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INTRODUCTION

	 

	 

	One of the main interests of the research group TONGUE (Teaching on New Grounds Unexplored English Possibilities) from the Universidad Pedagógica y Tecnológica de Colombia (UPTC) is to comprehend how teacher development takes place. Recently, the group has started describing and interpreting the subjectivities that are part of this complex process. In doing so, the group has been developing various research studies that can help understand pre-service teachers’ identities as language learners and future EFL teachers. In this book, we present a narrative study as a first step towards the profound comprehension of the construction of student- teachers identities.

	 

	“One day I talked with the students about their pessimistic attitudes and I told them that they were free to do whatever they wanted. So I told them that if they developed the exercises well, I would not leave homework. The students seemed to be committed and decided to have a better attitude for the class. I realized that students are used to receiving grades for their work”. (Socrates, Narrative # 3) [Sic]

	 

	The excerpt above came from a  student-teacher during his  first experience teaching English at a public school. He expressed his worries about the fact that teachers are authoritarian in nature and students act upon that authoritarianism. That is, students tend to react to control mechanisms. Authority becomes a dominant value. From that pivotal moment, he started to wonder about himself in the role of a teacher.

	 

	We, as researchers, also started to wonder about those critical incidents, like the one that had guided his teaching. In fact, we became aware that in EFL, more research is needed so that learning a language is not just seen as a product, but also as a dialogical process. In this sense, we considered it important to understand student-teachers’ first experiences as English teachers and see if those experiences were permeated by a view of language as a product or as a socially-constructed process. To do so, we wanted to see how these student-teachers see themselves as EFL teachers. Furthermore, we aimed at exploring how they construct their identities as future EFL teachers.

	 

	In the manuscript, which follows, we will examine life experiences, such as  the one mentioned above, because we consider that it  is  of paramount importance to listen to students’ perceptions about their lives. In fact, to deeply comprehend reality, one needs to touch and be touched by that reality. In this sense, one can really comprehend the meaning of lived experiences, while avoiding superficial understanding.

	 

	By listening to student-teachers’ life experiences, as part of their first teaching practicum, one can understand the factors that contribute to the construction of student-teachers’ identities. One can eventually understand student-teachers’ unwillingness to  implement changes and innovations in their teaching practice, as well as be able to understand the reasons why  teacher-centered approaches or  student-centered approaches are prioritized in English classes.

	 

	Teachers’ identity has been the focus of several studies(Gómez, 2012; Fajardo, 2013; Diaz,2013; Lamot & Engels, 2010; Anspal et al., 2012; Izadinia,

	2013). These studies reveal a tendency to include an understanding of the nature of professional identity, which is the relationship between personal and social identity, and the relationship between agency and structure in identity formation (Tsui, 2007). However, in the Colombian context, few studies focus on student- teachers’ identities as future EFL teachers or their first teaching experiences. If teacher educators are able to understand how student-teachers’ identities are constructed and the issues that affect them, then they may be able to engage student-teachers in innovation and change based on student-centered approaches, as discussed by Kiely (2011).

	 

	The concern about addressing the importance of engaging teachers, in this case student-teachers, in innovative teaching practices has been widely described (Waters, 2009; Wedell, 2009 & Fullan, 2007). Thus, it is a fact that teachers’commitment is essential for successful educative innovations. Teachers, as innovators in the EFL classroom, make decisions that usually produce changes in their teaching environments. Those small changes in testing, methodology or pedagogical beliefs are, according to Fullan (2007), the most important dimension of teaching and learning. Then, as stated above, we believe that if student-teachers’ identities and the connection with learner-centered approaches are explained and analysed in depth, teacher educators might help future teachers engage and succeed in innovative decision making processes within their teaching practices (Kiely,

	2011).

	 

	Before going further, we need to briefly explain some of the important concepts that will appear in this book. In this research study, we considered the definition of identity presented by Norton (2011) and Wenger (1998). On  the  one hand, Norton (2011) posits that identity, or subjectivity, as it is called under the poststructuralist framework, “is defined as multiple, contradictory, and dynamic, changing across historical time and social space” (p. 172). There is no “real me”, and there is place for “possible selves”instead of one static notion of “self”. That is why, we refer to “identities” rather than to “identity”. Thus, subject positioning is “constructed within diverse discourses or sites of practice” (p. 172). On the other hand, Wenger proposes that identities are formed amid the “tension between our investment in the various forms of belonging and our ability to negotiate the meanings that matter in those contexts” (p. 188). Therefore, identity formation is a dual process between identification and negotiation of meanings. By identification, the author means the investment of the self in building associations and differentiations. Identification is reificative: we identify, or are identified, as belonging to socially organized categories, roles, and so on. It is also participative: the lived experiences of belonging constitute who we are (Wenger, 1998). Therefore, identification is both relational and experiential. Hence, this qualitative narrative research study revealed the ways student-teachers’ identities as future EFL teachers were constructed.

	 

	We also use the term “student-teachers” instead of “pre-service teachers”. Student-teachers are perceived as active and critical agents, as mentioned in the mission of the UPTC. These student-teachers are enrolled in a teacher education program, and their experience in language teaching is just starting to take place in their academic development process. The term “student-teachers” is used, among other reasons, because students who have not had any teaching experience develop their teacher identity based on a large number of beliefs about the work of teaching (Stenberg, Karlsson, Pitkaniemi & Maaranen, 2014), rather than having a consolidated and contextualized meaning of what it truly implies.

	 

	From the perspective described above, this research study was conducted amid the transition of these two items: from having just merely founded beliefs about the work of teaching and starting to address real teaching contexts. The first item is of great relevance to understand why the term “student-teachers” was used in this research study.In contrast, the term “pre-service teachers” is not used because they are perceived as more experienced in language teaching. This term refers to the students of a teaching program, who are in their final teaching practicum.

	 

	 

	In this book, we start off by narrating how and where this story began. The first chapter attempts to contextualize the reader in terms of where and when we, as a research group, started to think about the complexities of student-teachers during their first teaching experience.

	 

	 

	Secondly, we present the point of view of different authors and how they guided us in fully comprehending student-teachers’ identities, and the intricate relationship they hold with learning as a product or as a process. Thus, we discuss identity, teachers’ identity, and student-centered approaches to EFL learning. In line with poststructuralist notions, identity is understood as a multifaceted, dynamic and constantly changing process in which multiple “selves” are possible (Norton, 2011), according to the negotiation meaning carried out in different places (Wenger, 1998). Teacher identity becomes a vital component in meaning and decision- making in education, in which a myriad of dynamic factors constitutes the ways of constructing their identities. In the same way, student-centered approaches were  introduced  as  a  reminder  that  traditional-centered approaches needed to be re-thought as a means to stop passiveness and transmission of knowledge perspectives (Cooper, 2004).
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