrina felt anxious about her contract. In 

discussing the lack of institutional support, Sabrina described herself as a “Qing Jiao, 

green pepper” in an interview: 

We are green peppers. Shoppers tend to have a bias against the green ones. 

Well, I don’t know how long it takes for a pepper to change from green to 

its mature color. But the reality is this university is not willing to help you 

or not even wait for a green pepper to turn into a red pepper if it takes too 

long. Now I don’t know my future because of the appraisal system. It is 

really stressful. (Sabrina, interview 3) 

Stress related to the appraisal system negatively influenced Sabrina’s teacher 

identity construction, which she described as feeling like “a green pepper” in higher 

education. Evaluative statements such as “I don’t know how long…”, “the reality is….”, 

and “I don’t know”, coupled with adjectives like “stressful”, revealed the obstacles 

Sabrina encountered in the evaluation system as well as her reticence and passiveness 

about this rule. Her metaphor of shoppers’ preference for mature peppers rather than 
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green ones revealed her disadvantaged position and lack of support or clout in 

confronting QU’s appraisal system. The structure of this system conflicted with her self-

identification as an EFL teacher. More seriously, she received limited institutional 

recognition for her teaching. As mentioned in her narrative, the university allocated 

initial funding to develop key courses for new research projects. Even if Sabrina had 

attempted to improve her teaching performance, QU would not give her credits toward 

the annual appraisal. In her narrative, she mentioned that the rule around publishing 

either SSCI- or CSSCI-index journal articles was too strict. Yet this rule pervaded 

Sabrina’s engagement in professional practice; even though she had published two 

CSSCI-index journal articles, she created a divide between herself and other colleagues 

and found herself in a marginalized position. Sabrina’s worries were demonstrated in 

the following interview: 

 Researcher: I noticed that you have published two CSSCI-index journal 

articles. It should be easy for you to pass the contract requirement. 

Sabrina: Those articles were published during my doctoral study. I was 

not the first author. The appraisal system only counts first-author 

publications. I worked in the college English department. I was not 

required to publish. Even if the two articles were included, I would still 

be in a less secure position compared to other teachers. (Sabrina, 

interview 4) 

The above excerpt reveals a gap between Sabrina’s imagined world and reality, 

as QU did not acknowledge her previously published articles. The description “a less 

secure position” demonstrated Sabrina’s worries. Anxieties around having a less secure 

position created a conflict between her self-positioning and external conditions, for 

which Sabrina encountered an identity crisis around being either a teacher or a 

researcher. In the following interview, Sabrina expressed negative feelings about 

discrimination in her department: 

A doctor without a paper is like a concubine who cannot bear a baby. A 

teacher without papers, like me, encounters implicit or explicit 

discrimination. For example, I can get only one-fifth of my annual bonus 
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compared to colleagues who have published articles. I was really annoyed 

that they judged people … based on research publications. It is just like 

racial discrimination or judging someone based on whether they are white 

or black. I don’t have papers, so will they be happy or not? I am a game 

loser. (Sabrina, interview 4) 

Sabrina’s negative commentary, including “implicit or explicit discrimination” 

and “racial discrimination”, reflected her anxiety regarding QU’s new promotion 

system. Such worries were representative of her negative teacher identity. Sabrina used 

the adjective “annoyed” to describe the discrimination she encountered. Her use of the 

phrase “concubine who cannot bear a baby” demonstrated her disadvantaged position 

in dealing with this new rule. Sabrina identified risks to her teacher identity construction 

by stating, “I am a game loser”. The unequal reward scheme for teaching and research 

evoked frustrations, anxieties, and worries, underscoring Sabrina’s perplexity with the 

appraisal system. She thus experienced changing forms of participation. Compared with 

her colleagues, Sabrina disengaged from the joint enterprise and constructed a 

delegitimized position due to institutional structuring. She also began to doubt her 

participation. As she mused in her narrative, “Am I cut out for conducting research?” 

6.3 Finding a way out for future development: “I become a Wecht online 

seller” 
In 2018, Sabrina moved back to the department of college English teaching where the 

research requirements were less strict. As she commented in her narrative, “It was a 

short jaunt in the department of English. I came back because that department was 

looking for a researcher rather than a teacher”. She pointed out that she wanted to be a 

teacher rather than a researcher despite her interest in teaching English majors; the 

research requirement of the Business English Department forced her to move back. 

However, Sabrina lamented that teaching college English was akin to “having no 

motivation” (narrative frame). She also mentioned being underpaid as a college English 

teacher compared to doing research: 

I am an underpaid laborer. The salary has not increased since I accepted this 

job. However, expenses have increased more and more, along with the 
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insurmountable pressure to buy an apartment. … All the money has been 

allocated to research. I feel like I am losing my direction. It sounds like no 

paper, no money. (Sabrina, interview 4) 

Sabrina’s use of terms such as “insurmountable pressure” depicted a clearly 

negative evaluation of her teacher identity. Sabrina’s ability to build her ideal identity 

was therefore hindered, as she stated, “I feel like I am losing my direction”. These 

factors revealed paradoxes in Sabrina’s attempt to seek alternate means of identity 

construction. Her negative identities, such as that of “underpaid laborer”, took a toll on 

her teaching and well-being as an English teacher. The unequal resources allocated to 

teaching and research further distorted Sabrina’s preferred teacher identity. Particularly 

in her case, a lack of research support and lack of experience conducting research made 

it difficult for her to succeed on the research track. A lack of sufficient and qualified 

publications caused her to become apprehensive of the teacher appraisal system, which 

then distorted her meaning around being a teacher. While QU’s strict requirements 

around publishing presented a stumbling block to her research engagement, the lack of 

attention and care for teaching performance further inhibited her identity development 

as an EFL teacher. Ultimately, Sabrina was forced to determine her comfort zone. She 

finally created her own community, which conflicted with the higher education 

community. Sabrina expressed a distorted teacher identity regarding this situation: 

I used my free time to do WeChat online selling. Many students also sold 

products through WeChat. Some of them joined my line. My business is going 

well. WeChat selling has become a good connection between students and 

teachers. It is a new fad. I am creating a new community. … But I actually 

felt scared about being a WeChat merchant. Am I just a sojourner in my 

teaching career? (Sabrina, interview 4). 

Sabrina described how she had created a community by “selling products through 

WeChat”, noting that it also involved “a connection between students and teachers” and 

had become “a new fad”. However, she also expressed mixed feelings about being a 

WeChat business merchant. Although she felt positive about WeChat online selling, she 

was also “scared” because her inner voice was urging her to be a teacher. Sabrina was 
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confused about assuming a participatory or non-participatory orientation. Her teacher 

identity was undermined, and she wondered if she was merely a “sojourner” in her 

teaching community. Sabrina’s comfort zone through creating her own community 

represented an escape from reality. In this way, her emerging awareness of authority as 

an EFL teacher based on her agency and self-efficacy was threatened and became 

vulnerable. This awareness was influenced when she perceived herself as being unsure 

of the future. In the face of an uncertain future, Sabrina was forced to grapple with how 

to be an authority; however, vulnerability emerged before she was able to achieve that 

role. This process manifested as a cyclical balance and imbalance in Sabrina’s identity. 

Perhaps ironically, she opted to relinquish the position of an authority figure. Although 

she occasionally struggled to balance QU’s requirements with her personal agency, she 

was relatively comfortable escaping from the reality and seeking another self, during 

which time she encountered doubts that caused her to reflect, seek, and eventually lose 

her balance in her teacher identity. 

6.4 Analysis: Being an English lecturer—A perplexed self 
In this section, Sabrina’s identity construction is analyzed on the basis of her 

experiences. This analysis focuses on Sabrina’s identity construction from the 

perspectives of practice, discourse, and activity. 

6.4.1 Sabrina’s identity construction in communities of practice 
This chapter illustrates the negotiable, flexible, adaptive, and fluid nature of identity 

construction based on Sabrina’s experiences amidst China’s higher education reform. 

The meanings derived from her personal and professional experiences, complex work 

settings, and wider sociocultural contexts prompted Sabrina to shift her identities to 

adapt to different circumstances. In Sabrina’s case, her experiences comprised a 

repeated process of interpreting the self and the situation, falling in line with Geijsel 

and Meijers’ (2005) position that “identifications with persons, roles, organizations, 

values, and the like, are constituted by reinterpretation of the self and the situation” (p. 

425). To close the gap between actual identity (i.e., how Sabrina identified herself) and 

designated identity (i.e., what Sabrina was expected to become), she had to employ 
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various positioning strategies based on (re)interpretation of meanings afforded in a 

given context. The interaction of the self and situation depicts a process of inclusion 

and exclusion, (re)negotiation of identity meaning, and making and remaking of identity. 

The complexity of Sabrina’s identity construction can be explained via two dimensions. 

On one hand, Sabrina was a novice EFL teacher who underwent an adaptation process 

of innovating teaching and constructing a professional identity while understanding the 

dispositions of teacher education. On the other hand, Sabrina was a returnee to the 

higher education community who adopted an inquisitive stance around her practice and 

attempted to engender change but found herself unable to change in the end. Her 

identity construction process was therefore characterized by adaptation, effort, 

vulnerability, and fluidity. 

An identity shift occurred in Sabrina’s case and led to her inclusion in, or 

exclusion from, communities of practice. Examination of her identity trajectory 

revealed that Sabrina’s identity development followed an “apprentice—struggler—

experienced newcomer—peripheral member—marginalized member—sojourner” 

trajectory. For example, she joined the higher education community as an “apprentice” 

with great expectations. However, due to the intensified student-teacher relationship, 

she left the teaching community. She became a “struggler” who sought future 

development. She later returned to the teaching community after receiving her doctoral 

degree as an “experienced newcomer”. She found pleasure in teaching but was a 

“peripheral member” in the research community. She was subsequently marginalized 

and excluded from the academic community. She finally perceived herself as a 

“sojourner”. The defining feature of Sabrina’s communities of practice was inclusion 

and exclusion. Inclusion (i.e., being inducted into a community) reified her participation 

in professional practices, whereas exclusion (i.e., being forced to stay away from the 

community) represented her non-participation (Liu & Xu, 2011). Sabrina’s experiences 

indicated that when a teacher’s practiced identity matches his/her imagined identity (or 

when an actual identity matches a designated identity), the person is more likely to 

become part of the community. By contrast, a mismatch between one’s practiced/actual 

identity and imagined/designated identity may lead to community exclusion. 
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Studying for a doctoral degree, a form of competence valued by the higher 

education community, provided Sabrina the resources for stronger engagement in the 

community. However, she perceived a lack of motivation and confidence in conducting 

research. This lack of motivation and confidence became Sabrina’s imagined 

boundaries, namely those that manifest through imagination (Wenger, 1998). The 

empowerment afforded by having a doctoral degree was not sufficient for Sabrina to 

negotiate the meaning of becoming a researcher. She failed to break down imagined 

boundaries in an institution with asymmetrical resource allocation between teaching 

and research. While entering the academic community, which was new to Sabrina, she 

was pushed to author her own identities while being authored by others (Craig, 2001). 

During this process, the ever-shifting situation led to competing identities, which then 

influenced cognitive, affective, and behavioral patterns consistent with community 

membership (Teng, 2018).  

As Wenger (1998) asserted, “Members whose contributions are never adopted 

develop an identity of nonparticipation that progressively marginalizes them” (p. 203). 

Relatedly, the non-negotiability of identity meaning represented a major reason why 

Sabrina’s teacher identity barely took root. Although the interplay between the self and 

situation can generate new forms of engagement in practice and new ownership of 

meanings, such combined forces can also transform identities into a type of marginality, 

disengagement, and non-participation. A non-participatory orientation caused Sabrina 

to struggle in the face of the new and unknown. Against this backdrop, cognitive 

dissonance can emerge between an imagined identity and practiced identity. Cognitive 

dissonance could be resolved by withdrawal, complete exit, or remaining in stasis with 

no change to her practice in the higher education community. Becoming aware of an 

unsecure future further threatened her established professional identity and challenged 

basic assumptions around constructing herself as an EFL teacher. 

6.4.2 Sabrina’s identity construction in discourse 
This chapter illustrates how Sabrina constructed personal and professional identities 

within a complex set of social relations. In Sabrina’s case, social relations were created 
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between her and other social agents, between her past and present self, and between the 

self in one situation and the self in another. Tied to social relations, Sabrina positioned 

herself and others as particular kinds of people while responding to fleeting 

interactional moves. Social relations can also be interpreted as a process of constructing 

professional identities on an intrapersonal and interpersonal level. 

Intrapersonally, Sabrina discursively constructed her teacher identity in relation to 

her past self and to different selves constructed in two settings: teaching English for 

English majors and non-English majors. Through adequation (i.e., suppressing social 

differences that might otherwise disturb a seamless representation of similarity) and 

distinction (i.e., suppressing similarities that might otherwise compromise the 

construction of difference), Sabrina constructed and reconstructed her identities. For 

example, through adequation, she became committed to teaching for English majors 

and understood the value of an English teacher, which aligned with her previous vision 

of being an English teacher. She foregrounded her identity as an innovative teacher by 

establishing an identity relation of adequation with her students. In terms of distinction, 

Sabrina discursively demonstrated salient differences in her identity as a different type 

of teacher (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). For example, she distinguished between her 

practice when teaching English majors and non-English majors. Due to this distinction, 

Sabrina felt deprived of value when teaching English for non-English majors and 

demonstrated an identity as a teacher who found it difficult to be innovative in the 

classroom. As such, individuals will likely acquire multiple identities through 

discursive identification with various discourses, and those identities may be moment-

to-moment, plural, and contradictory. Identity development is not linear but instead 

incorporates influences from the social environment and social position, which can 

mediate multiple interests and identities. 

Interpersonally, identification did not appear to be simply Sabrina’s property but 

was inherently related to interactions with stakeholders (e.g., students, colleagues, and 

leaders). The main reason for Sabrina’s lack of interest in teaching English for non-

English majors was students’ lack of motivation to learn the language. She also had to 

take a delegitimized position in relation to research. Her delegitimized position may 
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have been caused by the discrimination she encountered in her institution (e.g., an 

unequal resource allocation and reward scheme for teaching and research). In receiving 

one-fifth of her annual bonus compared to colleagues who had published articles, 

coupled with her lack of interest in doing research, Sabrina was perplexed by her career 

development. Such discrimination may have resulted from a lack of support and 

recognition in a community of practice. Sabrina delineated between herself and teachers 

with more publications. In relation to this distinction, Sabrina’s potential researcher 

identity became distorted, a situation that was reinforced by the institutional 

restructuring related to teacher appraisal. She failed to sustain her commitment. Finally, 

due to non-participation and a lack of institutional and peer support, she found it 

impossible to act as a resister to surmount conflict and empower herself in dealing with 

unknown circumstances (Ollerhead & Burns, 2016). 

Overall, Sabrina’s teacher identity construction involved negotiating social and 

institutional cultural structures along with interactionally specific stances and roles. The 

interactional positions Sabrina assumed while responding to unfolding discourse helped 

construct an ideological alliance between macro and local categories of identity work. 

These ideological alliances, once forged, guided what Sabrina wanted to do and how 

she interacted with stakeholders (e.g., teachers and students). Overall, the identification 

process was bivalent: Sabrina was an author of social processes and the subject of them. 

Her identity relationality can be addressed through chains of equivalence, such as 

discourses of adequation and distinction, which refer to sameness and differences that 

shaped Sabrina’s identity construction experiences (Scherer, 2009). Identity conflict can 

also be understood through adequation and distinction, which connect signifiers to build 

relational identities (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). During this process, Sabrina was 

required to either suppress social practices that did not align with her desired identity 

or to highlight those practices that concurred with it. Therefore, Sabrina’s identity 

construction involved negotiating and renegotiating social practices and personally 

ascribed identity meaning. 
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6.4.3 Sabrina’s identity construction in activity 
Based on activity theory (Vygotsky, 1978), Sabrina’s teacher identity construction 

represented functions of actions within different activity systems. Her efforts to 

reconcile these activity systems influenced her identity development. The tension she 

experienced in teaching and research illustrates what Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann 

(1985) described as the “two-worlds” pitfall; Sabrina found herself torn between 

research demands in the appraisal system and the teaching workload required of an 

English lecturer. In accordance with activity theory, Sabrina sought to develop her 

identities when facing contradictions because the two activity systems included distinct 

goals, norms, communities, values, motives, ideals, and expectations. Sabrina 

employed different methods (i.e., cognitive properties or physical tools) to mediate the 

subject–object dialectic in each activity system. The tools she used determined how her 

structural properties would be recognized as affordances (Lee, 2013). For example, 

Sabrina valued teaching for English majors but tended to distance herself from the 

research community. These tools reflected Sabrina’s tendency to realize the need to 

connect fragments of reality into a unified objective system and integrate various 

contextual factors into the cognizing subject. 

Sabrina’s awareness of making the object’s characteristics a part of her cognitive 

situation was essential to the development of cognitive and physical tools and artefacts 

to facilitate teaching. Fostering teaching innovation when teaching business English 

students was related to Sabrina’s perceptions of herself as a body seeking objective 

interactions with other bodies. Conversely, the disintegration of practice in teaching 

non-English majors was relevant to Sabrina’s identity construction as a follower rather 

than an innovator in EFL teaching. Sabrina experienced contradictions even within the 

same activity system. Explanations could include varied social historical circumstances 

along with affordances and constraints embedded in the activity system (Dang, 2013). 

Contradictions following from misalignment between activity systems and identities 

led to Sabrina’s emotional and cognitive stress and possibly exacerbated her lack of 

power in subsequent identity work. 

Based on activity theory (Engeström, 1999), an individual who has the same object 
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or shares mediating artefacts forms the community of an activity system. However, 

compared to practice in adopting innovative teaching for English majors, Sabrina’s 

commitment to teaching non-English majors was constrained due to her perceived 

inferior social status and tense teacher–student relations. These factors fundamentally 

shifted the relationship between Sabrina’s primary and adjacent activity systems and 

distorted her teacher identity. Due to her insufficient capacity to fulfill QU’s research 

requirements and strict appraisal of research performance in the English department, 

she returned to the college English teaching department. Relations between subjects 

and community thus did not appear to be linear or structured.  

Within the partnership activity system, rules always mediated the relationship 

between subjects and the community. These norms and regulations complicated the 

community culture, where Sabrina felt constrained to adapt to the community’s 

parameters. Tensions arising from incompatible relationships between subjects and the 

community also hindered Sabrina’s agency. Her efforts in the higher education 

community became distant until she established her own online business community 

and deemed herself a “sojourner” in higher education. Arguably, Sabrina’s participation 

in the higher education community was influenced by a developmental unit of her 

personal consciousness and by the psychological mechanism of refraction in dealing 

with the structures inherent to various activity systems. Teacher identity construction 

thus represents an interaction and negotiation of personal characteristics (e.g., one’s 

sense of self) and situational characteristics (e.g., fixed or fluid social categories). 

6.5 Summary 
Overall, Sabrina entered language education with genuine interest, motivation, and 

determination; however, the challenges and paradoxes she encountered at her institution 

forced her to give up her self-claimed teacher identity. She attempted to innovate her 

English teaching but found that she lacked autonomy in innovating teaching pedagogies. 

She expressed she was just a “betrayer” because of the misalignment between desired 

identity and contextual constraints in EFL teaching. Given the lower social status, 

Sabrina admitted she was just a “teaching machine”. Along with ongoing higher 
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education reform, Sabrina experienced an identity crisis due to a lack of published 

papers. As QU is striving to become a research-based university, Sabrina was worried 

about her contract, and her development as a “green pepper” stagnated. Her 

professional identity was thus constructed through engaging in different forms of 

practice, dealing with a complex set of social relations, and coping with rules and tools 

required by the activity system. Inclusion in and exclusion from the community was 

mediated by the complexity of contexts, particularly an institutional setting that 

constrained Sabrina’s professional experiences. Without any recognition in teaching 

and research, Sabrina finally perceived herself as a “sojourner” in the higher education 

community and chose to work as a “WeChat seller”.  

     The next chapter presents Becky’s story. Becky stepped into language teacher 

education “by accident”. Throughout her career, she took part in various forms of 

teaching commitment, through which she developed her identity as a “gardener” who 

is committed to teacher development. This “gardener” identity was reflected in her 

teaching where she took up some sub-identities, such as “guide” and “friend”. However, 

Becky started her teaching career with only a bachelor’s degree. Resulting from her 

son’s diagnosis of autism, she gave up the chance to study for a master’s degree. In 

recent years, her university was aiming for a new development stage of transforming 

into a prestigious polytechnic university. Research performance was highlighted as an 

important criterion. However, Becky received limited institutional support and 

guidance. The isolated institutional culture positioned her as a “struggling researcher” 

in the new higher education context. Contrasting with Sabrina, the “gardener” identity 

had a deep root in Becky’s heart. Becky consistently placed priority on her practical 

work (e.g., teaching) and engaged in continuous learning (thus, her identity as an 

“active learner”) in order to improve her professional practice. In such a way, she 

reinforced and developed her identity as a practice-oriented teacher with a strong sense 

of commitment to EFL teaching rather than research. 
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Chapter 7. The story of Becky 

 

This chapter focuses on the case of Becky. Her family background, prior education, 

professional experiences with teaching and research, and life are profiled. Becky’s story 

is followed by analysis and discussion of her identity construction relative to practice, 

discourse, and activity. 

7.1 Family background and prior education: An “accidental” teacher 
Becky, who was in her mid-40s, had been born in a small city. She was raised by worker 

parents and had a younger brother she often tutored. Becky was a hard-working student 

and enrolled in a key secondary school and then a key university in Guangxi. Becky 

chose to study English because it was one of the most popular majors at that time. 

Becky took a job in higher education after earning her bachelor’s degree in 1998. 

She regarded herself as “an accidental teacher”. She had been unsure about which 

career choice to make because she had many job options at the time. Becoming a teacher 

at a university was her least desired choice. She finally decided to accept a position at 

a local non-key university after her parents persuaded her; they insisted the job would 

be “stable and rewarding”, as revealed in her narrative: 

It was an “accident” for me to become a teacher. There were very few 

university graduates when I graduated. I could have found a job for the 

government, a bank, and even some national enterprises. I did not imagine 

that I would become a teacher. My parents persuaded me repeatedly to teach 

at a college, which was stable and rewarding for a female. (Becky, narrative 

frame) 

Becky’s decision to become an English teacher was clearly influenced by social 

and institutional factors along with familial and personal factors. As she recalled in her 

narratives, “Whether I would be an English teacher was murky for a long time”. Becky 

described herself as “patient”, “caring”, “conscientious”, and “easy-going”. Although 

she was confused about her potential career for some time, she nevertheless prepared 

for her position. For example, she participated actively in various teacher trainings to 
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learn more about classroom practice and become proficient in English teaching. She 

hoped she would perform the job well and expected to provide her students professional 

knowledge and have a “positive influence” on them. She believed that once she took 

this job, she had to do it well, including imparting knowledge; to do so, she felt required 

to cultivate professional knowledge and teaching skills, both of which are essential to 

being a teacher. As Becky explained, “A teacher should be responsible for teaching and 

her students” (narrative frame). 

7.2 Being and becoming an English lecturer 
This section delineates Becky’s experience of becoming and being an English teacher. 

It covers Becky’s teaching and research experiences along with her family life. The 

narratives from Becky’s story culminated in a rich and analytical account of how she 

discursively (re)fashioned her professional identity. 

7.2.1 Initial years of teaching: “I grew through trial and error” 
For Becky, the transition from student to teacher was rife with bewilderment, frustration, 

encouragement, and excitement. As a teacher who joined the university teaching 

community after undergraduate study, this shift was challenging because Becky did not 

know how to meet “students’ various expectations and needs” (narrative frame). She 

also mentioned that she was not confident in her teaching, especially when everything 

was new to her. Becky had no sense of how to be an English teacher during the first 

year, as she explained in an interview: 

The first year was not easy. I learned by doing. In the first year, I did not have 

any feelings about being an English teacher. I was just a fresh graduate. I did 

not know how to deal with students who were almost the same age as me. 

(Becky, interview 1) 

Becky encountered challenges in crossing boundaries from being a student to 

teacher. Becky used several expressions (e.g., “not easy” and “fresh”) to describe her 

transition. As a new graduate, Becky could not draw upon her work experiences. She 

found it challenging to foster new knowledge and develop pedagogical practices in the 

teaching community. In addition to her teaching challenges, Becky’s confusion about 
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feelings regarding her position as a “fresh graduate” were clear. In dealing with 

“students who were almost the same age”, Becky was nervous that being a novice 

teacher would undermine her authority. Her reluctance to embrace her identity as a 

teacher posed obstacles throughout her early years of teaching. 

Despite encountering difficulties as an “accidental” teacher, Becky was promoted 

from assistant lecturer to lecturer. Her projected teacher identity was enhanced and 

actualized because of this promotion, which paved the way for her personal and 

professional development: 

I was very happy to receive my promotion to lecturer. The promotion 

strengthened my confidence as a new member in higher education. … The 

dean at that time approached me and encouraged me to be the first teacher 

who would be promoted to associate professor. My identity as a teacher was 

enhanced because of the recognition. (Becky, interview 2) 

By emphasizing (through the phrase “strengthened my confidence”) her 

promotion as something that made her “very happy”, Becky conveyed the sense of 

achievement and recognition she gained from the promotion. Her teacher identity was 

hence confirmed or authorized (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). The dean’s encouragement 

further facilitated Becky’s teacher identity development, as indicated by affirmative 

claims about how her identity was strengthened (i.e., her last statement in the above 

quote). Along with her newly enacted identity came new forms of responsibility and 

practice, such as serving on various teaching and learning committees. As Becky 

mentioned in her narratives, she gradually assumed more professional responsibilities 

in her department. Not only was she teaching professional courses for English majors, 

but she was also involved in designing and revising syllabi. Therefore, Becky’s 

engagement in professional activities added a new layer to her teacher identity (Wenger, 

1998). Hence, acknowledgement from her peers, department, and institution, coupled 

with engagement in communities of practice, underscored her self-identification as a 

teacher and contributed to her awareness of being a community member. 

In spite of challenges during the first few years of Becky’s career, she attempted 

to exercise agency by engaging in teacher training programs, observing other teachers’ 
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classes, and requesting guidance from colleagues. Becky recalled her experiences in the 

narrative: 

My first few years of teaching were a period of “trial and error”. I made 

mistakes, I tried, and I struggled. It was a difficult time. But I overcame it. I 

took part in training programs for new teachers. I attended and learned from 

some colleagues’ classes. I sought advice from fellow teachers. The initial 

years were beneficial to my professional development. They were extremely 

rewarding. (Becky, narrative frame) 

Becky described her initial few years of teaching as “a period of trial and error”. 

Her use of verbs (e.g., “try” and “overcome”), adjectives (e.g., “beneficial” and 

“rewarding”), and adverbs (e.g., “extremely”) authenticated the values she attached to 

her community of teaching (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Becky’s initial experiences 

challenged but enhanced her self-positioning as a teacher. As a newcomer to higher 

education, Becky found herself in conflicting circumstances of challenges and 

opportunities in her work setting. In particular, although she believed there were 

opportunities in her initial years, she found it difficult to enact her beliefs due to being 

in an unfamiliar community. Such beliefs were strongly influenced by her personal 

experiences and background. For example, in considering that she had recently 

graduated with a bachelor degree and lacked experience as a language teacher, Becky 

might have found it difficult to translate her teacher beliefs into practice. Despite these 

contextual challenges, Becky exercised agency and created new opportunities for 

professional development by attending others’ classes and seeking advice from 

colleagues. This sense of agency helped her narrow the gap between her beliefs and 

practice. Her teacher identity was thus consolidated and enhanced through ongoing 

reflection (i.e., how her initial years of experience benefited her professional 

development). 

7.2.2 Entering a new stage of English teaching: “I am a fruitful gardener” 
Becky described her teaching after the 2000s as another new stage. In her narratives, 

she identified herself as a “gardener” and used the word “priority” to describe her 
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attitude toward teaching. She believed her continuous engagement in the teaching 

community provided a platform to build an identity as an “English teacher”. Teacher 

belief was therefore a critical dimension of Becky’s identity construction. Strong belief 

as a teacher enabled Becky to create her own images of the community by transcending 

time and space. Holding a vision beyond the here and now involves the ability to 

establish oneself as a link between the past and future (Jenkins, 2008). Belief served as 

a guide for Becky’s community actions. She exhibited the power of belief in identity 

construction by extrapolating beyond her classroom engagement practices to envisage 

“a gardener”, as revealed in the following interview: 

I always believed that English learning is like a garden full of happiness. It is 

different from “spoon-feeding” teaching. An English teacher is like a 

gardener. The students are seedlings. A gardener is different from a traditional 

teacher who just follows the textbook to teach. My responsibility is to give 

students nourishment and enlighten them to foster reflective thinking on 

English learning. … I really want to be a different kind of teacher. (Becky, 

interview 2) 

Becky used metaphor clusters (Cameron & Stelma, 2004) to describe her identity 

as a gardener. Her initial belief that “a teacher is like a gardener” contributed to Becky’s 

ability to draw a picture relevant to the construction of her teacher identity. The image 

Becky constructed included a garden with students as “seedlings”. A crucial aspect of 

her teacher identity lay in her resistance to be a “traditional teacher”, demonstrating a 

distinction between Becky’s perceived professional identity and a stereotyped teacher 

identity. Linguistically, the terms “nourishment” and “water” and the strong assertion, 

“I really want to be a different kind of teacher”, demonstrated Becky’s self-positioned 

teacher identity. She believed a teacher should create opportunities for students to 

“foster reflective thinking on English learning”, through which she developed reflective 

abilities and self-autonomy as a teacher. Becky’s agentive practice also influenced the 

development of her personal beliefs (Borg, 2015). For example, as a “fruitful gardener”, 

Becky used the adjectives “grateful” and “proud” to highlight her sense of success in 

English teaching, as revealed in her narrative: 
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Each time I look at each student’s graduation photo with me, I feel grateful. 

Each time I check a student’s WeChat moment posts, I always marvel at who 

they have become and how they have evolved. I feel so proud of being a 

fruitful gardener and having many flowers scattered everywhere. (Becky, 

narrative frame) 

Becky clearly derived pleasure from being a gardener and felt that being a fruitful 

gardener was rooted in students’ recognition and success. She underscored her 

commitment to truth in repeated modalized statements: “I feel….” Through reflection, 

Becky believed she could improve her development, overcome entrenched practices, 

and take actions to respond to challenges (Tsui, 2003). These components were crucial 

to Becky’s teacher identity development as a “gardener”. Her identity as a “fruitful 

gardener” might have also originated from ongoing reflection on her teaching practices, 

deep belief in her teaching roles, and active imagination of the present and innovation 

in future work (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). By reflecting on how her belief and 

practice could be narrowed in the long run, Becky expanded her belief around how 

students have evolved and focused on cultivating learners’ autonomous learning. 

7.2.3 A warning call to Becky’s career: “A mother of a son with autism” 
In 2006, Becky’s son was born; becoming a mother changed her life dramatically. In 

her narrative, Becky described her son as a blessing and gift, using phrases such as “the 

biggest achievement” and “a paradise on earth” to describe her newborn. Her son was 

very quiet when he was an infant, and Becky easily maintained a strong balance 

between work and family. However, as her son grew, he became irritable. Becky then 

had to spend more time trying to understand him, explaining that he was “non-

communicative”. Becky’s perceptions about the seamlessness of teacher identity 

meaning were distorted. The following excerpt from the interview describes how Becky 

engaged in a process of pretense as a means of teacher identity construction and how 

she denaturalized her professional practice: 

I’ll never forget the day the doctor told me my son was autistic. To me, 

motherhood became a curse. Self-doubt crept in and clouded my mind. An 
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inner voice was urging me to give up my job. … I can’t remember how many 

nights I cried. Each time my son cried, a voice in my heart told me I should 

cry. Each time my son yelled, I felt it was all my fault because I could not 

figure out what he was trying to say. Each time my son was murmuring to 

himself, my heart was broken because my son was different from others. … 

I just found it difficult to be a teacher and a mother at the same time…. (Becky, 

interview 2) 

As evidenced by the words “self-doubt”, “cry”, and “broken”, Becky felt anxious 

and depressed about her son’s condition. She also doubted her ability to balance her 

work and child-rearing responsibilities. She regarded motherhood as a “curse”. Her 

identity wavered between being a mother of a son with autism and being a teacher. The 

authenticity of her teacher identity thus became diluted and twisted, as evidenced by 

the verb “give up”. Her expressions “never forget the day”, “clouded my mind”, and 

“found it difficult” demonstrated the challenging process of finding courage, 

contentment, and potential fulfillment in the shadow of autism. 

Thankfully, Becky’s friends and colleagues were a source of encouragement to 

help her overcome her sadness. Other motives for keeping her job included financial 

reasons and flexible working hours, which were convenient in terms of caring for her 

son. In an interview, she said: 

I wanted to give up my job. But my friends and colleagues said it would be a 

big burden for me if I were not working. Raising a child requires money, and 

paying the mortgage is also a big problem. They were right. I needed to keep 

my job. I have a son, and I need money for therapy. Fortunately, I have fixed 

hours for teaching, and the department head allowed me to choose 

appropriate times for my lessons. I was lucky. (Becky, interview 4) 

Becky expressed gratitude for her colleagues’ and friends’ encouragement. The 

term “give up” indicated Becky’s struggles in balancing work and family life. The 

phrase “they were right” revealed that guidance from friends and colleagues aided her 

in understanding and managing her emotions. The support from Becky’s university 

department, which she felt “lucky” to have, encouraged her to continue working as a 
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teacher. Peer support offered opportunities for her to explore her beliefs and values, 

playing a role in her teacher identity development. However, Becky also mentioned 

challenges she encountered when crossing the boundary between responsibilities at 

work and home. For example, the university offered her full funding to pursue a 

postgraduate degree, which Becky rejected in favor of caring for her family. She 

stressed the negative aspects of forgoing this opportunity in an interview: 

I know studying for a postgraduate degree was a great chance for my 

development. The university provided full funding. I don’t know whether I 

will have a second chance since I rejected it. Many teachers were waiting for 

this chance. But I had to give it up for my son. I can’t leave my son alone and 

go to another place for several years. (Becky, interview 5) 

Pressure related to taking care of her family clearly inhibited Becky’s realization 

of an inbound trajectory for professional development. She framed the institutional 

support for her postgraduate study as “a great chance”. The statement “I had to” 

highlighted her internal struggles in relinquishing this chance. Also, the phrase “can’t 

leave my son alone” implied a division between being an academic and a mother. This 

distinction denaturized her teacher identity and practice in the community (Bucholtz & 

Hall, 2005). Conflicts between personal and professional identity thus influenced her 

motivation and commitment to professional development. Due to parenting a son with 

special needs, Becky’s professional identities became unstable. Her career development 

also became fragmented and unpredictable as she attempted to establish a secure 

identity. 

7.2.4 Closure of the English program: “A weakening sense of being an English 

teacher” 
The changing status of English programs in China also led to a shift in Becky’s identity 

from a central teacher identity to a marginalized one. Institutional administrators’ 

negative stances toward English curricula permeated Becky’s narratives and shaped her 

teacher identity construction in and beyond the institution. A typical example of such 

negative perceptions is reflected in the below interview, given the phrase “there is no 

market”: 
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The administrators always said there is no market for opening an English 

program. I was really annoyed at hearing the word ‘market’. It seems 

recruiting students is like doing business. (Becky, interview 4) 

Her commentary suggests institutional lingering doubts about the value of English 

programs. The statement “doing business” indicated institutional administrators’ 

derogative perspective on English programs; the word “market” revealed Becky’s 

negative stance towards institutional decisions related to the value of these programs. 

Due to the lower position of the English teacher community within the broader 

institution, it is unsurprising that Becky felt undervalued as an English teacher. 

According to the record in Becky’s department, 22 students were enrolled in the English 

program in 2012 but fell to 13 in 2013. The English program then closed in 2014. In 

addition, institutional documents showed that more than five new programs related to 

technology and communication had opened within a year. As stipulated in the 

university’s documentation, a maximum of six new programs can be opened per year. 

The institution was obviously focusing on its development for programs related to 

technology. As English teachers were considered to focus on training in language skills 

and studies, such professional practices did not align with the focus of a polytechnic-

oriented university and were not valued by the institution. In the following interview 

excerpt, Becky expressed her feelings about institutional restructuring and English 

program development: 

Apparently, there were some reasons for shuttering the English program. This 

university wants to position itself as a polytechnic university because doing 

so attracts more funding and opens more opportunities for further 

development. Then it is normal for a polytechnic university not to embrace 

liberal studies. It is ironic as we were a liberal studies university for over 20 

years. And then a new president came and suddenly changed everything. 

(Becky, interview 4) 

Becky’s comments revealed a logic of difference between institutional positioning 

and English teachers’ professional practices. The mismatch further delegitimized 

Becky’s professional practice and the association between institutional restructuring 
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and traditional language teachers. The identity relation was thus mediated by an 

institutional agenda. This delegitimized relation also affected membership, a core 

element of identity. As argued by Wenger (1998), membership does not occur “just 

through reified markers of membership but more fundamentally through the forms of 

competence it entails” (p. 152). Such competence may not be valued in an institution 

that is transitioning to a polytechnic university. An array of competencies associated 

with the English teaching community may have developed different meanings at 

Becky’s university. Institutional restructuring apparently led Becky to assume a lower 

community position within “the broader constellations of practice” (Wenger, 1998, p. 

168). The undervalued competence undermined Becky’s English teacher identity and 

thus distinguished Becky from former perceptions of being an English teacher. In an 

interview excerpt related to her professional identity development, Becky described her 

identity shift as follows: 

Ironically, this university does not have a clear roadmap for its development. 

The current situation is like “following someone like sheep”. What influenced 

my teacher identity was the closure of the English program. When the English 

program closed, I felt I had lost something in my mind. Surely that is the 

meaning of being an English teacher. (Becky, interview 4) 

The idiom “following someone like sheep” indicated the university was doing 

what others were doing without thinking about it. The negative stance around being an 

English teacher went hand-in-hand with the closure of the English program. The modal 

adverb “surely” reflected a delegitimated teacher identity (Fairclough, 2003). The last 

statement suggests Becky treated the English program as a shared enterprise. By 

identifying herself as ‘one of them’, Becky imagined sadness upon the program’s 

closure. Her changing stance and identity shift were mediated by direct communities of 

practice as well as “institutional arrangement” (Wenger, 1998, p. 169). Despite this 

emotional struggle, Becky argued for the desirability and necessity of new English 

programs. Her evaluation reflected her commitments, even though she found herself in 

a marginalized situation. In collaboration with colleagues, Becky attempted to apply to 

open new English programs in 2015, but the university rejected their proposal. Becky 
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expressed her feelings about this in an interview: 

We applied to open a new program, which was applied English studies. We 

spent a long time writing the proposal. But the university authorities rejected 

it. We also applied for a business English program. The authorities said that 

it may be a loss of money for the university if a new program cannot recruit 

more than 50 students. Sad but true. We did our best. (Becky, interview 5) 

Becky expressed her dissatisfaction with the rejected proposal for new English 

programs given the rationale that it may result in “a loss of money for the university”. 

Without being able to capitalize on institutional support, Becky became an outsider, as 

indicated by her statement “sad but true”. With restricted access to boundary practices, 

Becky found it challenging to build agency in terms of her professional development. 

One reason for this difficulty could be the lack of autonomy to develop an English 

program. Her use of the statement “we did our best” showed Becky’s vulnerability 

amidst closure of the program, which reinforced her marginalized status. Her status also 

indicated forced non-participation, a source of isolation for her. She perceived 

university authorities as enacting initiatives without careful planning. This approach to 

implementation could create challenges for English teachers’ professional work and 

identity construction. 

7.2.5 A sudden requirement to do research: “I will never become a researcher” 
After the English program’s closure, Becky moved to the department of college English 

teaching, which focuses on teaching English for non-English majors. Although it 

functions like an English language center, all English lecturers were required to conduct 

research. In Becky’s narrative, “research was not considered in NU until recent years”. 

According to institutional guidelines, “in order to innovate and transform NU into a 

university from a college, a department with better research performance will be 

allocated more resources”. Related to the publishing requirement, Becky’s positive 

perceptions toward being a teacher were challenged. She encountered perceived threats 

and negative emotions that inhibited her alignment with norms in these settings. In 

particular, stereotype threat evoked Becky’s concerns about being an English teacher, 
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as indicated by her attitude toward research in the following interview: 

My 20 years of work experience did not teach me how to do research. … I 

don’t like research. I have no idea in which areas a language teacher can 

do research. … The university cannot just ask me to do research without 

giving any support. … I don’t know how to identify research topics to write 

a research manuscript. At least the university should give us some training 

on research expertise or funding to attend academic trainings. (Becky, 

interview 4) 

Becky’s prior experiences and background appeared to mediate her potential 

researcher identity construction. As an English lecturer who had taught language 

courses for two decades, entering the research community was new to Becky. She was 

lost in terms of identifying research topics and yearned for academic training to help 

her. The sudden research requirement hampered Becky’s efforts in building a researcher 

identity. Linguistically, the use of “at least” and “I don’t” demonstrated her need for 

support in academic research and how a lack of institutional support “illegitimated” her 

attitude toward research and writing (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005) in higher education 

discourse dominated by a research paradigm. Her inability to identify a research topic 

was also influenced by the sociocultural setting. Becky’s situation can be understood in 

the following interview excerpt: 

I am a blind follower when it comes to conducting research. In 2015, there 

was a big boom in performing research on MOOC. I followed this topic 

at that time. In 2016, the topic “entrepreneurship and innovation” became 

popular, and I was forced to follow that research topic. In 2017, 

everybody was talking about the “One Belt, One Road” initiative, and I 

had to explore that topic. How can I follow so many incoming new 

topics? … I don’t belong to this academic circle. … We are just lecturers, 

different from professors. (Becky, interview 4) 

The above quote revealed Becky’s perceived pressure and lack of direction around 

conducting research. The use of “I don’t belong…” indicated Becky’s concerns about 

doing research. Such tensions were related to a lack of direction; she described herself 
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as “a blind follower” who had to conform to mainstream sociocultural rules. Becky 

perceived her research identity negatively (i.e., “a blind follower”) because she did not 

feel accepted or respected by the academic community. Rather than identifying possible 

research directions, she rejected any claim of a researcher identity. Becky’s use of the 

rhetorical question “How can I…?” showed a lack of self-positioning declarations and 

appeared to undermine any possible legitimacy of a researcher identity. The adverb 

“just” and her comparison with “professors” indicated that she experienced identity 

threat. Becky built her identity as a lecturer while contrasting this self-positioning with 

“professor”. The “we and those” dichotomy gave additional weight to a clear division 

of identity positions as a lecturer and professor. For example, she mentioned in her 

narrative that professors were mainly responsible for administrative duties, and all 

targets for meeting research requirements would be imposed on lecturers. Her negative 

perceptions of doing research, along with her lack of expertise in this area, inhibited 

her research commitment. 

In addition, the gap between requirements and the support Becky received for 

research engagement was challenging. For example, in her narrative, she mentioned 

that the management team only considered the impact factor for journals, which greatly 

upset her; her initially published articles were not credited because they appeared in 

less-prestigious journals. A heavy workload that was dominated by teaching also 

deprived Becky of the necessary time to conduct research. Based on the teaching 

document in Becky’s department, “English lecturers should be engaged in 16 hours of 

teaching per week. The basic teaching workload for associate professors and professors 

consists of 6 and 3 hours per week”. Becky emphasized a “lack of time” for doing 

research, and she considered research work undesirable, as revealed in in the following 

interview: 

Doing research is a burden to me. How can we find time to do research if the 

teaching workload is not cut? We are required to work like cows, 

continuously producing milk, but the university does not care whether the 

cows can produce milk or what the cows need. (Becky, interview 3) 

According to Becky, a teacher, particularly an English lecturer, is like a “cow” who 
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must produce milk continuously. Evidenced by the use of “burden”, finding time for 

research was difficult for Becky, and she considered teaching and research two 

dichotomous lines. The metaphor of “cow” implied a negative evaluation of being an 

English lecturer. In Becky’s narrative, she described a “bottleneck” in her career 

development, for which she lacked ambition to seek a promotion. Becky also expressed 

she was “lonely” due to being unable to seek help in conducting research and a desire 

to collaborate with experienced researchers. Becky’s worries about collaboration can 

be understood from the following interview: 

Collaborating with experienced researchers seems impossible as they would 

not be willing to work with us. It is also impossible to co-author with 

colleagues as the appraisal system only recognizes the first author. If only the 

first author is recognized, then who is willing to be listed as the second author? 

(Becky, interview 3) 

In the above quote, the institutional appraisal policy related to authorship posed 

challenges to Becky’s efforts in seeking collaboration. Indicated by the word 

“impossible”, she self-authored her identity as a novice teacher who was cut off from 

the broader academic community. Difficulties related to collaboration also resulted in a 

chasm between novice teachers and experienced researchers. Ongoing shifts in 

institutional policy and a lack of collaboration might have turned Becky’s professional 

identity into a site of contestation and struggle. As an English lecturer, she was caught 

between teaching and research and was unfairly evaluated during staff performance 

appraisals. The strict appraisal requirement that credited only first-author publications 

impeded her commitment to academic collaboration. Her experience exemplified the 

powerful influence of higher education institutional systems on teachers’ professional 

practice and identities. Becky encountered challenges in seeking agentive work in 

defending herself as a teacher. Departmental pressures challenged her self-perceptions 

as a researcher and a valuable member of the EFL teaching community. One of the 

obstacles, as mentioned in Becky’s narrative, involved “increasing difficulties in getting 

a promotion”. The challenges she encountered in research and publishing ultimately 

illegitimated her teacher identity, as revealed in the following interview: 
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We often encouraged each other in old times. We helped each other take care 

of our children when in need. We were brother and sisters. We were in a 

family. We talked, and we shared our happiness and sorrow. That was the time 

that I could enjoy friendship. Now the environment is totally different. What 

everyone likes to talk about right now is “How are your publications going?” 

I provided the longest service in this department. But I was isolated because 

I was not the type of teacher who could do research and publish papers. I felt 

distanced from leaders and new teachers. From that moment I realized that it 

does not matter how many years you have worked for this university, but it 

matters how many papers you can produce. (Becky, interview 4) 

Becky offered a vivid contrast between the past and present. Indicated by the 

words “I felt distanced from leaders and new teachers”, institutional change with a 

focus on research output affected her professional identity. Becky cherished memories 

of her prior work environment, which she described as a “family”. The verbs 

“encourage” and “help” highlighted Becky’s harmonious work environment in the past. 

By contrast, Becky used the adjectives “isolated” and “distanced” to describe the 

current work environment. The final statement, “it does not matter … it matters…” 

highlighted the institutional drive for research output. Becky, who was “not the type of 

teacher who can do research and publish papers”, therefore encountered pressure in 

being a member of the university even though she had “provided the longest service”. 

Her teacher identity thus became “illegitimized” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Changing 

rules in the community posed challenges to her social image as a competent teacher. 

Linguistically, this interview excerpt reinforced her narrative statement that “a teacher 

without publications will be in the second class”. Her teacher identity, even with rich 

teaching experience and a strong focus on pedagogy, was effectively “denaturalized” 

(Bucholtz & Hall, 2005) given her lack of direct research experience and publications. 

She thus chose to be on the teaching track. 

7.3 Looking ahead to my future career: “An English lecturer should be an 

English teacher” 
In describing her future development, Becky explained in her narrative that “the basic 
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quality for an English lecturer is to enhance teaching”. Teaching was an important 

aspect of Becky’s professional development. Considering her firm belief that teaching 

was a crucial element of her teacher identity, Becky demonstrated her agency to be a 

caring teacher for her students. The following excerpt from a recent graduation 

commencement observation revealed her teacher identity: 

Becky: Now let’s view two photos (showing two photos in PowerPoint). 

Students: Wow. 

Becky: You may not remember these photos. The first photo was taken during 

military training when you first came to this university. The second photo was 

taken when you were ready to leave this university. What similarities do you 

notice between the two photos? Yes, the photos were taken in the same place... 

What differences did you notice? Yes, I grew older. 

Students: (Laughed) 

Becky: The difference between the two photos is that you have grown up, and 

fortunately, it is me who watched you grow up. Every time I look at those 

photos, I feel grateful. It reminds me that yes, I am a teacher. It is not me who 

helped you grow up, it is you who helped me grow up. Without you, I am not 

a teacher. I feel so proud to have been able to work with you during the past 

four years. 

Students: (Applauded) 

(Becky, graduation commencement observation) 

The linguistic terms “fortunately”, “grateful”, and “help me grow” revealed 

Becky’s emphasis on her sense of joy and gratitude from teaching and interacting with 

students. Students’ recognition motivated her to consolidate her teacher identity 

construction: “Yes, I am a teacher”. Becky’s beliefs comprised a tool that helped her 

understand and construct her emerging teacher identity. Teaching engagement brought 

her a sense of joy and satisfaction and enhanced her self-agency as a caring teacher who 

was committed to students’ learning and well-being. The following excerpt delineates 

the authentication of Becky’s teacher identity construction: 

I have no regrets about being a teacher for my students. When I look at the 
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graduation photo taken of us, I feel grateful. … The joy of seeing them grow 

up is a symbol of my value as a teacher. It reminds me that what I have 

contributed through teaching is worthwhile. When I want to give up, it tells 

me I should continue… (Becky, a talk after graduation commencement 

observation) 

In the above quote, Becky stressed the “value” of being a teacher through the 

affirmative statement, “I have no regrets about being a teacher for my students”. From 

a linguistic perspective, use of the words “grateful” and “joy” demonstrated the 

satisfaction Becky reaped from her work. The “joy” of being a teacher provided an 

impetus for her teacher identity construction. Becky’s recognition of her teacher 

identity was strengthened and authenticated through an emphasis on “worthwhile” and 

“value”. Her positive identity perceptions promoted self-agency to seek professional 

development. Her teacher identity was defended by and developed from her students; 

however, as stated in her narratives, her claim that “research is a new world to me” 

conveyed her uncertainty about future commitments. Yet she also mentioned “I don’t 

care about promotion now but at least I will try”, presumably because her contract was 

long term. These two statements reflected the confusing situation in which Becky was 

trapped. The words “at least” provided an especially a vivid depiction of her place as 

an experienced EFL teacher trying to find her way to align with new institutional 

requirements and adapt to the dynamically changing higher education context of 

Mainland China. 

7.4 Analysis: Being an English lecturer—A positive but struggling self 
This section presents an analysis of the identities Becky constructed throughout her 

personal and professional experiences. This section includes three parts: identity 

construction in practice, identity construction in discourse, and identity construction in 

activity. 

7.4.1 Becky’s identity construction in communities of practice 
Becky positioned herself as ‘different’ from other teachers. Distinctions in identity 

construction were reified through various signifiers, including that of a “blind follower” 
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and “lonely teacher”. Becky’s different kinds of self-positioning were mediated by 

institutional and sociocultural norms, for which she encountered limits in meaning 

negotiation when facing shifting rules and boundaries in the research community. For 

example, Becky felt vulnerable in terms of the institutional policy related to teacher 

performance appraisal. She may have attended to communities of practice by choice 

and deliberately, as her personal interests were not served (Jewson, 2007). In 

responding to the institutional requirement for conducting research and publishing 

scholarly papers, Becky’s authenticity in identity construction became distorted. As 

opposed to remaining static, engagement emerged dynamically, and power asymmetries 

embedded in communities created tensions that constrained Becky’s courses of action. 

Becky’s self-positioning was also strengthened through imagination. For instance, 

she imagined she would become a “gardener” type of teacher. Such imagination fuelled 

her beliefs about teaching, and with these beliefs in mind, she devoted efforts to 

experimenting with and reflecting on innovative teaching, engaging in relations of 

mutuality with students, and assuming a self-desired position in Chinese complex 

higher education context. Teacher beliefs helped Becky harness her prior experience, 

break free from perceived social paralysis, and construct a vision in which adversity 

could be changed by connecting the past, present, and future (Teng, 2018). In practice, 

however, Becky’s imagination about her work was unique and informed by her 

experiences and engagement practices. For instance, the closure of the English program 

placed Becky in a vulnerable position as an English teacher. She then looked beyond 

her engagement in classroom teaching by envisioning herself as a confused teacher who 

lacked power to be a change agent in teaching. Although imagination could be a source 

of power in Becky’s teacher identity construction, the obstacles she encountered 

distanced her from her pre-determined goals. In the end, she was forced to think beyond 

her imagination and instead delve into pure intellect to explore her practices in reality 

and even question her identities. 

Alignment, namely transcending a situation by matching one’s work with broader 

structures and enterprises, shaped Becky’s identity construction (Wenger, 1998). 

Alignment was a crucial aspect of her teacher identity construction in particular, 



170 
 

strengthening her capacity to align her teaching with students’ needs and facilitate her 

future professional development. However, Becky’s failure to align her practices with 

the philosophy of the higher education community undermined her professional identity 

construction; it also diminished her willingness to expand her capacity to effect change 

or assume a new vantage point. Becky perceived herself as possessing a low position 

in the hierarchy of contested higher education. Although alignment stimulated Becky’s 

capacity to realize her pre-determined goals, her identity meaning assertion was not a 

smooth process. She was forced to author her professional identities in the gap between 

locating “something given and something yet-to-be achieved” (Latta & Olafson, 2006, 

p. 84). 

Overall, Becky’s identity construction did not reside in her mind but was rather 

mediated by embodied practices in various CoP (Wenger, 1998). Modes of belonging 

(i.e., engagement, alignment, and imagination) do not operate in isolation. For example, 

Becky’s alignment with the enterprise of her situated communities could coordinate her 

engagement and influence her current and projected identities as a community member. 

In addition, how she imagined herself in her future work could affect her current 

practice and alignment with the joint enterprise of the community. Due to the 

institutional requirement of publishing articles in journals with impact factors and her 

lack of connection in collaborating with experienced colleagues, she felt a lack of 

alignment and engagement with the enterprise of academic research. Becky tended to 

resist institutional demands and upheld her identity as a teacher rather than as a 

researcher. Because Becky perceived challenges in balancing research and teaching 

requirements, she faced a constant struggle in coordinating institutional duties and her 

professional commitment to the target discourse community. Thus, brokering among 

different practices required the coordination of multiple trajectories, in which 

negotiation between institutional duties and professional commitment was Becky’s 

primary struggle. Looking into her future, she stated she could possibly contribute to 

teaching and research engagement through self-reflective learning. Overall, 

engagement, alignment, and imagination gave rise to multiple professional identities in 

various CoP and led to multi-membership characterized by various forms of 



171 
 

participation and non-participation. 

7.4.2 Becky’s identity construction in discourse 
Becky’s concrete language use conveyed the involvement of “authentication” and 

“denaturalization” in teacher identity construction (Bucholtz, 2003). Students’ 

recognition served as a source of authentication for Becky’s teacher identity. Her 

teacher identity was later denaturalized, and her identity as a struggling teacher was 

authenticated, because she found it challenging to balance work commitments and 

family responsibilities. Hence, denaturalization occurred when the authenticity of 

Becky’s teacher identity was challenged or questioned, resulting in a perceived 

rupturing of her teacher identity. Becky was in a mutable interactional situation, and 

numerous identities emerged from negotiation with other social actors and unyielding 

power structures. Resources, including prior experience, family life, professional 

knowledge, characteristics of the setting, and wider sociocultural contexts (Søreide, 

2006), affected how Becky shifted and negotiated her identity meanings to address 

conflicts between hierarchical identities and tensions inhibiting her from sensing or 

deriving meaning from teaching.  

 “Authorization” and “illegitimization” also influenced Becky’s identity 

construction as an English lecturer. Due to “structures of institutional power and 

ideology” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2010, p. 24), Becky’s teacher identity could be either 

authorized or illegitimized. For instance, Becky fashioned her own identities because 

the institutionally authorized teacher identity aligned with her self-authorized teacher 

identity when she satisfied students’ English learning needs. Becky filled her teacher 

identity with meanings and developed a commitment to teaching. However, her 

identities could be illegitimized or challenged in light of structural constraints. Without 

institutional support, Becky struggled to cope with institutional demands around 

research output, leading to identity conflict between being a teacher and a researcher. 

The perceived dissonance between teaching and research threatened Becky’s identity 

management. 

Hirsh and Kang (2016) argued that identity conflicts stem from simultaneous 
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activation of competing norms and related behavioral responses and that resulting 

conflicts trigger negative emotions and effects. These phenomena were reflected in 

Becky’s case, wherein past and present situations affected her identity meaning. The 

illegitimization of identity work deprived Becky of agency in performing research and 

publishing papers, which elicited uncertainty and doubt. She was further isolated 

because of the promotion system; she responded negatively because she did not earn 

the recognition a long-serving lecturer deserves. These negative emotions weakened 

her self-efficacy as well as her professional identity as an English lecturer. Therefore, 

Becky encountered struggles in locating meaning for her identities. As she encountered 

authorization/illegitimization social relations in professional practices, positive and 

negative identities emerged and were enacted and altered through her linguistic use 

(Sikes, 2006; Yuan, 2016). The multifaceted nature of teacher identity construction thus 

represents a process of responding to contextual variability. 

    Identity-in-discourse suggests that the relational nature of identity can be 

harnessed to promote investment in identity as a social agent. Despite struggles and 

frustrations in Becky’s teaching career, her positioning of students shaped her identities 

and classroom practices. These developments fit with the notion that teachers’ 

investment in learner identity can help teachers realize self-positionings (Reeves, 2009). 

Drawing on societal discourse, Becky framed students as potential practitioners who 

would be needed in local society. Identity investment can shape teachers’ teaching 

practice in which students are trained to prepare for the target discourse community. In 

this sense, Becky aspired to be “a different teacher”: a ‘gardener’ type of teacher. 

Essentially, identity-in-discourse can uncover teacher investment and teacher identity. 

7.4.3 Becky’s identity construction in activity 
These findings highlight the complexity of teacher identity construction under the 

influence of unequal power relations in the contested higher education community. 

Division of labor (i.e., how professional activities are divided) can affect teacher 

identity construction, as can the ways in which roles and hierarchies are structured. For 

example, identities constructed within Becky’s commitment to teaching and research 
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involved a process of negotiating and interacting with key stakeholders, namely 

administrators, professors, and university authorities. Seeking identity meaning seemed 

related to responsibilities or roles enabled by the activity system (Kaptelinin, 2005). In 

this chapter, Becky’s relation with administrators, professors, and university authorities 

was rife with contradictions. Her peripheral status resulted in subversive practices and 

led to her identity as a marginalized English teacher. Actions she directed toward others 

were affected by an unequal division of labor, and her actions became major sources of 

identity affirmation. The unequal status imposed by institutional authorities affected the 

nature of Becky’s actions and compromised her self-affirmed meaning.  

 Activity theory can be used to analyze Becky’s successes, failures, and 

contradictions. For example, the rise and ultimate fall of the English program resulted 

in pride and frustration in Becky’s career development. Becky encountered constant 

changes when seeking to develop English programs and then faced pressure around 

meeting research requirements. These shifts were mediated by the tools, rules, 

community, and division of labor within the activity system (Roth & Tobin, 2002). In 

Becky’s case, tensions arose in her relations with university authorities. University 

authorities closed the English program because of meager enrollment. In catering to 

market needs, nearly all new programs were focused on technology and communication. 

University authorities also allocated more funding to departments with better research 

performance. Therefore, considerable distance emerged between Becky’s primary 

dispositions and those of the institution. Following rejection of Becky’s proposal to 

open a new English program, she became disappointed and unwilling to battle authority 

figures for real and symbolic institutional space. Students’ recognition of her teaching 

became a source of power as she continued working in the college English department. 

Internalized tensions cannot succeed in the absence of mediation, which requires the 

change-seeker to engage in reflective practice to develop new potential courses of 

action. 

Identity-in-activity offers a lens through which to consider power, status, subject–

object relations, and the mediated nature of relations between elements in the activity 

system. Tensions arose continually while negotiating meaning evolving subject–object 
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relations, tools, rules, community, and division of labor in the activity system. Becky’s 

commitment to her students, institutional agendas, and professional development 

revealed a conflicted process of compliance and agency. She appeared to have been 

marginalized by the research community: she struggled to access it, and the community 

structures she encountered did not match her imagined professional identities. These 

tensions led to her alienation rather than full participation. The restructuring and 

transformation of higher education represented tensions in Becky’s professional 

identity. These tensions, which were closely related to her personal beliefs in teaching, 

characterized her identities as an English language teacher.  

7.5 Summary 
In summary, Becky’s identity construction and development process was complex and 

occurred along a trajectory encompassing cycles of participation and non-participation 

in various communities of practice. She selectively participated in surrounding 

practices, especially by adopting aspects of practices that best fit her personality and 

perceptions while adapting to or engaging superficially with components that did not 

match her desired identities. Becky held a strong belief in the value of teaching but gave 

up development as a researcher. Although Becky was at a non-key university, the 

“publish-or-perish” syndrome, marketization of higher education, and managerialism 

in teacher education also took a toll on her identity development as an ELT teacher. 

Becky’s community participation could be described as “legitimate peripheral 

participation” (Lave & Wenger, 1991); she followed a positive but difficult pathway. 

     In comparison with Sabrina, Sam, and Kevin, I found some individual differences 

between the four cases. Becky established her teacher agenda and took the initiative in 

purposefully responding to students’ needs. Becky demonstrated various identities, e.g., 

“fruitful gardener”, “counselor”, and “friend”, during her teaching experiences. While 

engaged in the research community, Becky also demonstrated different identity options, 

including “self-doubter” and “blind follower”. However, in spite of life’s challenges, 

Becky enjoyed teaching, and consistently gave priority to teaching. In Kevin’s case, 

although he felt the research achievement was a source of power within his research 
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identity construction, he felt that the value of teaching was undermined. In Sam’s case, 

he experienced failure after a promotion application. However, he chose to “move 

forward” as being an English teacher in higher education was what he had dreamed of. 

In Sabrina’s case, the lack of recognition in teaching and research moved her to escape 

from the higher education community.   

In comparing the four cases, I also found that various personal and contextual 

factors influenced the four teacher participants’ identity (re)constructions in their 

professional work. Their identities were influenced by their prior experiences in EFL 

learning, teaching, and research. After entry into teacher education, their identities were 

shaped by their various forms of professional engagement in terms of teaching, research 

and administrative services, as well as boundary crossing experiences where they made 

connections with other important stakeholders (e.g., students, teachers, and leaders). 

The English lecturers’ identities were shaped and modified by existing rules, structures, 

and sociocultural norms (Hermans, 2018). Such norms were fueled by the formidable 

forces of internationalization and competition that swept worldwide. The existence of 

social divisions and power inequalities within communities of practice suggests another 

set of underexamined issues, e.g., conflict, resistance, and dominance, and these factors 

can also impact their identity formation. 
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Chapter 8. Discussion 
 

This chapter is the discussion section based on the findings presented in chapters 4-7. 

This chapter outlines and discusses teacher participants’ identity construction process 

as well as factors that may undermine teachers’ identity development. This chapter also 

proposes a tripartite framework of identity-in-practice, identity-in-discourse, and 

identity-in-activity. 

8.1 Identity-in-practice 
As implied by Communities of Practice (CoP), understanding identities in practice is 

essential to understanding teacher identity construction. In belonging (or not) to 

different communities, the dynamic, continuous, fluid, and situated nature of identity 

construction was manifested in the teacher participants’ professional practices. Drawing 

upon CoP (Figure 2.1) and the findings from Chapters 4–7, I present a theoretical 

framework for teacher identity construction in practice (Figure 8.1). This framework 

delineates the interrelationships between identification, modes of belonging, and 

negotiability in the form of a diagram. It also explains the mutual influences among 

teacher identity construction and these three interrelated notions. Identification and 

negotiability each usher in identities of participation or non-participation. The diagram 

also shows that identification manifests itself through different forms of membership. 

Modes of belonging (i.e., imagination, engagement, and alignment) form structures 

related to mechanisms of community formation. Negotiability of identity meaning 

relates to economics of meaning (i.e., negotiating the meaning of large structures and 

the experience of identity in them). By illustrating the interwoven dependencies among 

identification, negotiability, and belonging, this diagram facilitates one’s understanding 

of teachers’ practices in seeking identity meanings in various CoP. 
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Figure 8.1 A framework for teacher identity construction in communities of practice 

 Note: 

 Looped arrows indicate the direction that the framework cycles 

   Bolded arrows outside circles indicate that the system is in motion and 

changes over time 

 Interlocking puzzle pieces signify the interrelatedness among shared 

domains  

      Double-headed arrows indicate the mutual influences between two sectors 
 

Identification and negotiability in CoP can take various forms. Forms of 

competition, compliance, conflict, marginality, and rivalry lead to identities of non-
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participation; those of allegiance, consensus, cooperation, mutual respect, and 

recognition lead to identities of participation. Based on the findings, in an attempt to 

deal with marginalization and social exclusion from colleagues or institutions, the four 

featured teachers employed either participation or non-participation to protect their own 

space from being invaded. Participation or non-participation depended on each 

participants’ unique reactions to contextual conditions. For example, in the case of 

Becky, identified barriers to participation included a lack of mutual engagement with 

the enterprise of academic research, for which she faced constant struggles in 

coordinating between the institutional duties and her professional commitment to the 

community. In the case of Sabrina, because of a lack of professional elitism, interest, 

skills, and support in doing research, she found herself torn between research demands 

in the appraisal system and the teaching workload required of an English lecturer. In 

the case of Sam, the non-participatory trajectory was mainly because of his 

uncertainties about promotion and distrust due to unequal power relationships. In the 

case of Kevin, despite challenges in the appraisal system, he reflexively designated 

himself as the agent of production. Such a strong belief strengthened the continuity of 

his identity formation as a scholar. Achievement in doing research and recognition from 

the academic community helped him find strength and determination to strive for a 

clearer vision for his career development. 

Hence, based on each teacher’s distinct developmental trajectory, community 

participation can be conceptualized on a continuum from non-participation to high 

participation. Non-participation occurs due to existing inequalities and power 

relationships in a community and produces conflicting meanings in teacher identity 

construction. A high level of participation occurs as a result of recognition, perceived 

affinity, achievement, interaction, membership, and group identity. The extent of such 

participation facilitates comprehension of societal needs, contributes to perceived 

meaning for an ideal identity, and fosters resources for more effective actions. 

Supplementing prior studies on teachers’ participation in legitimizing access to practice 

(e.g., Tsui, 2007), this thesis underscores the complex interdependence of participation 

and non-participation in enacting (un)desired identities. Teacher identity construction 
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requires reconciling various forms of participation and non-participation and seeking 

meaning while being within and outside given communities.  

 A complex relationship was observed among the major constructs of engagement, 

imagination, and alignment in various CoP. These three concepts are closely related in 

many ways, and the interrelationship among them influences learning trajectories (Au, 

2002; Gu & Benson, 2015; Kwan & Lopez-Real, 2010). One theme that emerged from 

the teachers’ stories was the uncertain, ambiguous, and unsettled professional identities 

within the CoP. Although to different extent, the participants were prone to developing 

chronic anxiety about their professional standing. In particular, institutional structures 

shaped by higher education reform affected their professional identities as academics. 

Their positions and authority became relatively unpredictable because of a lack of 

suitable alternatives and constraints imposed by the structures and distribution of 

resources, capital, and opportunities. In addition, the extent to which teacher 

participants identified themselves within the community affected their membership and 

reconfigured their engagement, alignment, and imagination in CoP. These features 

(engagement, alignment, and imagination) operate dynamically as communities emerge, 

compete, merge, split, and disappear due to boundaries that may or may not be peaceful 

or collaborative. Furthermore, conflict can occur among what university authorities 

dictate, what management mandates, what teachers expect, and what teachers 

ultimately decide in dealing with changing communities of practice.  

The teachers’ identity formation was shaped by economies of meaning i.e., 

different communities have particular ownership of meaning. Meaning in identity work 

was negotiated and generated within higher education structures that prioritized 

research while ignoring values essential to teaching. Such unequal resource allocation 

affected their teacher identity construction. In Sabrina’s case, she continued seeking 

escape from social reality and perceived herself as a sojourner in higher education. 

Becky’s role conflicts as a mother and teacher forced her to make sense of her academic 

career. Sam and Kevin were not passive in their initial participatory practices, but a 

sense of agency determined their participation. Whereas Sam perceived himself as 

being in a vulnerable position, Kevin believed himself to be in a proactive position. 
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With regard to inclusion and exclusion, the participating teachers were forced to learn 

to adapt, develop, and modify their memberships in teaching and research communities 

demarcated by the higher education system. An emerging issue concerned their fragile 

identity construction when the teacher participants were unable to consider multiple 

perspectives while negotiating their identities. Negotiation of meaning extends beyond 

Wenger’s (1998) definition of a process through which individuals wield their 

experience and meaningful engagement with the world to reach contextual 

understanding; it is a central coordinating mechanism through which teachers navigate 

social and institutional structures, resist other people’s attempts to control and 

standardize them, and integrate expertise from various sources.  

Overall, negotiability, identification, and modes of belonging may overlap to some 

extent. This interdependence highlights the impacts of external pressures from the 

wider organization on the dynamic processes of teacher identity construction. The 

interconnections among negotiability, identification, and belonging are not necessarily 

harmonious and may lead to tense multi-membership. Through this proposed 

framework, I suggest that teacher identity construction involves seeking solutions in 

order to establish various forms of membership. Similarly, reconciling identification, 

negotiability, and belonging may either lead to successful resolution or constant 

struggle. By conceptualizing how these three notions influence teacher identity 

construction, I propose that maintaining an identity across boundaries requires 

integrating various forms of participation and non-participation. The core of what it 

means to be a teacher is also intrinsic to reconciling identification, negotiability, and 

belonging. Teacher identity construction thus constitutes a process of seeking a desired 

trajectory over the dynamic set of communities to which a teacher belongs, whether 

centrally or peripherally. 

8.2 Identity-in-discourse 
Identity-in-discourse provides a rich understanding of the extent to which the social 

setting influences identity construction. The identity-in-discourse perspective can 

unveil power relationships operating within one’s identity construction. How teacher 
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participants presented their identities and ascribed identities from others was reflected 

in their language within their textual, social, and psychological contexts. Discourse is a 

representative carrier of teacher identity construction, and teacher identity construction, 

in turn, shapes discourse. This perspective considers how an individual relates to the 

world through commitment and stance and to other social actors through identity 

(Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Fairclough, 2003). Drawing upon discourse theory (Bucholtz 

& Hall, 2005; Fairclough, 2003) and findings in chapters 4–7, I present a theoretical 

framework for understanding identities from a discourse perspective (Figure 8.2). 

Within this framework, teacher identity construction is a discursive process that 

emerges through social interaction and is strengthened while linking societal discourse 

and social practices. Constantly and simultaneously coordinating societal discourse and 

social practices requires teachers to become change agents. The coordination leads to 

relationships among tactics of intersubjectivity. Adequation and distinction both stress 

similarities; while adequation supports identity work and is foregrounded, distinction 

suppresses difference construction and is downplayed. Authentication and 

denaturization refer to how identities are discursively verified or subverted. 

Authorization and illegitimizaiton both highlight structures; while authorization affirms 

identities through structures, illegitimization dismisses, censors, or ignores identities 

through structures. It is essential to connect the three tactics of intersubjectivity as a 

whole to understand teacher identity. These tactics shape one’s sense of agency and, in 

turn, identity construction. 
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        Figure 8.2 A framework for teacher identity construction in discourse 

The participants were involved in different sets of social relationships while 

interpreting the resources that were made available to them through their positions. 

These findings revealed the complex nature of professional identity, which is an 

individually-varied response to contextual conditions, reaffirming that professional 

identities are often experienced uniquely (Søreide, 2006). Linguistic practices revealed 

important information related to each of the four teachers’ identity construction. For 

example, Becky found herself in an authorization/illegitimization social relationship 

between being an English teacher and being a researcher. Sabrina perceived herself as 

being in a state of denaturalization as a contract-based English lecturer. Sam was 

struggled in an adequation/distinction social relationship as a researcher. Kevin 

experienced authentication as a scholar but denaturalization as a teacher. Among the 

participants, Kevin was best able to draw upon the discourse of research as an individual 

accomplishment, shortening the professional distance between himself and other 

teachers. Sam regarded the discourse of research as a community accomplishment, 

noting that research was an interest of the university community rather than a priority 



183 
 

in his own practice. Becky and Sabrina deliberately distanced themselves from the 

research community. The discourse of research as an individual or community 

accomplishment leads to conflicts in a “given order” (Mouffe, 2013, p. 2), especially 

“a particular configuration of power relations” (Mouffe, 2013, p. 2). Teachers with 

desirable positions and fuelled sources and belief for future development could 

juxtapose themselves as change agents while teachers with undesirable positions may 

value engagement in community as a tightly-controlled circumstance. 

 The similarities and differences outlined in discourse theory indicate the discursive 

nature of identity formation (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Discursive identity construction 

is made evident by linguistic strategies (e.g., evaluation and modality) and through 

various sources (e.g., interviews and discourse activities such as classroom interactions). 

Echoing the findings of previous studies (e.g., Sayer, 2000), teacher agency in event 

participation and identity construction was influenced by the connections between 

societal discourse and social practices. Indeed, as the participants attempted to break 

from cultural and social norms, they encountered challenges to making free decisions 

and acting independently (e.g., Becky was a “blind follower” for applying for a research 

project and Sam dared not “stick his neck out” in dealing with colleagues). The 

participants’ distinct identities—a determined researcher (Kevin), a struggling 

researcher (Sam), a teacher disengaged in research (Sabrina), and a perplexed teacher 

(Becky)—can be better understood in terms of whether each teacher could adapt to the 

similarities and differences between reality and imagination and conform to the 

imposed categories in each one’s given context. I propose that the relationship between 

language and identity construction is situated in the link between societal discourse and 

social practice. In responding to the relationship between societal discourse (i.e., 

education structure, background, and institutional system) and social practices (i.e., 

what happened to the English lecturers at social events), the participants’ identity 

construction involved a process of acknowledging, denying, discovering, doubting, 

inventing, and downplaying their similarities and differences to peers. The interrelated 

tactics they employed shaped each participant’s identity, just as their changing identities 

affected the tactics they later employed. 
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The interrelationship among the three intersubjectivity tactics provided insight into 

the relational and dynamic nature of identity. The notion of these tactics extends beyond 

the potential of recognizing a relationship between identities, discourse, and practice; 

by occupying social and verbal spaces charted in differences or similarities, individuals 

and groups independently and mutually negotiate identities. These differences and 

similarities also characterize teacher identity construction. For example, the 

convergence of adequation and distinction indicating the construction of “us” versus 

“them” is a central mechanism of teacher identity construction. The negative feeling 

from disagreements and unwillingness to accept the legitimacy of the “other” set a 

standard for the participants’ identities and mutually excluded unfavored identities. As 

argued by Jorgensen and Phillips (2002), “the subject is something because it is 

contrasted with something it is not” (p. 43). In the present study, being a teacher was 

equated with notions such as “unable to fulfil research requirements” (Sabrina), 

“stagnated development” (Becky), “struggling but at the same time determined for 

development” (Kevin), and “temporary job” (Sam). The perceived negative meaning in 

being a teacher seemed to diminish their agency in forging professional identities. 

Hence, a repeated theme within cross-case analysis was the perception of being 

“trapped in an unfavorable position” or feeling “scared about the future”. Denial of 

agency compromised each teacher’s pursuit of getting promoted. Becky lamented that 

she didn’t care about promotion. In Sabrina’s case, a consequence of failing to construct 

a professional identity was her decision not to pursue professional development as a 

teacher. What it meant to be a teacher was apparently challenged by hegemonic 

practices and counter-hegemonic practices (Mouffe, 2013). Based on theoretical 

understanding and data interpretation, I argue that teacher identity construction is not 

simply a constant balancing of “self and other” (De Fina, 2011, p. 269); rather, teacher 

identity construction is a socially-grounded process of revisiting challenges at different 

points in life, managing the changing selves under divergent circumstances, and 

understanding oneself and others in a given context. 

The integration of intersubjectivity tactics contributed to theoretical knowledge 

of identity-in-discourse by illustrating ways in which identity and discourse can work 
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together to legitimize a teacher’s presence. For example, being situated in a harmonious 

or hostile context (e.g., moving from a non-key to a key university) could produce 

legitimate or illegitimate identities; constructed identities influenced Sabrina’s response 

to evolving discourse. In particular, the struggles in building a researcher identity, as 

revealed in the cases of Sabrina and Becky, spoke to the pressures of being a female 

academic. The stress of being a mother of a son with autism made it challenging to 

adjust to motherhood for Becky. The development of identity as a female scholar seems 

to be impossible for Becky and Sabrina. Reasons included the nature of the academic 

workload (e.g., doing research and publish), the ingrained gender roles, and the 

patriarchal norms of women as family caregivers. Becky and Sabrina’ stories solidify 

that the academic world or institutional system is not adequately designed to provide 

adequate support for the development as female scholars. Their vulnerability to this 

ideology manifested itself in their self-perceptions as disadvantaged individuals and 

community members either resisting or succumbing to cultural ideologies of gender. 

Such analyses can enhance one’s understanding of the complex relationship between 

identity and discourse as it evolves within societal discourse and social practice. 

Given the above knowledge, I argue that the interrelationship among tactics of 

intersubjectivity contextualized participants’ identity claims and vice versa. Teacher 

identity construction can be captured through an analysis of resources available to them. 

Identity categories can be influenced by stereotypical situations, societal discourse, and 

social practice. Such influences are salient contextual factors that do not always fully 

promote teachers’ professional development. Negative identity work led to participants’ 

poor and self-defeating decisions, whereas positive identity work shaped each 

participant’s capacity to make choices without hesitation or repercussions. Supporting 

teachers’ professional development can enhance their awareness of their own agency. 

Through agency, teachers can mobilize societal discourse to resist potential institutional 

marginalization. Teacher identity construction thus reflects pre-existing social and 

mental categories and locally-contextualized influence, such that constructed identities 

are plural and not simply created in discourse, but also shape it. 
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8.3 Identity-in-activity 
Drawing upon activity theory (Engeström, 1987, 2001; Vygotsky, 1978), this section 

explores the participants’ experiences of identity construction. The chosen English 

lecturers were the subjects of activity. The mediating factors (e.g., tools, rules, 

community, and division of labor) provided knowledge regarding the current state of 

the participants’ activities within the Chinese higher education system. Findings 

revealed gaps, conflicts, friction, breakdowns, and discord in identity construction 

related to an interactive activity system. Data analysis suggested the need to revisit 

activity theory. Elements in an activity system—subjects, objects, mediating tools, 

division of labor, rules, and community—exist in mutually-constituting relationships, 

influencing and transforming one another (Engeström, 1999). In this study, the English 

lecturers’ main work responsibilities—teaching and research—were perceived as a joint 

activity system (Figure 8.3), complementing the previous framework (Figure 2.2). 

 

 
Figure 8.3 A joint activity system for understanding teacher identities in activities 

 
This joint activity system provided knowledge about how the teacher participants’ 
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teaching and research were mediated through components in the system. Within each 

activity system, subjects were committed to the community when motivated by a 

purpose (object). Their efforts were mediated using tools to achieve the goal. Each 

activity system had its own tools, rules, division of labor, and community, which 

interacted and mediated Outcomes 1 (teaching) and 2 (research) while possibly creating 

Object 3 (professional development). The objects were also connected. In addition, the 

teacher participants encountered contradictions because they could simultaneously find 

themselves at the center of the activity system or on the periphery due to a lack of power 

resources. These contradictions inspired their continuous reflections on identity 

meaning. In a constantly-changing joint activity system, the teacher participants had to 

exercise agency to avoid contradictions and seek grounds for negotiation, mediation, 

and transformation in order to build meaning as a teacher and researcher. The above 

framework facilitates a closer examination of the potential tensions English lecturers 

could encounter in various activity systems. 

The primary source of tension in the proposed activity system lay in the 

inconsistency between the two main objects (i.e., teaching and research), reflecting “the 

intersection of marginalization and privilege” (Park, 2015, p. 108) in the teacher 

participants’ professional practices. Institutional structures created tension that 

inhibited each teacher’s ability to participate in professional activities. For Kevin and 

Sam, teaching was not as valued as research. By contrast, Becky emphasized teaching 

over research activities. Sabrina did not value teaching or research and instead saw 

herself as a sojourner. The restructuring of higher education transformed the industry 

into a “commodity-providing service” (Bundy, 2004, p. 165) in which research 

performance was continuously measured and monitored. In the present study, snapshots 

of the four teachers’ experiences revealed changes in institutional expectations 

regarding English lecturers’ professional identities; they were expected to progress 

towards being researchers and away from being language teachers. This inconsistency 

between objects (i.e., teaching and research) in the joint activity system characterized 

challenges in gaining multi-membership as both a teacher and researcher. The two 

objects developed as participants operated across the system. Living out these roles 
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evoked tension and contradictions, which shaped each subject’s capacity to negotiate 

meaning within the system. 

Structurally, components in the joint activity system overlapped to the extent that 

they shared common objects (e.g., stringent research requirements, changes in English 

teaching practices, and an insecure future as an English lecturer). However, shared 

objects were not necessarily aligned despite their overlap. Inner tensions emerged due 

to conflicts between beliefs about teaching and strict research requirements. For the 

teacher participants, an unavoidable source of tension in China’s higher education 

landscape was the shifting meaning of working as an English teacher at the institutional 

level. For instance, the teacher participants demonstrated a less participatory identity 

owing to the disintegration of the English teaching professional community. For Becky, 

the rejection of the new English program proposal and the mandate to publish in 

journals having impact factor jointly influenced her professional practices. For Sabrina, 

in an attempt to accommodate the changing meanings of English teaching, her social 

relationships and participation in the institution were reconfigured, and her teacher 

identity construction was redefined. As a determined scholar, Kevin was more oriented 

towards the future and employed his professional experience towards building 

awareness for some future workplace. In the case of Sam, who was experiencing 

changing institutional arrangements, his position in the higher education community 

was not static. The changing positions affected his understanding of his own 

competence, as well as his membership in the target community. The imposed 

management of competing demands led each participant to exhibit distinct levels of 

participatory and non-participatory orientation. Objects’ coexistence could thus be in 

conflict due to influences from the demands of each component of the joint activity 

system; such tension could therefore alter the teacher participants’ existence or 

identification with the community. 

Socially, tension emanates from societal structures. Realizing the mismatch 

between social expectations and English graduates’ qualifications, Sam recommended 

less focus on teaching literature in favor of a practical approach to imparting English 

majors with professional knowledge. However, traditional language and literature 
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teachers in his department were not willing to cooperate with Sam. In Sam’s case, the 

paradox was that objects gave directionality, value, and meaning to collective activities 

but remained frustratingly elusive. However, Sam was not alone. Kevin repeatedly 

mentioned the importance of instructing language and literature knowledge. In an 

attempt to meet the rigid research requirement, Kevin chose to be a member of 

“dwindling teacher team”. Tension arising from uncomfortable positioning as an 

English lecturer prevented Kevin from reconciling multi-membership and coordinating 

societal structures with his professional commitments to the target teaching community. 

Objects thus appeared fragmented, multifaceted, and vague. The restructuring of higher 

education (e.g., strict contract requirements) led to a rule that affected these teachers’ 

capacities to use reflective thinking to mitigate subject–object tension.  

As discussed above, teacher identity construction manifests at the intersection of 

marginalization and privilege for different objects, overlapping objects that elicit 

tension, and elusive objects that affect the subject–object relationship. These theoretical 

developments offer possibilities for exploring a new terrain of joint work at activity 

system borders. Accordingly, I propose a tentative concept, “object-mediated 

coordination”, to complement existing knowledge. Object-mediated coordination refers 

to one’s ability to coordinate resources and harness rules that change in relation to 

shared objects in order to seek an optimal position within each activity system. The 

decision to deal with rules influences one’s ability to avoid negative consequences. 

Such coordination depends on whether the rules across activity systems are fixed or 

dynamic and whether rules are separable or mutually contingent. When engaging in 

object-mediated coordination, subjects may abandon practices due to tensions within 

the activity systems. These tensions promote changes in role responsibilities, or the 

division of labor. Tensions created when circling around various objects influence 

connection and reciprocation among such objects. Reaching across and beyond the 

boundaries and gaps in the joint activity system requires agency, which I describe as a 

subject’s capacity to coordinate tensions and contradictions while responding to various 

objects within the activity system. Further study is needed to paint a fuller picture of 

the tensions and objects in the activity system. 
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8.4 Understanding teacher identity: A tripartite framework 
This thesis proposed a tripartite framework of understanding teacher identity-in-

practice, discourse, and activity (Figure 8.4). Trent (2013) noted the need to explore 

identity-in-practice and identity-in-discourse, which constitute a major means of 

understanding the complexity of teacher identity (Gu & Benson, 2015). The proposed 

tripartite framework complements Trent’s (2014; 2018b) framework for understanding 

identity-in-practice and discourse (Figure 2.3). 

 

 
Figure 8.4 A tripartite framework for understanding teacher identity 

 
This thesis examines how four teacher participants engaged in identity 

construction under higher education reform in Mainland China. These cases 

demonstrated how teacher identities were shaped and transformed through their (lack 

of) engagement in communities of practice and activity systems and language use in 

reflective practice. While Sam remained a “lonely fighter” and “lonely robot” due to 

lack of collaboration, Kevin took on an identity as a scholar through collaborating with 

his supervisor and other researchers. Becky’s “gardener” identity was strengthened by 
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her participation in innovative English teaching where she not only organized 

classroom interactive activities, but also built an awareness of alignment with her group 

as a growing teacher community (Wenger, 1998). Sabrina’s experiences revealed how 

a lack of engagement in and alignment with situated communities transformed her 

identity from an imagined English teacher to a “sojourner” in higher education, which 

negatively affected her teaching and research commitment. Overall, the teacher 

participants’ identity transformation was influenced by the higher education system and 

its embedded culture, norms, and rules. The teacher participants’ reflective practice and 

dynamic identity development process were influenced by their action-oriented practice, 

use of language, and the broader sociocultural and historical context.  

Hence, I propose the tripartite framework, which represents a cyclical pattern 

involving practice, discourse, and activity. In this study, these components functioned 

together and acted upon each participant’s interplay between identity construction and 

individual agency; the connection between identity and agency could be intrapersonal, 

interpersonal, or institutional. Language use, e.g., commitment and evaluation, reflects 

the enactment of teacher identity. At the institutional level, the teacher participants had 

to mobilize societal discourse and engage in cross-boundary practices to resist potential 

marginalization in institutions. The interpersonal level revealed a gap between how the 

teachers perceived themselves and how others saw them. At the intrapersonal level, the 

teacher participants had to manage internal emotions in order to attain self-

transformation (e.g., dismay over a diminished English teacher identity; fear, 

bewilderment, and loneliness amidst a “weak” academic atmosphere for EFL research). 

The rationale behind the framework follows. First, in line with previous studies 

(Trent, 2013; Gu & Benson, 2015), imagination influenced the teacher participants’ 

identity construction. Sam, Kevin, Becky, and Sabrina enacted imagined identities as 

teachers and the employment of imagination influenced their identity development to 

different degrees. Imagination was the source of power for the teacher participants to 

look beyond the here and now and locate oneself as the link between their past and 

future (Wenger, 1998). For instance, Sam actively reflected on his research practice and 

searched for possible ways to improve his potential and impact in research. However, 
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the findings suggest similarities and contrasts among teacher identity formations for the 

four cases. For instance, Sabrina’s experience was different from Kevin’s. Despite 

Sabrina’s vision of becoming a teacher, she did not build up her future identity as a 

teacher who could contribute to ELT teaching and research. Kevin and Becky also 

exhibited differences. For example, while “imagination” injected a sense of vision, 

hope, and agency into Becky’s teaching commitment, “imagination” stimulated Kevin 

to seek change and improvement and become a researcher that he could personally be 

identified with. One of the reasons for the similarities and contrasts in teacher identity 

construction was that “engagement, alignment and imagination operate simultaneously 

in their identity construction, mutually influencing and shaping their meanings and 

practices” (Gu & Benson, 2015, p.200). In addition, the professional teacher identities 

for the four cases were found to have been discursively constructed through 

equivalences and differences, which can be interpreted through the legitimating 

strategies outlined by Fairclough’s (2003) discourse theory on the logic of equivalence 

and differences.  

Hence, understanding identities in CoP is not sufficient to gain a more specific 

understanding of social, cultural, spatial, and historical dimensions of identity 

formation (Gu, 2013). Identity construction is linked to participation in practice and to 

the legitimacy and illegitimacy of social and institutional discourse. The CoP notion 

cannot fully explain how individuals respond to marginality and how their responses 

influence personal identity formation (Creese, 2005). In addition, the CoP notion tends 

to assume consensus and continuity while neglecting the dynamic, diverse, and often 

conflicting nature of higher education and its wider sociocultural and institutional 

discourse affecting CoP operations (Fuller, 2007; Hughes, Jewson, & Unwin, 2007; 

Trent, 2018a, 2018b). Conflictual identity construction also reflects antagonism in 

identity (Gu, 2010; Mouffe, 2005), which is ignored in the CoP notion. Operating as 

complements to identities in practice, identities in discourse explain how similarities 

and differences (operating through discourse) influence teacher identity construction. 

For example, findings showed that the teacher participants used an array of linguistic 

strategies (e.g., modality, evaluations, and commitment) to exhibit their identities, 
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indicating that antagonism was counterproductive. The participants adopted discursive 

strategies to enact their professional identities. Understanding identity construction in 

discourse could compensate for the perceived inadequacies of Wenger’s (1998) CoP 

notion. 

The second rationale behind the framework is that CoP has long been criticized 

for its lack of sufficient attention to power relationships in identity construction (Fuller, 

2007). Wenger (1998) proposed a social configuration between individuals and their 

communities, between communities, and between a community and its broader 

institutions or constellations. Boundaries are shaped not only by negotiating the core 

and periphery (Wenger, 1998) but also by overcoming the disciplinary hierarchy, 

institutional structure, and “publish-or-perish” ideology in China’s higher education 

reform. One’s position in a community becomes fluid amidst changing institutional 

arrangements, which then influences the meanings or recognition of necessary 

competence, members’ positioning, and reconciliation of multi-membership. For 

example, English teaching was considered a privilege when participants were recruited 

to teach EFL courses but was a less-valued dimension when they needed to adapt to 

mainstream scholarship in an increasingly research-oriented higher education system.  

Through the teacher participants’ social practices consisting of practical engagement 

and language use, they enacted, modified and shaped their professional identities 

(Barton & Tsuting, 2005). In the case of Becky, her linguistic practices, such as the 

sharing of teaching experiences and the dialogic interactions with her students, went 

hand in hand with her practical activities (e.g., organizing classroom activities and 

offering help during classroom group discussion), which together contributed to her 

identity as a “guide and gardener”. As for Kevin, his identity as a “scholar” and “change 

agent” arose from his collaborative research with other researchers, which included 

both practical (e.g., co-authoring papers) and linguistic engagement (e.g., discussion 

with the teachers and disseminating the research findings in conferences). During this 

process of practical and discursive identity construction, tensions and conflicts became 

unavoidable. As complex power differentials were neglected in the CoP notion, 

identity-in-discourse was able to highlight theorizations on the self, the pivotal role of 
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interaction in creating personal and social worlds, the contribution of linguistic practice 

to sociocultural processes, and the mediating tool of language in identity construction. 

The final need for the framework is that the teacher participants’ identity 

construction in practice and discourse could not occur without considering the 

“contradiction and negotiations between different objects in their situated learning 

activity systems” (Yuan & Mak, 2018, p. 212). The advantage of identity-in-practice 

lies in understanding how identities are constructed, contested, and transformed through 

practical engagement (or lack thereof) in CoP. Identity-in-discourse focuses on identity 

construction through language use in reflective practice. Findings from the present 

study suggested that teacher identity relied on how faculty interpreted and negotiated 

their roles, addressed tensions while responding to various rules, and initiated actions 

within the activity system (i.e., identity-in-activity). While employing the identity-in-

activity framework, a reflective stance, network, and teacher beliefs were identified as 

tools that fostered one’s sense of being an English teacher. However, sociocultural and 

institutional constraints affected the participants’ identity construction. Tensions arose 

especially from the interactive forces of rules, community, and division of labor within 

the activity system. Components included the “promote-or-out” policy, unequal power 

relations, guanxi culture, and intensified teacher–student interaction, all of which 

influenced participants’ identity enactment.  

In fact, although Kevin attempted to carve out a desired innovator identity in 

teaching, the sociocultural setting characterized by the “publish-or-perish” ideology 

imposed constraints that shaped, fashioned, changed, framed, and created his teacher 

identities. Regarding the tension in teaching and research and the institutional priority 

for research, Kevin diverted his efforts toward research. Sam underwent struggles in 

doing research. Distinct from Kevin, Sam only perceived himself as a “publishing 

machine”. In the cases of Sabrina and Becky, they did not form the researcher identity 

and were not ready to exert effort in doing research. The four teacher participants’ 

identities were thus inextricably linked with the ongoing change and reform in the 

higher education system. The restructuring of higher education systems in Mainland 

China presented new opportunities for the teacher participants’ professional 
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development and identity construction. On the other hand, given the low status of 

lecturers, the teacher participants’ professional needs and personal well-being might be 

at stake during the transformation process of higher education. Dinkelman (2011) 

argued identity development does not occur in a vacuum but is embedded within the 

social, institutional, and historical systems. Hence, the teacher participants’ identity 

construction in practice and discourse could not occur without considering the tensions 

between components in separate activity systems. For the teacher participants, identity 

construction became a two-way process of acting on constraints imposed by the 

sociocultural environment (Block, 2007) while becoming an agent of change 

(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). These findings supported that identity construction was 

determined by practice, discourse, and the activity system in which the teacher 

participants were situated. 

In light of these findings, I argue for a mutually-constitutive relationship exists 

among discourse, practice, and activity; furthermore, the interconnections between 

these factors influence teachers’ identity construction. In this framework, teacher 

identity construction, which is situated within the sociocultural system, is a complex 

matter of the social and the individual; of practice, discourse, and activity; of agency 

and structure; and of the singular and the multiple. By grounding this framework in 

theories of education, teacher identity construction can be conceptualized as an 

awareness of the self and others influenced by situated practice, discourse, and activity. 

To better understand teacher identity construction, one must consider the wider system 

of sociocultural relations in which teaching and research in higher education are 

deemed separate systems; institutional and classroom practices (i.e., engagement, 

imagination, and alignment within and beyond the community); and contradictory 

discourses that evolve from perceived similarities and differences when becoming or 

being a teacher.  

Interpretation and analysis of the four teacher participants’ identity construction 

from the perspectives of practice, discourse and activity also shed light on the nexus 

between teaching and research commitment. Specifically, the findings identified three 

influencing factors: “publish-or-perish” syndrome, marketization of higher education, 
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and managerialism practices in higher education, which influenced the four teacher 

participants’ identity construction as teachers and researchers. Sam compared the 

situation to that of being hired after an academic staff member was sacked to imply the 

tension of working under the system characterised by the “publish-or-perish” syndrome. 

Kevin described the nature of the “up-or-out” policy as for “the university authorities 

to suppress dissidents”. Sabrina used the expression “racial discrimination” to describe 

new teachers on the tenure track system. Becky felt “isolated” even though she had 

provided the longest service in her department. In line with previous research on the 

nexus between teaching and research (Tian & Lu, 2017; Yuan & Lee, 2014), university 

teachers, particularly the junior academics, encountered tensions and challenges in 

dealing with teaching and research commitments. Kevin, for example, exited from 

teaching and focused more on research. Becky focused on the practical teaching but 

ignored research. One of the reasons for the conflicts between teaching and research, 

as shown in the findings, was because of the intensified Chinese higher education and 

socio-political system, which is a site replete with constant struggles and contentions. 

The competing epistemologies, educational goals, and incongruence between imagined 

and practiced communities pulled the teacher participants in non-complementary 

directions. Therefore, the four teacher participants may find it difficult to acquire and 

develop a positive identity in dealing with teaching and research commitment.  

    The complex nature of teacher identity requires a dynamic theoretical response 

from researchers, which must account for the practical and discursive nature of teacher 

identity construction by recognizing the social activity system surrounding the meaning 

of being a teacher (Varghese et al., 2005). Researchers should also consider the social 

and institutional practices or activities that shape one’s mind. Poststructural and 

postmodern sensitivities to discourse and agency warrant attention, too; professional 

development should be framed as a social construct in that it can influence theoretical 

orientations and vice versa. Individuals’ psychological states also vary by practice, 

discourse, and activity. Multiple theoretical approaches should thus be applied to the 

subjects under exploration without losing sight of real-world complexity. These 

approaches can lead us to a better understanding of the many ways in which a teacher’s 
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identity is not fixed and constant but instead is constantly being shaped and continues 

to shift through each personal and professional experience. One does not simply 

become a teacher, but instead is constantly becoming and must constantly adapt. 

Although this integrated framework cannot cover all components relevant to teacher 

identity construction, it does provide a starting point to reflect upon the various factors 

essential to understanding the fluid and mutable process of such a construction. 

8.5 Chapter summary 
This chapter discusses identity construction with a focus on English lecturers in the 

Chinese higher education context. First, this chapter discusses teacher identity 

construction related to CoPs. Second, identity construction is a complex and discursive 

process when understood through Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) “tactics of 

intersubjectivity” (i.e., adequation and distinction, authentication and denaturalization, 

and authorization and illegitimization). Third, participants’ capacity to seek coherence 

and balance in a complex and potentially chaotic higher education community was 

influenced by contradictions among activity system components; thus, participants’ 

identities were challenged, disrupted, and alienated. Finally, this chapter proposes a 

tripartite framework of understanding teacher identity-in-practice, discourse, and 

activity. The proposed framework enhances scholarship on teacher identity construction. 
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Chapter 9. Contributions, limitations, implications, and conclusions 

 

This chapter includes four sections: contributions; limitations and suggestions for future 

research; implications; and a conclusion. 

9.1 Contributions of the study 
Overall, the major contribution of this study is an understanding of English language 

lecturers’ personal and professional identity development relative to practice, discourse, 

and activity. The tripartite framework containing these three elements contributes to 

exploration of the various dimensions of identity formation and has broad-reaching 

significance for EFL teacher education. Although some researchers (e.g., Gu, 2011; Gu 

& Benson, 2015) have considered identity-in-discourse and identity-in-practice, studies 

regarding the interrelation among identity-in-discourse, identity-in-practice, and 

identity-in-activity in identity formation and change are limited. This study thus aims 

to move towards a theorization of teacher identity construction as a process of how 

teachers act through concrete practices, express their identities in discourses, and enact 

their identities within the activity system. In light of the complexity of identity 

construction (Gee, 2001), this study calls for an equally complex theoretical response. 

Teacher identity construction is not only an individual and psychological matter but 

also a social process that is inextricably related to language and discourse. As argued 

by Varghese et al. (2005), understanding identities through the openness and 

juxtaposition of multiple theoretical possibilities highlights the complex nature of 

identity and offers a concrete way to conceptualize hegemony, particularly the “unequal 

power and status relations inherent in conflicting identities” (p.37). In the present study, 

the perspectives of practice, discourse, and activity clarify different facets of the nature 

and process of teacher identity construction to provide new insight into substantive 

concerns driving research on teacher identity.  

First, this thesis supplements identity studies (e.g., Tsui, 2007) emphasizing the 

roles of participation and non-participation in identity (trans)formation. For example, 

this thesis expands knowledge of English lecturers’ participation and non-participation 
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in various communities by identifying the overlap between negotiation, identification, 

and modes of belonging. These constructs were traditionally treated as dichotomous 

without considering interrelatedness within and across communities. As shown in this 

thesis, English lecturers’ levels of participation were influenced by community features; 

hence, participants exhibited differences while belonging to various CoPs. The three 

modes of belonging—engagement, imagination, and alignment—promoted negotiation. 

Participation contributed to the community’s shared history and associated competence 

and respect. Competence was a particularly important aspect of membership, as non-

participation was related to participants’ lack of competence; as such, belonging to a 

community can fall along an inbound and outbound trajectory (Liu & Xu, 2011). No 

CoP is devoid of tension or conflict, as Wenger (1998) alleged. Differences experienced 

while being and becoming a member of the community and the tensions involved in 

this process drove participants’ modes of belonging in the community, thereby shaping 

their identity development. Perhaps relations between English lecturers and community 

practice could be enriched by tailoring available resources (e.g., EFL teacher education, 

professional development, and learning through work) to these faculty. 

Second, this study sheds light on English lecturers’ identities, which have been 

fashioned and developed in their situated CoPs. The study depicts teacher identity as a 

negotiable, flexible, and adaptive process shaped by dynamic and contested CoPs. This 

pattern suggests a complex relationship between the self and the community, which 

may facilitate identification with people, roles, institutions, and social values. In 

particular, English lecturers’ identity construction was influenced by society, higher 

education, the English language teaching community, and individual factors. The 

constituent influence of various factors shaped the uniqueness of teacher identity 

construction and painted a more vivid picture of EFL teachers’ professional lives in 

Chinese EFL contexts. This inquiry also provides insight into the limitations of CoP in 

addressing English lecturers’ identity development. Although CoP remains important 

to identity development, building knowledge and moving beyond it to deal with 

challenges in the identity literature is necessary. Five objectives can complement 

Wenger’s CoP notion: (1) incorporating wider issues of culture, power dynamics, and 
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social inequalities beyond the actual site of teacher development; (2) combining what 

is known about a single community with spatially or socially fragmented communities, 

especially the complex and synergized practice within and beyond a community, 

individuals’ beliefs and feelings behind actions, and social learning processes; (3) 

focusing more on the complexity of moving across communities (e.g., complex 

interactions of prior and present experiences, future imagination, previous communities, 

new communities, and future imagined communities); (4) considering individuals’ 

multiple ‘selves’ while interacting with others (i.e., individuals belong to several wide-

ranging CoPs simultaneously); and (5) highlighting the affordances of community, 

namely how English lecturers perceive possibilities for initiating self-reflexive actions 

in teaching and research. 

Third, this study extends understanding of identities in discourse. Language, 

particularly linguistic strategies, facilitates identity construction. Generically, identities 

emerged from various genres in participants’ speech. At the lexico-grammatical level, 

the use of words or expressions (e.g., adjectives, noun phrases, and modal verbs) 

showcased their commitment to their work setting and identity construction. The three 

tactics of intersubjectivity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004) while interacting with institutional 

discourses further delineated the relationship between language and identity. Hence, 

English lecturers’ identities were essentially discursive, and language use constitutes an 

attempt to make sense of their professional settings and themselves as teachers and 

researchers in higher education. Exploring identities from a discourse perspective can 

unveil the power relations of identity construction, which may vary by person. This 

perspective allows for a concrete understanding of how stance/commitment and identity 

relations are lived through power relations, which has been neglected in CoP (Roberts, 

2006). In fact, power relations should have been included in Wenger’s (1998) three 

levels of social configuration (i.e., individuals and community, between communities, 

and between community and the broader institution/constellation). Findings also 

contribute to nuanced knowledge of the social configuration of participants’ 

experiences with multi-community membership. 

Finally, this study drew upon the identity-in-activity framework to foster a clearer 
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understanding of teacher identity construction. Understanding identities from the 

perspective of activity theory is a contribution in this study. For example, teachers’ 

reflective stances and beliefs served as tools that mediated their sense of agency in 

acting as English teachers in higher education. In addition, conflicts arose between 

components: increasing demands on research performance (“rules”), English lecturers’ 

entrenched beliefs in teaching and research (“community”), and difficulties in 

overcoming challenges to engender change (“division of labor”). These conflicts 

exacerbated the complexity of teacher identity construction under sociocultural 

conditions, which may explain why the sociocultural context influences teacher identity 

construction (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). Participants also acted upon sociocultural 

constraints, during which the teachers carved out, shaped, and changed their identities. 

The complexity of teacher identity construction should thus be considered a two-way 

process in terms of sociocultural construction. While acting upon sociocultural 

constraints, one’s identity trajectory becomes antagonistic, and individuals may 

develop identity diffusion. Such diffusion can hinder goal commitment and one’s sense 

of coherence. During this antagonistic process, discrepancies between physical and 

psychological experiences and the social learning process can emerge along with a gap 

between self-perception and others’ perceptions of the self (Trent, 2013). These issues 

may underpin an identity crisis; for the purposes of this study, English lecturers could 

encounter confusion about their identity, leading to emotional detachment and erosion 

of previously fashioned identities. However, while acting upon sociocultural constraints, 

one’s identity trajectory can also represent a creative experience. Hence, teacher 

identity construction can be conceptualized as a continuum with identity diffusion at 

one end and an integrated personal identity at the other. This continuum will be 

influenced by varied activity system domains (e.g., tools, rules, division of labor, and 

community). 

9.2 Limitations and directions for future research 
Despite its potential contributions, this study had several limitations. First, although I 

discussed my role and stance in this research in Chapter 3, I may have influenced 
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qualitative research given my experience as a student, teacher, and researcher. My 

knowledge about potential marginalization of EFL teachers and my prior work 

experiences may have shaped my interpretation of the data (e.g., I may have been more 

sensitive to, or specifically sought, data related to marginalization or power). To reduce 

the influence of my personal experience, I coded data multiple times and reflected on 

my stance in different stages of the study. To further minimize bias, I also consulted a 

bilingual Chinese–English PhD colleague to read the original and translated data. I 

invited participants to review and verify my interpretations as well; however, it was 

occasionally difficult to ask participants to provide detailed commentary because they 

were often busy. I thus seized opportunities to confirm data interpretation during 

fieldwork, although observation data during fieldwork were limited. So as not to be a 

nuisance, I observed teachers’ classes intermittently and only when participants stated 

they were prepared. Although I initially intended to explore longitudinal identity 

trajectories of EFL teachers in different educational settings in China, the time period 

of a PhD program was not sufficient for a long-term, large-scale study. 

Second, this study produced a contextualized interpretation of teacher identity 

construction from the perspectives of practice, discourse, and activity. Findings enrich 

earlier research on identity-in-discourse and identity-in-practice (Gu & Benson, 2015; 

Trent, 2014, 2018b). Future studies applying the tripartite framework can investigate 

and compare opportunities and challenges for lecturers in different subjects (e.g., 

technology, science, math, and special education) and among faculty with other 

academic titles. 

Third, as the notion of professional development has broadened to focus on how 

teachers react to institutional constraints and advocate for an empowering identity 

(Johnson, 2006), subsequent research should explore how professional identities can be 

constrained by institutional settings, particularly within higher education reform in 

China. This reform has been labeled a “Great Leap Forward” in seeking global 

university rankings (Duowei News, 2019). Under a strict appraisal system that 

overemphasizes research performance, the new generation of university teachers must 

battle increasingly stringent demands intended to boost university rankings. 
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Consequently, teachers who are devoted to practical teaching (e.g., Becky and Sabrina) 

may eventually have no place in the academic landscape; such ‘pushing out’ would 

represent a substantial loss for higher education. It is therefore necessary to consider 

what kinds of support from higher education institutions may help teachers become 

valuable community members (Swennen et al., 2010). Scholars may wish to take higher 

education reform as a research setting to examine how teachers can mobilize contextual 

resources to facilitate professional development. By reason of social development and 

the ongoing higher education system in Mainland China, future academics in higher 

education, including future cohorts of English lecturers, may face similar or increased 

challenges in constructing their identities or coping with the dual demands of teaching 

and researching. 

Finally, in light of the globalization of higher education, a comparison of English 

lecturers’ professional experiences in other sociocultural contexts would be beneficial. 

Comparative studies could provide insight into similarities and differences among 

English lecturers in various contexts. In terms of language teacher education, 

researchers could probe the identities of native English-speaking teachers and Chinese-

speaking EFL teachers. Comparing responses to research pressure by gender would 

offer another interesting avenue for research. 

9.3 Implications of the study 
This study unveils the need to establish a professional community among English 

lecturers. To facilitate English lecturers’ professional development, support from 

educational administrators and university authorities is essential. This study has 

demonstrated how English lecturers’ identities were influenced by tensions resulting 

from competing commitments to teaching and research (Jawitz, 2009) and by social 

interactions within and across CoP. Implications for English lecturers’ teaching and 

research are described below. 

9.3.1 Implications for English lecturers’ development of research practice 
In this study, English lecturers faced pressure from universities’ persistent pursuit of 

competitiveness in global university rankings. The social, political and economic 
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development in Mainland China has exerted tremendous tension on the education 

policies which aim at fostering research-driven “talents” to fit in the national 

educational development. In the ELT community, English lecturers are expected to 

become “talents” and professional “researchers”. Such a research-output-oriented 

system seems to be typical in recent Chinese higher education reform. Both Sabrina 

and Becky attached great importance to teacher professional knowledge and teaching 

skills. However, from Sabrina’s and Becky’s stories, the current system was observed 

to over-emphasize the research output but ignore their identity development. Kevin and 

Sam also encountered identity crisis. The dilemmas between being a teacher and 

researcher seemed to provide evidence of Wenger’s (1998) interpretation on identities 

when he asserted, “...issues of education should be addressed first and foremost in terms 

of identities and modes of belonging and only secondarily in terms of skills and 

information” (p. 263). Enlightened by the “teacher identity as pedagogy” argument 

(Morgan, 2004, p.172), I argue for a teacher education program that takes teacher 

identity development into account, particularly in aiming for developing their research 

practice.  

Under the higher education system, the chosen English lecturers grappled with 

demands related to the ‘up-or-out’ policy, increasing the probability of an identity 

development crisis. Along with higher education reform, the participants encountered 

diverse challenges that contradicted their self-oriented identity and further diminished 

their agentive work. It is therefore necessary to reconsider what can be done to help 

English lecturers maintain their professional identities while coping with rules in CoP. 

Building a professional community among EFL teachers, including English lecturers, 

may garner them more support from educational administrators. This study also 

presents cautionary claims about CoP. For example, the English lecturers in this study 

found it challenging to form a community and construct a shared identity, often because 

they were affiliated with different roles. A lack of belonging may have led to high 

turnover on the English teacher team, which influenced participants’ identity 

construction (i.e., ‘marginalized’ status). These findings suggest the value of a 

professional community in teacher identity construction. 



205 
 

   Research performance appraisal continues to occupy an increasingly prominent 

position in English lecturers’ professional practice. The concept of research may need 

to be revisited in higher education’s accountability system in the shadow of research 

assessment (Sikes, 2006). To help English lecturers adopt a new stance towards a 

researcher identity, membership in research networks may encourage the development 

of this identity. Institutions can also align their support rhetoric with staffing resources 

that enable English lecturers to focus more systematically on research development. 

English lecturers with little experience conducting research or who are in the initial 

stages of academic practice will likely require support from role models in forming 

their own identities as academics. English lecturers also need institutional support to 

build their research capacity. Such support may encourage these lecturers to seek 

opportunities for development, coordinate their research activity, determine how such 

activity can be linked to teaching, build CoP, and establish an academic professional 

identity. However, developing a community of nurturing support and learning is 

difficult for university lecturers, and the institution must not be overly intrusive (Boyd 

& Harris, 2010). Institutions may wish to encourage collaborative research activities, 

offer financial support, encourage non-formal support via special-interest groups, and 

provide formal mentoring for research and academic writing. 

9.3.2 Implications for English lecturers’ development of teaching practice 
This study enhances understanding of English lecturers’ identities in teaching 

commitment. The nature of identity is fluid and complex, shaped by individual factors 

(e.g., confidence, emotion, and personal inclinations) and social factors (e.g., power 

and legitimacy) (Miller, 2009). English lecturers’ connections to CoP comprise a critical 

element that influences teachers’ moment-to-moment identity negotiation. This study 

reflects an academic debate among Chinese universities that has cast doubts on English 

program development. In Mainland China, English teachers were often questioned 

about their subject-matter knowledge and lack of hands-on experience in related 

industries (Tao & Gao, 2018). The findings of the present study suggest a need for 

English lecturers to reflect on their professional experiences to prepare for English 
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teaching. Lecturers should be reminded to be cognizant of several factors: their identity; 

the role of context or communities in shaping their experiences; how resources, 

knowledge, identity, and pedagogy may intersect; and how theory and classrooms can 

be used to cope with the changing needs of English programs in a pluralistic Chinese 

society. Through identity-focused reflective activities (e.g., group discussion or 

individual reflection on English curriculum development) or proposing and 

implementing action research to enhance English teaching (Pennington & Richards, 

2016), English lecturers may develop skills as EFL professionals and transform their 

identities to cultivate deeper connections with the wider English language teaching 

community. They could also seek opportunities to establish collaborative networks with 

teacher colleagues and engage in identity-focused reflective activities. Such identity 

reflective practices foster agentive work that can help English lecturers consolidate and 

defend the practical nature of their identities and make continued contributions to ELT 

teaching.   

Educational authorities and policy-makers should acknowledge inherent problems 

in English teaching and seek solutions that minimize antagonistic relations that can 

shape English lecturers’ identity development trajectories. For example, university 

administrators and policy-makers may need to be more sensitive to English lecturers’ 

values, dispositions, and practice orientations to provide more opportunities for teacher 

identity development. Establishing systematic induction (e.g., through guidance, 

training, or effective mentoring and support from experienced colleagues) can help 

novice and long-serving English lecturers adjust to new work commitments and move 

from the periphery of their professional community to the center (Wenger, 1998). As 

Liu (2018) proposed, language teachers should be afforded opportunities for 

collaboration. Similarly, ‘teacher talk’ should allow distributed tacit knowledge to be 

externalized and mobilized for professional development. 

9.4 Concluding remarks 
To conclude, this thesis proposed a tripartite framework of teacher identity construction 

in relation to practice, discourse, and activity. Increasing demands for accountability 
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coupled with managerial control and power (James, 2007) have become 

institutionalized within the CoP in which the English lecturers participated. Within 

these parameters, participants renegotiated, redefined, and relocated their self-images, 

personal identification, and social status within various CoP. Their stories suggested 

that, rather than obtaining a fixed, stable, and secure position, English lecturers in higher 

education may experience ongoing shifts in their developmental trajectories. The 

findings also shed light on the nature of teacher identity, which was developed from a 

place of contestation and negotiation between individual and external factors (i.e., 

institutional and sociocultural forces). Educational authorities should acknowledge the 

hurdles English lecturers face in their professional development to better support 

ongoing improvements to English teaching and research in higher education. 

Examining the evaluation processes of research performance and institutional support 

on English lecturers’ professional practice and development is also necessary to 

promote sustainability in higher education. 
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Appendices  

Appendix 1 Informed consent form 
 

Dear teachers, 

 

Greetings. I am a PhD student at the Department of Education Studies of Hong Kong 

Baptist University. I am currently doing my thesis research on the identity development 

of English lecturers in Mainland China. This study aims to understand English lecturers’ 

attitudes toward their work commitment and the development of their identity 

trajectories. I would like to invite you for this research.  

 

During the research, participants will be required to complete a narrative frame, 4 to 5 

rounds of semi-structured interviews, and some casual talks. I also need access to your 

classroom and office for observation. Other observation tasks may include department 

or school meeting, international conferences, and teaching. I also need some documents 

related to your work or school. The main focus of this study is to understand your 

learning and teaching experiences, personal thoughts, actions and expectations related 

to your work and life. Participation in this research project is completely voluntary, and 

you can withdraw from the study any time. If you were not willing to answer some 

specific questions, please feel free to do so. I can assure you that this study will not 

impact your work and the data will be kept strictly confidential. Although I set a 

schedule for each procedure, the specific time of data collection can be adjusted 

according to your schedule. You will receive some supermarket coupons for attending 

this study.  

 

I sincerely hope you will support this research by participating in the study. If you agree 

to participate, please fill out the form below and return it to me. If you have any 

questions, I can be reached at____. Thank you for your cooperation. 
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Sincerely, 

Mark Feng Teng  

CONSENT FORM 

Name________________    

Click (√) here: 

___ I am willing to participate in the above study conducted by Mark Teng.  

 

___ I am not willing to participate in the above study conducted by Mark Teng. 

 

Date _______________________   Signature ____________________ 

 

Your preferred way of contact ____________________ 
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Appendix 2 Narrative experience of English lecturers 
 

Dear teachers, 

 

I really appreciate your efforts in this study.  

This is a narrative frame focusing on your professional experience as a university 

English teacher. In Section 1, you will be asked to provide some information about your 

educational background and teaching experience. In Section 2, you will look back on 

your past experience and give a narrative account of how you became a university 

English teacher. Section 3 invites you to reflect on your different roles related to 

university English teachers based on your current practice. Section 4 invites you to 

think about your multiple identities. Lastly, section 5 is about your reflection on your 

future and prior experiences. Please note that the information will be kept confidential 

and used only for research purposes.   

 

Section 1 Background information  

1) Gender _____________  

2) Date of birth ___________ 

3) Obtained degrees________ 

4) Years of experience as a English teacher/lecturer________ 

5) How many years you work in this university __________ 

6) Total years in teaching _________ 

 

Teaching level Years 

Kindergarten  

Primary  

Secondary school  

University   

Others  
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Section 2 Please share your professional journey of becoming an English 

teacher/lecturer. You may write about: 

• Your initial motivations/incentives and the efforts you have paid for becoming a 

university English teacher; 

• The happiness, setbacks, emotions that you have during this process; 

• What you have done to cope with the challenge; 

• What you have gained personally and professionally; 

• Your current feelings about your choice to become a university English teacher; 

• Your expectations about being a university English teacher; 

• Any other things you feel important to share in becoming a university English 

teacher. 

 

Section 3 In this part, you will find a list of “possible roles” related to university English 

teachers. Based on your current practice, please think about which “role”/ “roles” you 

can best relate to, and share your personal experience and/or incidents that are most 

memorable and significant to you. You are welcome to add new ones.  

 

1) School administrator (designing, implementing, evaluating and developing program 

for the school)  

2) Teacher (teaching English to non-English majors)  

3) Researcher (conducting educational research and publishing your work)  

4) Collaborator (collaborating with school teachers, school administrators or other 

stakeholders in teaching and research)  

5) Supervisor (supervising and providing clinical assistance to students)  

6) Mentor (mentoring PhD/MA students and young colleagues and fostering future 

English teachers)  

7) Scholar (advancing knowledge in the field of language teaching)  

8) Service-provider (providing academic services to related communities and 

organizations at local and/or international level)  

9)  Change agent (implementing innovations and reform in English language teaching 
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at local and/or international level)  

10)  Others: 

 

Section 4 Please share your comments on the identities you possess. You may write 

about: 

• I have multiple identities. I am a teacher, I am also a/an…… 

• In the current situation, the identity of ___ is the most important one for me because 

______ 

• I think I want to be a/an ________ in the future.  

• The efforts you need to pay for the identity option you choose.  

 

 

Section 5 Please share you experiences on your identities. 

• At the time I came to this university, my identities were ________ 

• Do you feel some changes in my identities after working for a few years? In what 

way ___________ 

• I think my identities in the future would change because___________ 

I think my identities in the future would not change because___________ 
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Appendix 3 Sample questions for interviews 
 

Questions for the first interview  

1. How did you learn English? Does it have any impact on how you teach? Why? 

2. Did you choose English as your major in university? If yes, why? 

3. Did you witness any change in your identity during your English-learning process? 

Why? 

4. How do you think of autonomous learning and autonomous teaching? 

5. What did you want to do before/after your graduation? 

6. Can you share some comments on your early career? Or you just started your 

teaching career after graduation? Why? 

7. Can you share with me some changes related to your family life? 

8. Do you think that your family affects your career choice? Why? 

9. Did you receive any training on how to teach English before becoming a teacher? 

10. When did you obtain your bachelor degree/postgraduate diploma/master’s 

degree/doctor’s degree? In what circumstances did you plan to further your study? 

Why? 

 

Questions for the second interview  

1. What efforts have you paid for becoming a university English teacher? 

2. What motivates you for continuing your teaching career? 

3. What challenges and difficulties have you encountered for becoming a university 

English teacher? 

4. Can you share with me some difficulties or challenges as a university English 

teacher now? 

5. How long did it take for you to become a teaching assistant? How was your feeling? 

6. How long did it take for you to become a lecturer? How was your feeling? 

7. How did your prior teaching experience help you in your work as a university 

English teacher/lecturer? 

8. As for teaching, what courses did you teach? What is your teaching philosophy? In 
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your class, what kind of teacher do you think you are? How did you put your beliefs 

into practice? Any examples?   

9. When you first enter this university, how did you like it? How was your relationship 

with your colleagues? Did you feel supported at your initial stage? Follow-up: What 

was the difference after you became a real teacher? 

 

Questions for the third interview  

1. How do you perceive the language policy and teacher education policy in China? 

Do these policies influence your practice as a university teacher? 

2. How do you think about the higher education policy and your institutional 

policy/change? Do they influence your professional work as a university teacher? 

3. What factors have influenced your work? Can you share some examples? 

4. How about your life? How did you balance your work and life? How did you 

balance your teaching, research duties, school work, and your family life? 

5. How did you respond to the challenges in your work and life? 

6. What have you gained personally and professionally as a lecturer? 

7. What do you think a lecturer should be? 

8. What roles do you have for your work and life? Do they have any conflicts? Which 

role is more important to you? Why? 

9. What were your feelings after being in this university for one year or two? Were 

those feelings positive or negative compared to the initial time you were recruited 

into this university? 

10. Did you feel any change in your identity as a teacher or attitudes towards teaching 

after you became a teacher? 

11. In terms of second-author publishing, how do you think of it? 

 

Questions for the fourth interview 

1. How do you think of your current practices in teaching? What are the biggest 

challenges? What measures do you take?  

2. Can you share with me with the rationale behind your teaching? How do you make 
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your students understand and acquire the ideas (about teaching and learning) you 

advocate? 

3. How do you think of your current practices in doing research? What are your 

motivations for doing research? Why? 

4. What professional activities have you engaged in improving your professional 

practices? For example, conference presentations and attendance, attending other 

scholars’ talks and seminars, academic reading and writing. How do you think about 

it? 

5. Did you sense a conflict between teaching and research, so how did you cope with 

this conflict? Did you attach more importance to teaching or research, what is the 

reason behind? What are your research areas? How did you perceive the 

relationship between teaching and research in your work? Did your research inform 

your teaching or did your teaching inform your research? 

6. How do you perceive the identity as a researcher? Do you want to be a researcher? 

Why? 

7. In terms of collegial relationships, you talked about “professional exchanges with 

colleagues in preparing teaching materials”, so how did you collaborate with them 

and how did it facilitate your professional development? Did collaboration take 

place in other aspects in your professional career? (e.g., teaching, research, program 

development). 

8. What challenges have you encountered for being a teaching assistant? How did you 

cope with the challenges?  

9. What challenges have you encountered for being a lecturer? How did you cope 

with the challenges?  

10. What challenges have you encountered for being promoted to an associate 

professor? How will you cope with the challenges?  

11. How about your school duties? How are they related to your identity as a lecturer? 

12. How do you think of publications? Do you have the pressure to publish? What 

challenges have you encountered in doing research? 

13. Are you satisfied with the institution policy related to doing research? Why? How 
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did you do research and write papers under this environment? Follow-up: Are you 

motivated to do research? Why? 

 

Questions for the fifth interview  

1. How did you think of your role as a university English teacher? Can you share with 

some positive incidents and negative incidents during this process? 

2. How did you think of your role as a researcher? Can you share with some positive 

incidents and negative incidents during this process? 

3. How did you think of your role as a lecturer? Can you share with some positive 

incidents and negative incidents during this process? What do you enjoy and do 

not enjoy about being a lecturer?  

4. How is your expectation toward future professional continuing development? Do 

you think you will be promoted to an associate professor? Why? 

5. What initial expectations have you fulfilled personally and professionally? What 

difficulties have you experienced during the transition from lecturers to associate 

professors? How do you plan to tackle these obstacles, and your hopes and 

expectations about their future work and professional identities? 

6. Do you see any changes in your attitude toward teaching after working for so many 

years? For example, your attitude towards students, colleagues, leaders, and your 

school. 

7. Do you see any changes in your attitude toward doing research and publishing 

articles for working in this school for so many years? Why? 

8. What possible identities are considered important in your future work and life? Why? 

9. Can you share with me something that made you happy (unhappy) in your job? 

10. Overall, how did you feel about the journey of being a university English teacher? 

Any critical incidents? Do you think there are certain stages in your professional 

development? 
 
 
 
 



241 
 

CURRICULUM VITAE 
 
 
Academic qualifications of the thesis owner, Mr. TENG Feng: 

•Received the degree of Bachelor of Arts from Jiujiang University, July 2007 

•Received the degree of Master of Arts from University of Canberra, November 2009 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


