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Advances and Current Trends in Language Teacher Identity Research  

Foreword 

Christine C. M. Goh 

Our understanding of language teacher identity has undergone major shifts in the last few 

decades. It is now accepted that a teacher’s identity cannot be viewed as the aggregation of a set 

of innate, acquired or ascribed attributes, but should be conceptualized as a socially constructed, 

contextually situated and continually emerging (and changing) sense of self that is influenced by 

myriad factors. A teacher’s identity is closely linked to the professional choices they make and 

their construction of identity is integral to their process of professional learning. Who language 

teachers think they are and how they view their environments and different interrelated facets of 

language teaching can influence their students’ learning. On both personal and professional 

levels, their sense of self can affect the extent to which teachers are motivated, committed and 

confident, while their performance and negotiation of their role(s) as language teachers, as well 

as their understanding of curricular and institutional expectations can influence their pedagogy 

and classroom practices in English language teaching (Goh, Zhang, Ng & Koh, 2005).  

Teacher learning is a continual process that begins with formal pre-service or teacher preparation 

programmes.  Because of the centrality of teacher identity in teacher learning, teacher educators 

should recognize the impact teacher identity has on efforts in preparing new language teachers 

and enhancing the competence of those who are already teaching. As teachers move through this 

continuum of professional learning, some may develop greater self-efficacy but others may also 

develop self-doubts. Understanding the shift in teacher identities between pre-service and the 

early years of teaching can therefore enhance the design and conception of teacher education 

programmes (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). Teacher educators can harness the potential that 

teachers’ beliefs, values and aspirations have for creating greater professional engagement and 

learning. For this reason, this volume on teacher identities is an important addition to the 

literature on the subject. The collection of articles is a timely and valuable contribution to our 

understanding of what it means to be language teachers in the 21st century and how teachers’ 

construction of their ‘selves’ is situated within the social, cultural and political contexts they are 

in.   
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For some time now a dominant strand in the discourse of teacher identity has positioned English 

language teachers as belonging to imagined communities along the lines of nationality, ethnicity 

and language histories. Situated within the broader discourse of ownership of the English 

language, and issues of language and identity, the distinction between ‘native’ and ‘non-native 

speaker’ teacher identities has led to a great deal of soul searching as well as professional 

discussions within the English language teaching community at large. This distinction continues 

to be discussed in this volume, but with new insights and richer contextually nuanced 

interpretations. This volume also extends our understanding of teacher identity through studies 

that examined influences in teachers’ personal learning as they move through the pre-service and 

in-service continuum, experiences with new teacher education tools, evolving roles as teacher 

researchers, and life as research students. Teachers’ practical knowledge and craft, gender 

identity, issues of exclusion and access are also discussed. Readers who would like to go deeper 

in the subject of teacher identity will particularly welcome the up-to-date expositions of 

theoretical perspectives on teacher identity, the fresh takes on the use of teacher narratives or 

stories as a research tool, and the in-depth review of the literature on teacher identity research.  

Understandings about teacher identity will no doubt continue to gain importance. While 

researchers can identify practical implications for teacher education, this alone may not go far 

enough to benefit teachers directly. Work on teacher identity must, to my mind, also serve 

immediate practical purposes. Understandings of teacher identity is a key to improving and 

sustaining the standards of teaching (Day, Kington, Stobart & Sammons, 2006) and it is an 

important means for the continual professionalization of English language teaching. Teachers not 

only need to understand their cognitive and affective ‘selves’ that can affect their professional 

efficiency, but they should also consider practical responses to areas which they identify to be in 

need of attention.  

Teachers, like learners, need to engage actively in metacognitive processes - thinking and 

strategizing about their work – so as to manage the demands of teaching and tensions they may 

experience. Through reflection, for example, teachers can explore their self-concepts and become 

more aware of their own strengths and limitations, understand the nature and demand of the task 

of teaching a language in their respective environments and adapt to new ways to become better 

at what they are doing. The degree to which teachers negotiate their sense of self and perform 



3 
 

their social, cultural and intellectual roles as professionals can have a huge influence on their 

commitment, confidence and competence. When teachers are encouraged to consider the 

cognitive, affective and sociocultural factors that influence their performance, they are taking the 

first steps in empowering themselves individually and collectively to manage the complexities in 

their work.   

Such kinds of teacher introspection should be an important component of any teacher education 

programme. Some tools for teacher identity research can be adapted for teacher reflections while 

findings that are relatable to the teachers’ sociocultural contexts can be used as reflection 

prompts or for awareness-raising purposes.  In this sense, the articles in this volume not only fill 

an important gap in research but also have much to offer to teacher educators. By examining the 

lived experiences of English teachers in the diverse contexts represented here, the editors and 

authors have framed the teachers’ words and thoughts and (re)presented them in ways that can 

speak directly to teacher education at both the pre-service/preparatory and in-service levels. Like 

many strands of applied linguistics research, language teacher identity research can serve the 

twin purposes of enhancing teacher professional learning and improving the quality of teaching 

and learning. Ultimately, research on teacher identity will be more meaningful when the results 

can find practical applications in any continual efforts for improving and sustaining teaching 

quality. It is essential therefore that there are opportunities for more teacher participants to hear 

their own voices reflected back to them through the analytical lens of researchers whom they 

have welcomed into their professional lives.  
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