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Reading a few conversations online recently, I’ve been 
thinking a lot about the urgent need for us as teachers to do 
some hard, internal work of unpacking the identities we 
bring to the classroom. 

Teaching is an intensely human activity. The best teachers 
are those who know that teaching – and students – cannot 
be standardised. We teach who we are. This is what can 
make our practice so powerful, even transformative. […]

But I would argue that it’s often our […] identities and 
experiences that have the most profound effect on our 
teaching, and that which most often […] go unexamined.

(Ebarvia, 2018)

Unpacking teacher identities
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‘…a little enclave of those peculiar people who love 
languages…and have their little culture days…’

I think that it’s very important for language teachers to be visible… I 
think it’s very easy for the languages to become a little enclave of those 
peculiar people who love languages and they do their own little things 
and they have their little culture days.

You have to be a visible presence in the school in order to be taken 
seriously … [and] on your committee, you have to sound intelligent. You 
have to take an active role and contribute your voice to discussions that 
are not just to do with language but to do with general policy in the 
school. 

(Donna, Head of Languages, Teacher of Japanese)

Setting the scene: 
Overcoming invisibility
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• This paper reports on a series of larger studies which explored the ways in 
which EAL/D and Languages teachers spoke about their experiences and 
their teaching practice (2015-16, 2016-18). 

• Together these included interviews and focus groups held with 20 
practising teachers in diverse contexts in Victoria, Australia

• Six interview sessions, with twelve languages educators from diverse 
educational contexts, in individual and small-group sessions. 

• Purposive sampling of participants to reflect variation between: (i) 
government, independent and Catholic sectors; (ii) rural, regional and 
metropolitan school contexts; (iii) languages taught; and (iv) different 
levels of experience and seniority in the profession.

The research
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• The focus of the larger research project explored the ways in which 
recent Australian EAL/D and Languages education policy and 
curriculum was understood and implemented by teachers, and the 
notional and structural conditions that enable and impede this.

• As the research progressed, discussions about the ways Languages 
teachers experience and enact their identities, and speak about 
those of their colleagues and students, emerged as a significant and 
recurring theme. 

• This early finding became an important research direction, which is 
the focus of this presentation.

The research cont.
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• Open-ended questions were derived from a broader interview 
questionnaire designed for the overarching direction of the larger research 
project. 

• Three-stage method of analysis:
i. Stage 1: Described the stories the educators told in relation to their 

educational context and of their experiences and practices as 
Languages teachers within that context. 

ii. Stage 2: Described the themes that emerged from the stories.
iii. Stage 3: Engaged principles of Critical Discourse Analysis to uncover 

the tropes within the teachers’ discussions, and to make transparent 
and explore the discourses that shaped these (Lather, 2013). 

• The methodological tools provided by this approach allowed for an 
effective way to examine the cultural, systemic and institutional terms 
and conditions as they are produced through language as text (Gee, 
2011).

Methodology
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• The social turn in languages study: The social world as we 
understand and act within it is conceived through the lens of 
language and culture (Hall, 1996).

• Identity and representation (Hall, 1997).

• Teachers work within a world articulated through language and 
culture: The everyday ideas and practices that make up the habitus 
(Bourdieu 2007) are mediated by the rules and structures of 
institutions, and negotiated within the larger fields of social, 
economic and cultural relations.

Theoretical underpinnings
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• In a raced, classed and gendered world, the terms and conditions 
that define communities are made through the particularities of 
their cultural and historical trajectories.

• These conceptions of community and belonging become 
increasingly complex as globalising trends change the ways that 
people understand day-to-day experience, domains of policy and 
practice, and the most taken-for-granted concepts including 
identity.

• The conception of who-we-are and who-they-are becomes 
increasingly difficult to define as the stranger moves inside and 
outside of communities, is part of the community and not part of 
the community at the same time. 

Identity, community and 
belonging
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Managing language proficiency skills

We said, every three years you [non-native speaker
teachers] need to show a proficiency certificate for the
language proficiency that you have at least maintained.
So we had a minimum set … for Senior School
Japanese teachers and if you’re non-native then every
three years you need to have at least a level 2 certificate
[in Japanese] or you can go up to level 1.
(Steven, Head of Languages.)

• Steven teaches at at a large, independent (private) multi-campus 
Foundation - Year 12 college. 

• Languages offered at his elite school include: Japanese, Chinese, 
French and Latin. 

• Previously a teacher of Japanese, he now mainly teaches Chinese, 
one of his ‘native’ languages, besides English.

‘Quality control’ of Languages 
teachers
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Language journey vs. linguistic and professional knowledge

I think for Chinese, by far, we have too many native speakers and they’re 
all teaching because they can speak the language. We’ve had some 
rather negative experiences with native speakers. So with our native 
speakers, when they do the interviews…we ask them about class control 
…

For non-native speakers, our interviews are very different because we’re 
dealing mostly with not so many problems […] Our questions are more 
on the lines of what brought you to your language, what brought you to 
teaching, and they’re more open-ended kind of questions. Not specific 
but you get a very good sense of who you’re dealing with when you ask 
what journey have you taken to bring you to the language that you’ve 
learnt.      (Donna)

Different ‘rules of the game’

10



Deakin University CRICOS Provider Code: 00113B

Faculties tend to do their own training in their own 
faculties. When I was in the language school we did 
whole-school staff PDs…

So when you’re in a language school you do a lot of 
professional learning around the needs of the students’ 
cultural awareness, Foundation House comes out and 
does professional learning for students who are 
experiencing trauma. When we had the Korean and the 
Chin communities come from Burma we did a lot of 
professional learning on their social background those 
sorts of things and then just teaching practices.

(Karen, Head of EAL/D at an independent girls’ school in metropolitan Melbourne, 
previously teacher at an English language school)

Extending one’s professional and 
intercultural horizons
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Huge challenges because of course the staff had to face this in their 
classroom when the students really had mixed fairly little. So it’s all 
about the students not mixing – staff doesn’t even come into this In the 
end what we did, after the program was very well established a couple 
of years’ time that took, was to try and handle the staff situation and 
then to try and have them. We had a whole meeting where I presented 
to them; different areas of work which showed that these students were 
level elementary, pre-intermediate. That sort of terminology is what we 
used because it was better understood and they saw models of work and 
they started understanding that there were huge problems and you 
could not have the expectations that you had with the Australian 
students. Why not? You can certainly have the same expectations but 
you need to know how to get them there. So we also modified tasks for 
them and in conjunction with each subject teacher we produced folders 
of work, of tasks that – oh it was a huge program that was organised 
gradually and oh the staff were fabulous in the end when they realised 
what was going on that these students were not lazy etc. (Maria, 
experienced EAL/D teacher at a Northern suburbs secondary college)

Programming for students and teachers:
Navigating diversity and ‘belonging differently’

12



Deakin University CRICOS Provider Code: 00113B

We bring our identities – and the experiences that 
informed them – into our teaching. Se we have to 
interrogate the ways in which these experiences have 
shaped our practices and our relationships with the 
kids. These experiences which gave us opportunities 
to be educated ourselves, which eventually led to our 
teaching “credentials”. We draw upon our years of 
kid-watching and theory-making.

We teach who we are: 
But who are we?
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Educating ourselves – asking hard, uncomfortable 
questions that we might not like the answers to […] self-
questioning [… can help us] find ways, small and big, to 
disrupt the system around us. […] confronting our own 
complicity, intentional or not, will be hard work. But what 
is hard is often necessary, and we should welcome the 
discomfort, for that is where the most meaningful learning 
and growth can happen. 

(Ebarvia, 2018)

We teach who we are:
Where to from here?
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THANK YOU!
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