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This book series takes its name from the research, teaching, learning and public engagement carried out by Language Acts and Worldmaking (www.languageacts.org). By worldmaking we mean the power of language, as a material and historical force, to shape the ways we construct our personal, local and transnational identities and therefore how we live and make our worlds. Furthermore, language learning is key to understanding how societies are structured and governed and to empowering culturally aware and self-reflective citizens. Put simply, Language Acts and Worldmaking explores how the languages we use affect the way we think and feel about ourselves, about other people and about the world around us.


The series expands this work at national and international levels by inviting the contributions of researchers, teachers, learners and users of diverse languages across the world. The aim is twofold: to challenge widely held views about language learning as a neutral instrument of globalization and to innovate and transform language research, teaching and learning, together with Modern Languages as an academic discipline, by foregrounding its unique form of cognition and critical engagement.


The aims of the Language Acts and Worldmaking book series are to:




	
•  propose new ways of bridging the gaps between those who teach and research languages and those who learn and use them in everyday contexts from the professional to the personal;


	
•  put research into the hands of wider audiences (teachers, students of all ages, communities, those generally interested in language and culture);


	
•  share a philosophy, policy and practice of language teaching and learning which turns research into action;


	
•  provide the research, experience and data to enable informed debates on current issues and attitudes in language learning, teaching and research;


	
•  share knowledge across and within all levels and experiences of language learning and teaching;


	
•  showcase exciting new work that derives from different types of community activity and is of practical relevance to its audiences;


	
•  disseminate new research in languages that engages with diverse communities of language practitioners.





The main focus of each volume differs. Some deal with current issues in language research, teaching and learning. Others primarily engage with practical aspects of language teaching, learning and research at varied educational levels or in contexts outside formal structures of institutions. Some focus on research and the academic discipline of Modern Languages and those disciplines most closely allied to it, for example Linguistics, Cultural Studies, History, and so on. All volumes are underpinned by research while maintaining a balance with experiences of the application of research findings.


Titles in the series:


Language Debates


Language Acts and Worldmaking









[image: ]











Contents





Acknowledgements


Contributors


Foreword


Juan Luis Suárez


Introduction: The poetics of a project


Catherine Boyle


1 Language teachers and researchers as worldmakers by Inma Álvaraz, Isabel Cobo Palacios, Mara Fuertes Gutiérrez and Donata Puntil


2 Ways of worldmaking in Modern Languages by Carlos Montoro


3 Translation Acts: the multiple possibilities of the imagination by Catherine Boyle, Ella Dunne, Sophie Stevens and Mary Ann Vargas


4 Language and hospitality in worldmaking: how languages act in the world by Debra Kelly with Ana de Medeiros


5 Worlding Iberian Studies and language literature by AbdoolKarim Vakil, Rachel Scott and Julian Weiss


6 How old words become new (and then old again) by Christopher Pountain, Bozena Wislocka Breit, Rocío Díaz-Bravo and Isabel García Ortiz


7 Digital mediations and advanced critical literacies in Modern Languages and Cultures by Paul Spence and Renata Brandão


Glossary


About the contributors


Footnotes


References












Acknowledgements





The Editors wish to express their thanks to several colleagues who have worked in project management and administration roles on Language Acts and Worldmaking over the years and whose enthusiasm, expertise, hard work and support made this both a better project and a joy to belong to: Rhosyn Tuta, Hannah Tattersall, Emily O’Connor, Beth Martin and Felicity Roberts. We would also like to acknowledge the collaboration and valuable early research work of Dr Alice Hazard.


They also extend their most grateful thanks to the team at John Murray Learning; Alison Sharpe for her work on developing this new series and for her editorial supervision; Helen Rogers, Chloe West and Emma Green, who, in their various roles, keep the project on track; and most of all Sarah Cole who believed in our work right from the beginning and who continues to champion it in so many different ways. Our first volume, Language Debates, and this second volume, Language Acts and Worldmaking, are indebted to her vision and that of the team around her.




Chapter 1


The authors would like to acknowledge the contributions of Dr Llüisa Astruc and Dr Matilde Gallardo for their participation in the research design and data collection stages of this study. They are also grateful to all the language teachers who volunteered to take part in this research. Finally, they express their gratitude to Clari Searle for creating the illustrations in this chapter.







Chapter 3


A shorter version of Sophie Steven’s piece ‘Worldmaking in the imagination’ was published as a blog on the Language Acts and Worldmaking website under the title ‘Worldmaking and Imagination’ (June 2020). She is grateful to colleagues from the project for helping her to develop the ideas for that blog during a writing retreat in January 2020 and to her friend and colleague Rosalind Harvey for reading through a draft of the blog and making suggestions before its publication. Her contribution to this volume has been enriched by those opportunities and by the generosity of playwright Raquel Diana in sharing her work.







Chapter 7


The authors would like to express their thanks to colleagues on the Language Acts and Worldmaking project, and to the participants and contributors to the workshops, publications and surveys which formed the basis of our research. Our research was immeasurably enriched by conversations in these fora and in wider debates about digital multilingualism in the digital humanities research community. Paul Spence would particularly like to thank Naomi Wells of the AHRC-funded Cross-Language Dynamics: Reshaping Community project for her partnership in developing the wider framework for ‘digital modern languages’ in which some of the thinking behind this chapter sits.




Copyright Chapter 1 Illustrations


All illustrations by Clari Searle, © Copyright 2020 by badlydrawnbirds.co.uk. All rights reserved. Illustrations may not be reproduced, copied or transmitted without written permission in accordance with the provisions of the Copyright, Design and Patents Act 1988.


















Contributors





Dr Inma Álvarez, The Open University, UK


Professor Catherine Boyle, King’s College London, UK


Dr Renata Brandão, University of East Londonand King’s College London, UK


Isabel Cobo Palacios, University of Warwick and The Open University, UK


Dr Rocío Díaz-Bravo, University of Granada, Spain and King’s College London, UK


Ella Dunne, King’s College London, UK


Dr Mara Fuertes Gutiérrez, The Open University, UK


Isabel García Ortiz, Queen Mary University of London, UK


Professor Emerita Debra Kelly, University of Westminster, London and King’s College London, UK


Dr Ana de Medeiros, King’s College London, UK


Dr Carlos Montoro, The Open University, UK


Professor Emeritus Christopher Pountain, Queen Mary University of London and Queens’ College, Cambridge, UK


Donata Puntil, King’s College London, UK


Dr Rachel Scott, Royal Holloway University of London and King’s College London, UK


Paul Spence, King’s College London, UK


Dr Sophie Stevens, University of East Anglia, UK


Professor Juan Luis Suárez, Western University, Ontario, CA


AbdoolKarim Vakil, King’s College London, UK


Mary Ann Vargas, King’s College London, UK


Professor Julian Weiss, King’s College London, UK


Dr Bozena Wislocka Breit, Polytechnic University of Madrid, Spain












Foreword


Juan Luis Suárez





I got acquainted with the Open World Research Initiative’s Language Acts and Worldmaking research project five years ago in a small office of an old university (by North American standards) in a small city of Canada.


Since the time I was introduced to the project’s title and goals the world has changed dramatically. I still live in that small Canadian city, and I work at that old university, but how I live and work in these spaces has changed dramatically. Since I first began to actively think about the Language Acts and Worldmaking project, the COVID-19 pandemic has radically altered the world, and, as a result, the questions I first began to ponder about this project have been brought into sharper focus. The Language Acts and Worldmaking project asks us to collectively think about and ask: What does worldmaking mean? Do we, human beings, make worlds? Or, do we make worlds with words, through language acts? Does language help us cope with the world there is? I think these central and fundamental questions that guide this project will become even more relevant, and more important, as we begin the complex process of accounting for what has been lost through this pandemic, and what world, or worlds, we collectively hope to envision, and create, in reaction to these losses, changes and lapses in the worlds we once lived.


From the very beginning of the pandemic, a great number of the issues humankind has faced through the many different languages we speak on planet Earth have emerged from our misunderstanding of the link that connects us to the world via our languages. Whether we think that languages make worlds or that languages support us in coping with the world, it is this link between language and reality, a link almost sacred in a profane world, that the project, and this volume in particular, has been working on.


There is nothing more impactful than our words. Even when we retreat into silence or we contend that our actions speak louder than our words, it is only after we have reconciled our human condition with our language that we act on the world. This is why this link to reality that human language re-creates every single time we speak is so important. And this always happens, as Donald Davidson would say, through our intersubjectivity, by language and interpretation of one another and the world we triangulate with.


And if this is the case, if we become humans as we interact with others and the world through language, then we must ask: How do we create the fabric (social, professional, educational, research-based) of a society in which different forms of intersubjectivity can emerge through the practice of our languages? What type of languages do we need to practise as we embark on triangulating with the world the pandemic has shattered?


The Language Acts and Worldmaking research project has deployed effective tools to answer these questions. It built a diverse and multidisciplinary team, it embraced activism, it engaged a wide community of practitioners and researchers, it worked on the analogue and the digital realms, and it developed communities of practice around the many dimensions of language acting: teaching, translating, community making, heritage, geopolitics and research. All of this has been done purposefully in order to bring languages and their generative and intersubjective powers to the centre of the academic research agenda.


As I look back on my first contact with the project, I keep thinking about its timeliness and also about how different things would have been since March 2020 had we cultivated, in our societies and polities, the understanding, practice and reverence of worldmaking that the use of language entails. The project is now transitioning and morphing into a different phase, one in which knowledge mobilization and application of its results will be crucial to achieve a long-lasting impact in our school systems, our university teaching and research missions, and our societal relationship with truth and trust. This volume is just one of the main actions directed towards that impact the project has sought from inception.


In terms of my own research agenda, the Language Acts and Worldmaking research project leaves me with a resounding reminder of the signs we need to pay attention to to understand the world we are making as we, hopefully, get out of the pandemic. Those signs we must interrogate are the linguistic signs that our politicians, leaders, institutions and communities have been using to establish our relationship with the world when this relationship was more fragile than ever. For me the message is clear: if you want to understand the world we live in, just listen to the words we use. Because it is in those words and the language acts that they entail that our sacred link to reality is destroyed or forged. Highlighting the need to enhance that sacred link is the ultimate legacy of this research project.












Introduction: The poetics of a project


Catherine Boyle





HAMM: What’s happening?


CLOV: Something is taking its course. [Pause.]


HAMM: Clov!


CLOV: [Impatiently] What is it?


HAMM: We’re not beginning to mean something?


Samuel Beckett, Endgame


This story of Language Acts and Worldmaking begins with two objects: a notebook and a logo. In preparing this introduction, I sat for a good while with the first notebook I used when we were preparing our bid to the Open World Research Initiative, funded by the UK Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC). The notebook is pretty battered and has a yellow stickie on the front cover that was put there by one of our postdoctoral researchers who was interested in the development of our thinking about worldmaking and it says: ‘The original Lg Acts notebook – have a [image: ]’ The notebook has become an archive of the making of Language Acts and Worldmaking, made up of to-do lists, spidergrams of our meetings and of my own thinking, notes on readings, possible partners (every so often it says ‘the role of Bob’ – it took a while to work that out), AHRC guidance, snippets of suggestion. It is a marvellous, tactile, creative, messy, colourful reminder of how we came together as the Language Acts and Worldmaking team. It is a reminder that research projects usually start off as leaps of faith, as the translation of fantasy into something we can do or make, something that our expertise can make work. This then becomes the translation of that conviction into language that is legible to funders and, crucially, to the people we want to engage in our ambition. The amazing thing about reading through this notebook-archive is witnessing how the ideas, goals, objectives, ambitions and desires we formulated then have sustained us throughout these years. The notebook-archive covers from March 2015 to July 2016. Phrases emerge from it that speak of our collective thinking in that past, phrases that have become integral to the poetics of the project since then. Poetics may seem a strange word to use to describe the writing of a research project – it certainly does not figure in proposal-writing training – but it most aptly describes Language Acts and Worldmaking as a structure for turning our ideas into action: it speaks of the trails and traces of our research, of the concepts we discussed and returned to and came to understand from our multiple perspectives. It is an invitation into our discourse, our ways of thinking, our desire to move with and through languages and ideas. We share our worldmaking through this poetics.


Every project needs a logo. Every website needs a design. What is a project without business cards, bookmarks, pencils, tote bags? Reluctantly, we were pulled into the need for a ‘brand’ (not so reluctantly I was drawn into the need for good stationery). More enthusiastically, we wanted to create an image that spoke for us as a way into who we are. We met the company commissioned to do our logo, described the project to them, and a beautifully prepared book of possibilities came back. For us, the logo was about how we narrated the story of our research, about how we presented to the world a project we believed in profoundly. And we are academics: we had to be sure of what it signified beyond our immersion in the project. The most controversial logo was one with random diacritics on the letters. It provoked some consternation. A first reaction was that we are linguists and cannot present to the world an image that suggests that we do not know how to distinguish one accent from another, potentially laying bare our credentials as serious Modern Languages scholars. One extreme reaction from a non-academic passionate linguist was that they would not let their children be taught by anyone capable of choosing that logo.


Our logo considerations were, in fact, discussions about linguistics, language history, translation, teaching. I think back now and see that the discussions emerged, inevitably, from the interests across the research strands of the project, and as we discussed its use across a range of digital media, its readability for our partners and co-researchers and students, we were thinking about the community of co-researchers and partners we had already started to build around our work. We tried to read it – I have a lovely recording of Chris Pountain, the research lead of our Loaded Meanings strand, reading it phonetically – and the joy (maybe also frustration) in playing with the words brought us closer to what this sign said to us. Or rather, what we had asked the designers to return to us in their understanding of our work. The random-diacritic logo is on our webpage, where the accents dance with page changes.


This is not purely anecdotal. Our logo speaks to what Language Acts and Worldmaking is all about. That is, that language is not abstract; it is material, ever-changing, historically informed and constructed. Our logo represents some of our key aims for language learning: that it should be playful; that mistake-making is integral, necessary, creative and instructive; that the languages we learn are never static; that language is often unrecognizable, just out of our grasp, and that unattainability forces us to reach for meaning and understanding. As we learn languages, we are surrounded by constant prompts for our imagination, asking us to move with open minds across different realities and experiences.


I look into my notebook-archive and wonder when the concept of ‘worldmaking’ became so important to us. I look through the many mindmaps and remember sitting through an early-summer night bringing together a first draft of the whole project that bore the title ‘Language Acts and Worldmaking’. I recall a sense of academic apprehension at using such loaded terms, without, at that point, proper reference to a theoretical framework. I had been introduced to Nelson Goodman’s concept of worldmaking by the brilliant Digital Humanities scholar Willard McCarthy at a workshop for PhD students. Like all rewarding research trails, this one was immediately evocative, and led to ideas, phrases and suggestions that sparked intuitive connections with the work of languages. Goodman, writing in 1978, invites reflection on the move from a ‘unique truth and a world fixed and found to a diversity of right and even conflicting versions of the world in the making’ (1978: x). ‘Worlds,’ he says, are made ‘from other worlds’, from congruences of systems, and his interest was in ‘the processes involved in building a world out of others’ (Goodman, 1978: 6–7). These are ideas that invite wonderful creative speculation and are in dialogue with our conception of the work languages do in the world. The flip side of the idea of worlds from other worlds is an unwieldy relativism, of which he is aware and against which he warns us: ‘while readiness to recognize new alternative worlds may be liberating, and suggestive of new avenues of exploration, a willingness to welcome all worlds builds none […]. A broad mind is no substitute for hard work’ (Goodman, 1978: 21). Our challenge has always been that of building from the suggestion of worldmaking into the complex practicalities that our project has at its heart.


We understand worldmaking in relation to the ways that languages work in the world; there is a concreteness to our approach that leads us beyond Goodman and prompts us constantly to work to reconfigure how we ‘report’ and ‘remake’ our research and teaching, to use Goodman’s formulations; how we frame and articulate the research and events we carry out in a way that stretches our discipline, reshapes it and informs its transformation. I turn to our mission statement, written as we developed the project:


Through six interlinking research strands we examine language as a material and historical force which acts as the means by which individuals construct their personal, local, transnational and spiritual identities. This we call ‘worldmaking’ […]. Learning a language means understanding the historicity of concepts, beliefs and social practices – how they operate in the past and present. Our research and partnerships demonstrate the indispensable value of language learning for understanding how societies are structured and governed and for empowering culturally aware and self-reflective citizens.


The book you have before you is the result of our work so far. Each of our research strands shares and explores the ways in which we have developed our endeavour from our core principles, in areas of teaching and pedagogy, literary and cultural history, linguistics, Digital Humanities, translation. As we move across time and place through the myriad languages we study and bring into contact with each other, we also move across research, theory and practice. We share our practice and look to the future. We seek to be activists in the call for sustained attention to language learning in its broadest sense. ‘Language Teachers as Researchers and Worldmakers’, by our Diasporic Identities and the Politics of Language Teaching strand, explores how languages teachers’ professional identities are shaped by their experience of diaspora. Carlos Montoro, also of our Diasporic Identities strand, connects the concept of worldmaking with activity theory and proposes ways of reshaping Modern Languages. In ‘Translation Acts: the multiple possibilities of the imagination’, Translation Acts strand researchers demonstrate how performance and translation are creative ways of engaging learners. ‘Language and hospitality in worldmaking’, by our Language Transitions strand, reflects on how the notion ‘hospitality’ works in the world, taking, for example, some of the many community-based projects funded as part of our project. The Travelling Concepts strand’s chapter ‘Worlding Iberian Studies and language literature’ returns to the central goals of the project and reflects on the regeneration and transformation of language learning in terms of a curriculum to re-energize the discipline. ‘How old words become new (and then old again), by the Loaded Meanings strand, shares research into ‘cultured borrowings’, and the chapter focuses on how these loanwords enter a language, some numbering in the most common words in the language. In ‘Digital mediations and advanced critical literacies in Modern Languages and Cultures’, our Digital Mediations strand surveys frameworks for critical digital pedagogies and explores principles for designing teaching programmes that incorporate Applied- and Modern Languages-driven responses to digital mediation.


The book takes the reader through the ways in which our six research strands have worked to achieve the goal of reconceptualizing our approaches to the discipline. We have done so in communication with each other, aware of each other’s thinking, present at events, workshops, seminars, enjoying the constant learning process and using the experience of travelling into disciplinary contact zones that spark both recognition and discovery. I make one last foray into our pre-funding days: to our pitch to the AHRC in December 2015. We talked of our aim to build an environment that will broaden the definition of research to embrace the human potential to think creatively and critically, to produce young people with the capacity to engage fully with an open world. We said that we wanted to redefine our understanding of research itself, not as the exclusive domain of professional academics but, in its broadest and most fundamental sense, as critical thinking and the production of new ideas across a spectrum of possibilities. The community of co-researchers we have gathered around us, and who have been instrumental in shaping our thinking, attest to the power of democratizing approaches to and processes of research. You will find in this book the voices and work of our partners and our co-researchers -- schoolchildren, artists, translators, community workers – all of whom have shaped our thinking. Our goal for the future remains the same: to build on what we have done and to work to ensure that what is taught in schools and universities in the discipline of Modern Languages embodies the messy, playful, plurilingual and multilingual reality that surrounds us and through which we shape our worlds, and our worlds shape us. ‘Something is taking its course.’









1

Language teachers and researchers as worldmakers

Inma Álvarez, Isabel Cobo Palacios, Mara Fuertes Gutiérrez and Donata Puntil





[image: ]

Overview

Language teachers’ professional identities are shaped and enriched by their diasporic journeys. Their teaching trajectories mix their multiple worlds on hand, enabling them to remake their personal and professional selves and making them highly skilled worldmakers. This chapter examines experienced higher education language teachers and researchers’ professional journeys from their initial experiences in their home countries to the full development of their careers in the UK. Our work is based on language teachers’ profiles captured via a questionnaire and their textual accounts of those journeys using a narrative framework that invited them to engage in backward, inward and outward reflection (Bukor, 2012). The language teachers’ stories were analysed using a thematic networks approach (Attride-Stirling, 2001) that revealed both individual and common patterns expressed into two global themes that highlight the significance of diaspora and the teaching environments in the development of their professional identities. To complement this view, drawing on the concept of the rhizome as an epistemological model where data is not linear or hierarchical (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987), the dichotomy between researcher and researched is deconstructed, adopting an autoethnographic perspective represented in four autobiographical vignettes. These accounts constitute the basis to elaborate collaboratively on the common and different ways we are both language teachers/lecturers and researchers.
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Introduction

Language has the power to shape how individuals live and make their worlds, as personal, local, transnational and spiritual identities are constructed through language in a process called throughout this book ‘worldmaking’. Under this premise, language teachers are active worldmakers who move seamlessly between different linguistic and cultural worlds. From their experiences of diaspora, they are highly skilled at drawing on their own rich linguistic and cultural resources for translating and remaking cultural concepts, but also at reframing their identities. Their essential place in-between cultures has been acknowledged as exposing them to both ‘meaning in disarray’ and, at the same time, the possibility of finding ‘rich meanings and identities in unexpected arrangements of the self’ (Ros i Solé, Fenoulhet and Quist, 2020: 398).

This chapter examines experienced UK higher education language teachers’ professional diasporic journeys from written narratives and from autobiographical vignettes that capture their/our trajectories from their/our initial experiences in their/our home countries to the full development of their/our careers in the UK. This close look at language teachers provides contextualized experiences of individuals who migrated and shaped their professional identities within a diasporic context, including our own. The group of language teachers described within this chapter includes professionals working in higher education contexts in the UK, both at language centres and in departments. While the intention is to reveal their individual roadmaps from the context of home to their careers overseas and how these trajectories impact on their professional identities, we also identify connecting features that can contribute to a more global understanding of the language teaching force at universities in other countries. Similarly, language teachers working at primary and secondary level or even in non-formal or informal settings may also recognize themselves in the attitudes, values and aspirations that emerge in the tightly interlinked personal and professional diasporic journeys described here.

This research journey started as a study which invited language teachers from London universities to engage in backward, inward and outward reflection (Bukor, 2012), using a narrative frame (Barkhuizen and Wette, 2008), in order to uncover the shaping of their professional selves by considering their personal entry into language teaching, their evolving attitudes as language professionals, and the impact of the wider sociocultural and institutional context. The study, therefore, intended to facilitate a depiction of their own professional portraits from their own perspective and through their own voices, and as such, it allowed for making explicit the articulation of conscious, and some unconscious, aspects of their evolving selves. In analysing the data, we explicitly add our researchers’ subjectivities as data to the agency of the researched. Drawing on the concept of the rhizome (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) as a multidimensional metaphor of subjectivity and on the nomadic positioning of the self (Braidotti, 2011) helps us deconstruct the dichotomy between researcher and researched and reveal our insider positioning as researchers investigating language teachers’ professional trajectories. These findings help us introduce ourselves, authors of this chapter, by adopting an autoethnographic perspective as members of the language teaching community, and to elaborate collaboratively on the common and different ways we are both language teachers/lecturers and researchers.



Tracing language teachers’ professional trajectories

Language teachers’ professional trajectories are often marked by their moves from their homelands which prompt a diasporic thinking of the world (Canagarajah and Silberstein, 2012). This type of thinking brings at the same time loss from what is left behind and opportunities for new meanings and affiliations from their encounter with the new worlds. Braidotti (2011), following Deleuze and Guattari (1987), would define this process as ‘deterritorialization’, stepping away from a notion of stability and of unity of the self and embracing relationality and uncertainty in the mapping of new territories. In this chapter we refer to language teachers’ diasporic identities not as bounded by a linguistic group and a destination but as members of one profession mostly defined by a nomadic movement (Braidotti, 2011). Although we refer to the UK higher education context, different language practitioners in other formal or informal educational settings might identify themselves within this nomadic ‘deterritorialization’ of the professional self. It is also important to note that by ‘nomadic’ Braidotti (2011) does not only refer to the physical move between countries, but also to an internal state of mind that embraces movement and fluidity across different territories within the self. For this reason, those language teachers who did not travel across countries in their professional careers might also see themselves represented in that state of mind.

Over time, language teachers develop areas of competence which directly relate to their personal migration history and to which they become accountable. It is, therefore, key to understand how language teachers express those competence areas in both their home and adopted communities so others are able to recognize them, and how their ways to participate in or reject aspects of those communities shape both their personal and professional identities. Our biographies and professional trajectories into becoming language teachers and researchers, despite being different, are similar in their non-linear unfolding and in their entanglement between the personal and the professional. They are embodied and lived professional experiences where the boundaries between present, past and future are blurred, and where the movement between the personal self, the practitioner and the researcher is never at rest. Indeed, as Gallardo has pointed out, ‘the personal and the professional selves converge into oneself that results in the becoming of a language teacher’ (Gallardo, 2019: 3). ‘Becoming’ implies movement, not stasis. It entails change, transformation, experimentation, motion, but also chaos and confusion. It is a zigzagging between different physical and symbolic territories, between disciplines and different discourses, between human and other-than-human entities that are unstable, fluid, multiple and unpredictable (Braidotti, 2013). ‘Becoming’ in this sense, implies the belief in the existence of deep connections between identity making and worldmaking. This is because language teachers’ selves are shaped by a multiplicity of worlds, and, at the same time, they can make cultures and worlds. In exercising language teaching and research, we make multilingual worlds. Worlds for ourselves and others. Verbal and written worlds. Real and imagined worlds.




Unravelling our personas

As authors of this chapter, we position ourselves as language academics – both teaching and researching – in higher education who aim to examine the multiplicity of identities we inhabit in our professional lives. As Perez Cavana puts it, these multiple identities ‘do not appear as solid coexisting identities, but as a fluid movement, continuously changing according to the context’ (Perez Cavana, 2019: 84). We unravel the different personas we embody and live throughout our academic worldmaking journeys and the impact they have on the perception of ourselves as language professionals. While we work with textual articulations of individual stories, we have also included in this chapter multilingual drawings as a visual illustration of teachers’ professional identities and as a way of breaking through traditional academic discourses (Richardson and St. Pierre, 2005).


[image: ]

Figure 1. Dual introductions.





In this chapter we attempt to break the tensions between practice and research, between personal and professional, between language and subjectivity. By exploring others’ and our own life narratives and embodied experiences, and by reflecting on our research journey, we embrace the notion of multiple and rhizomatic identity (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) in which personal, professional, material and embodied experiences challenge the linear discourse that traditionally defines the journey into becoming a researcher in education.

We argue that being and becoming a teacher and researcher is a ‘guddling’ business (from a Scottish term used to describe attempts to catch fish with your bare hands). It is not a linear development from A to B, but rather an embodied, lived and unstable experience that unfolds itself within many territories, across different languages, and that is rooted in personal experiences. Never finished, always in progress. It is an ‘assemblage’ of doing, being and becoming within a nomadic, inter- and cross-cultural framework of reference. As Haraway suggests, the search for a totalitarian and ‘full’ objective positioning is an idealistic quest for an unquestionable truth, while ‘the knowing self is partial in all its guises, never finished, whole, simply there and original; it is always constructed and stitched together imperfectly, and therefore able to join with another, to see together without claiming to be another’ (Haraway, 1988: 586). Multidimensionality and a multiplicity of visions are key aspects of our research, together with the notion of subjectivity as multiple, fluid and heterogeneous. We position ourselves within a posthuman critical discourse that considers language identities as vibrant, embodied, lived and material and that views subjectivity as an act of permanent partiality (Braidotti, 2013; de Freitas and Curinga, 2015; Pennycook, 2016; Ros i Solé, Fenoulhet and Quist, 2020). Our research implies embracing identity complexity, challenging bias assumptions and conceiving data differently as part of the research process. Moreover, we see research as worldmaking, that is, we recognize its power to generate new worlds. In this case, worlds that emerge in narrative discourses which help us articulate an understanding of our experiences and the worlds within which they take place, and potentially change them.

In outlining our journeys, we chose to represent our experiences with some vignettes whose aim is to go beyond the semantic representationality of language and discourse (Leavy, 2009; Rose, 2016). The use of drawings and of different languages within the vignettes has the main purpose of offering a visual and embodied field of representation that highlights the kaleidoscopic movements across different territories and that challenges the supremacy of one language in describing those embodied experiences (Leitch, 2006).






Becoming data

This study is, on the one hand, exploratory, given the unknown nature of the individual diasporic journeys of language teachers in the UK. On the other hand, it is underpinned by an autoethnographic approach (Pensoneau-Conway, Adams and Bolen, 2017) because it exposes our own biographies from a reflective stance towards our language professional journeys. In this section we explain our methodological approach to investigate the professional trajectories of language teachers, including our own.



Backward, inward and outward

Barkhuizen and Wette (2008) have suggested that using narrative inquiries when exploring language teaching experiences has important benefits for both researchers and teachers, compared with other methods of qualitative data collection. In particular, they advise the use of narrative frames as templates containing prompts that ‘provide guidance and support in terms of both the structure and content of what is to be written’ (Barkhuizen and Wette, 2008: 376) and thus help participants in their reflective and writing processes. In addition, from the researcher’s perspective, these frames help control the content to ensure the focus of the story on the expected research aims (Barkhuizen and Wette, 2008). As we were looking for specific aspects of language teachers’ trajectories, a narrative frame was chosen as a method of data collection for our study.

The narrative frame we designed for capturing language teachers’ trajectories prompted them to reflect on their professional situation and the temporality of their personal experiences as teachers of languages. It was intended to help their reflections in various directions (Bukor, 2012):

Backward – temporal direction in their past and present experiences

Inward – internal conditions of experiences

Outward – external conditions of experiences.




Collaborative autoethnography

Our method of research is also grounded in collaborative autoethnography because it combines being self-focused, context-conscious, researcher-visible and critically dialogic (Chang, Ngunjiri and Hernandez, 2012). This research represents a collaborative effort in analysing and interpreting from inside and outside autobiographical data – from others and ourselves – as well as writing together about lived professional experiences of language teaching and research.
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Figure 2. Tutto si collega a todo lo demás (Everything connects to everything else).





We are both researchers and researched. We first collected autobiographies from others using a narrative frame, and these findings were the basis for conducting individual self-writing. Becoming data means transgressing traditional perceptions of validity and accountability as key principles of academic research in the social sciences, and embracing instead the unknown, the marginal and the personal as counterparts of being and becoming researchers. Following this approach, we therefore present the self as data and critically interrogate it, with an inward and outward lens, in navigating contexts across cultures. In doing so we expose our researcher identity (Norton and Early, 2011) and acknowledge ‘the importance and inevitability of researcher subjectivity influencing their research process and product’ (Chang, Ngunjiri and Hernandez, 2012: 25).




Researching from the inside

Our research focuses on higher education language teachers’ professional trajectories, and therefore we feel a strong connection with their stories. Such closeness with participants involves a relationship of trust and power. On the one hand, being part of this community of teachers makes trust easier. Transcultural skills and teaching experience helped us create an unthreatening, self-controlled, supportive, polite and cordial interaction with other teachers. On the other hand, we were aware that, as researchers, we can be perceived as having a louder voice and consequently more power over decisions taken. Our research intended to capture their words and ours, taking care to preserve and disseminate their original voices and ours. In this research about others like us, we embraced our quality of insiders. At the same time, we navigated our colleagues’ narratives from the outside but with a capacity to dip inside their lived experiences, going from the detached to the attached. When carrying out research we are trained to guard ourselves against bias and to keep an outsider perspective (Miles and Huberman, 1994), but here we argue that our analysis of the professionalization process of language teachers was enhanced precisely because it connected directly to our personal journeys. Our research had the capacity of being empathetic and understanding as well as passionate and vindicating. Thus, we occupied the space between inside and outside this research (Corbin Dwyer and Buckle, 2009).

At the same time, we also examined ourselves, which inevitably happens from the inside. By engaging in self-focused writing about our own professional trajectories we wanted to be able to elucidate, discuss and visually represent collaboratively our processes of being and becoming in languages. In this way, our researching personas are visible and transparent and can be easily linked back to the experiences of those we have studied.






Language teachers’ narrations

The 29 stories presented in this section come from very experienced, highly qualified language teachers like us. We are all migrant teachers from all over the world working in higher education institutions in the UK, teaching face to face and at a distance. All of the teachers’ voices collected were female, except one. This pool of volunteers reflects the language teacher population in the UK which is dominated by women. This reality might, of course, be different in other educational contexts and could potentially display other movements and practices; for example, in other parts of the world, language teachers might not be mainly women due to migration or tradition.

Teachers completed narrative frames that we analysed following a thematic networks approach. Rather than focusing on the details of the individual experiences, we looked for commonalities in teachers’ accounts as well as contrasting views/experiences of teaching and migration. Thematic networks techniques helped us to break up discourses and cover ‘explicit rationalizations and their implicit signification’ (Attride-Stirling, 2001: 388) which are then represented in an organized hierarchy of themes. The thematic networks approach requires the breakdown of the text in order to come up with a summary of the main themes and help organize the data in a visual form. Thematic networks were constructed by moving from an arrangement of basic themes to organizing themes and finally summarized into two global themes: 1) Diaspora is salient in language teachers’ identities; and 2) The environment influences language teaching. Four organizing themes were identified for each global theme, so there is a total of eight organizing themes, with 25 basic themes classified within them. Figures 3 and 4 below represent the complete thematic networks.


Diaspora is salient in language teachers’ identities

The global theme of ‘Diaspora is salient in language teachers’ identities’ emerged from four organizing themes around the influence of teachers’ countries of origin, their capacity to embrace opportunities beyond the comfort of their national borders, the development of their interculturality, and the evolution of their practices and feelings about the world (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Thematic network for ‘Diaspora is salient in language teachers’ identities’.







Influence of country of origin

For many teachers, their family background before migration impacted their interest in language learning and teaching and started to shape their professional choices. One teacher expressed it this way: ‘Having been raised in a multilingual, multicultural home environment, I was perhaps sensitized to the value and fun of using different languages from a very young age’ (Participant 12). These findings coincide with previous research that revealed that for language teachers, ‘choosing teaching appeared to be socially driven by family influences and past and present teachers as well as economic factors’ (Fajardo Castaneda, 2011: 230). Once teachers start to cross borders, a well-documented sense of loss ignited by nostalgic feelings seems to arise, hence their appreciation of their new world is described by absences from their culture of origin. In their narratives, language teachers declared missing family, friends, lifestyle, food or weather. St. Pierre (1997, 2014) maps in her articles her becoming a researcher in education, and states that the land where you come from always stands as a mental and physical place of belonging. However, our evidence shows that premigration links are not necessarily strong enough to be preserved and, in fact, for two teachers there was no sense of loss at all. Their narratives exposed a unique sense of belonging in their adoptive land.




Embracing opportunities abroad

Language teaching and professional development take place in a variety of contexts, particularly at the early stages of teachers’ careers abroad. Institutions seem to have a key role in providing them with relevant training which helps to establish the foundations of their teaching practices and shape their areas of expertise. Teachers expressed with words of enthusiasm their early development in the profession: as one of them put it, ‘I gained an expertise in teaching languages and learned a lot from my worldwide learning and teaching experiences, and from my personal and academic educations’ (Participant 1).

Not surprisingly, these first teaching experiences are not necessarily linked to higher education. Participants in our study mentioned a range of contexts in which they were exposed to diverse groups of students at the early stages of their teaching careers, including facilitating language lessons in non-accredited and vocational courses, in complementary schools or as volunteers for migrants or asylum seekers.




Development of interculturality

Teachers’ narratives showed increasing awareness of the strong connection between languages and cultures, and how this seems to be an important element in their practice. For example, the idea that culture is a key area within language learning appears recurrently, with teachers seeing themselves as cultural mediators breaking stereotypes: ‘What I like about teaching languages is that by teaching a language you learn a culture, you meet a new world as well’ (Participant 26). This pedagogical approach is an obvious reflection on the impact of intercultural theories erupting in the teaching of Modern Languages in the past few decades, and, in particular, on the importance of supporting learners in their development of intercultural awareness and an intercultural communicative competence (Byram, 1997; Council of Europe, 2020).

The correlation between living abroad and developing an intercultural/transcultural competence was also highlighted and frequently linked to language education:

Language teaching and learning is about, in our multicultural society, achieving successful communication, keeping an open mind and developing tolerance and respect of others […]. I live across cultures and living in another country doesn’t deprive me of one culture but, on the contrary, it enriches me of another. In our current climate of interconnectedness, it’s hard to think still in terms of compartmentalized cultures. There are certainly different attitudes and approaches towards life that I carried with me when I came to the UK and new ones that I have embraced even though they were not embedded in my ‘original culture’. However, they are not mutually exclusive and can be reconciled or coexist in a lively yet creative opposition.

Participant 5

In connection to this, a variety of adaptation strategies, including developing social skills, embracing challenges, exploring the Anglophone cultures and multiculturalism, being empathic and tolerant, engaging with local communities or volunteering, is mentioned in the narratives as actions that have helped teachers to feel at home in the UK, and sometimes developing a new multicultural identity: ‘By mixing with a wide range of people of different nationalities, understanding the British way of life with its systems, customs and traditions. I also integrated well into British culture by being open and interested in the running of the country’ (Participant 20).




Evolving practices and feelings

Narratives show how teaching practices and feelings evolve as teachers become more experienced practitioners. Initial insecurities mentioned were related to lack of knowledge of the discipline, teaching practices or classroom management: ‘At the beginning I felt very insecure, slow and without orientation, now I feel knowledgeable, experienced and better structured’ (Participant 29). Continuous professional development and peer-collaboration seem to play an essential role in practitioners’ constant modifications of their teaching techniques. It also seems that, as experience is acquired, feelings move away from anxiety and insecurity into a more enjoyable and confident status, reaching a sense of fulfilment. Professional growth seems to bring a more thorough, eclectic and flexible approach to language teaching, increased use of technologies and a better understanding of students’ needs: ‘Today I try to listen to learners more, try to recreate a student-centred learning environment because I am convinced of the importance to let students express and recreate meaning in their own words’ (Participant 17).





The environment influences language teaching

The second global theme also emerged from four organizing themes that highlight language teachers’ passion for their discipline which translates in their advocacy, a student-centred approach to their teaching but, at the same time, a great awareness of the contextual factors that make their subject fragile in the UK. The environment plays an important role in the shaping of language teachers’ identities (Figure 4), as Barkhuizen (2016) has explained: their identities change ‘discursively in social interaction with teacher educators, learners, teachers, administrators, and the wider community, and in material interaction with spaces, places and objects in classrooms, institutions, and online’ (Barkhuizen, 2016: 4). Moreover, as Block has indicated, ‘the process of becoming a teacher in a cultural setting that is different from the one in which one was educated, is a long and hard road of adaptation and re-making of who one is’ (Block, 2015: 22).
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Figure 4. Thematic network for ‘The environment influences language teaching’.









Teachers as advocates of the discipline

This organizing theme brings together insights on how teachers understand their discipline. As language education is an applied subject, it has links with several feeder or parent disciplines, such as Pedagogy, Linguistics, Applied Linguistics and Language Studies. Teachers’ stories emphasized several pedagogical aspects that make their jobs an enriching and pleasurable activity, among others the different dynamics established with students in the classroom (for example, sharing personal experiences or observing learners’ progress) and the possibility of developing and nurturing teachers’ creativity. It is interesting to note that language teaching is seen as beneficial not only for students but also for teachers’ personal development (mainly through their interactions with the students):

‘It is also extremely rewarding to be able to create an atmosphere of trust in class which usually leads to teacher and students bonding and sharing personal experiences – enriching for all of us’

Participant 8

Teachers also value Modern Languages as a subject and mention their interest in different theoretical disciplines related to Linguistics: for example, linguistic typology, genealogical relationships among languages, psycholinguistics, philosophy of language or language acquisition. Other related fields such as cultural or literary studies also appeal to them. In addition, language learning is described as a valuable asset and essential in developing personal, metalinguistic and intercultural skills, some of which make students more employable and contribute to create a better world: ‘I think learning a new language improve our lives, develop our skills, help us communicate with others and effectively change the world’ (Participant 25).

This multiple nature of language teaching as a discipline is mirrored in the teachers’ perceptions of their role; they mentioned a variety of tasks and duties conducted as part of their job, some of them related to the teaching of linguistic or cultural features and related skills, and others linked to generic teaching duties such as giving feedback or managing students’ expectations and mixed-abilities classrooms. Teachers often position themselves as cultural mediators and facilitators who share their knowledge with their students and support them in approaching and mastering new languages and cultures: ‘Activities are put in place to allow them to realize that everyone has different objectives, preferences and ways of learning. It reduces the potential of a student to feel alienated later on in class if/when they feel that they don’t get what they want’ (Participant 21).




Students at the centre of language teaching

Teachers’ interaction with students has been suggested as an additional factor with an impact on their professional identities (Wilkins et al., 2011). Teachers’ narratives frequently mentioned the importance of interaction in the classroom and the need to create a motivating learning environment and a flexible curriculum for students who might have different needs. More importantly, teachers feel they learn from their students, too, showing a positive and enriching teacher–student relationship, again with advantages for teachers as well: ‘What I like about teaching languages is to learn about new languages and cultures when there are students from different nationalities’ (Participant 11).

In connection to this, teachers seem to be aware of the main issues that students need to overcome in their learning (lack of time, lack of realistic goals, etc.). However, they believe students are usually quite motivated to learn, making teachers feel valued: ‘They loved my languages and cultures (both Catalan and Spanish) and that made me feel very special and value what I do even more […] [The way] students engage with teachers here in the UK is very rewarding’ (Participant 3).




Issues affecting language teaching in higher education institutions

Teachers’ accounts also mentioned difficulties attached to teaching and research. On the one hand, teachers problematized their teaching conditions such as casualization, lack of job–life balance due to problematic timetables and too many administrative duties. Other issues were specific to how higher education institutions organize and deliver their provision and programmes of study, which on some occasions does not concur with what teachers feel is needed to achieve a certain degree of language proficiency. Many teachers commented on how there seems to be too much focus on assignments, institutional targets or student satisfaction. Something quite specific to the UK that is also reported as unhelpful is the distinction between ‘language’ and ‘content’ modules, that is, modules that deal with Cultural Studies, Literature, Politics, History and other area studies linked to the target language countries against modules that teach language skills: ‘The distinction between language and content modules seems quite inappropriate to me, as languages also have a content (for example, phonetics, grammar, lexis, etc.)’ (Participant 11).

On the other hand, a second area of concern expressed in the narratives has to do with research in languages not being valued. In fact, this has partly to do with the distinction between language and content modules, thus quite specific to how language teaching in higher education in the UK is organized, which might not apply to other national contexts: ‘Today I find that researching language can be just as stimulating as researching literature; before I gave that privilege just to Literary Studies and its abstractions […]. I don’t like, either, the feeling of superiority of some colleagues who are lecturers and who teach content subjects (different from us teaching fellows who teach language)’ (Participant 15).




Education is influenced by society

Teachers’ reflective narratives made reference to the negative attitudes towards language learning in UK society, and expressed surprise at that fact considering its multilingual and multicultural nature: ‘I don’t like that there is currently – in general – a negative attitude towards learning foreign languages’ (Participant 27). Among the reasons quoted is that only a minority seems to enjoy language learning, whereas most of the population sees neither language learning as an academic subject nor its intrinsic value. In connection to this, a large number of teachers feel language learning has no prestige, which also has an impact on how the profession and professionals are perceived and considered. Interestingly, some teachers see primary and secondary school curriculum and attitudes towards language learning as part of the problem, reflected as well in the little competence that pupils achieve in the target language after years of study.

Despite these issues, teaching in the UK seems to have many advantages, too, according to the narratives. Many of them are related to the environment: teachers enjoy working in a stimulating multilingual and multicultural context, as part of a team and in well-organized, tolerant and transparent higher education institutions that respond to challenges appropriately in a very practical way. Participants also praised the lack of nepotism in UK universities, where the most suitable candidate gets the job.

A final basic theme found in the narratives has to do with a wider issue related to higher education institutions being under pressure to be more efficient, especially after the 2008 economic crisis, resulting in universities starting to adopt policies and processes traditionally reserved for companies, not educational institutions. This modus operandi is common in US universities, and some institutions from other countries are mimicking it, too (Ginsberg, 2011). In the UK, in particular, this tendency has become even more apparent after the tuition fees increased substantially in the academic year 2012–13, following the recommendations of the Independent Review of Higher Education Funding and Student Finance (also known as the Browne Review, cf. Browne et al., 2010). As a consequence, teachers find it frustrating having to treat students as clients.
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