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Chapter 3 
Uncertainties in the Exploration of 
Methods to Problematize the Critical 
Identities of English Language Teachers*

Óscar Fernando Abella-Peña
Doctorado Interinstitucional en Educación, Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas

Introduction
English language teachers’ identities have been an important issue for under-
standing who we are, what we do, and the way we perceive our practices and 
roles in the educational context. In Colombia, teachers’ identities are influenced 
by social, economic, political, and cultural characteristics that we face day by 
day and which demand critical standings. That is why criticality is a constitutive 
part of our discourses and the way we perceive ourselves, and it defines our con-
siderations when it comes to teaching the English language. Narratives constitute 
an important poststructural method to explore teachers’ identities, and I have 
narrated my life every time I have been asked to share my perceptions in relation 
to teaching and to education. For example, I find that there is a connection be-
tween my locus of enunciation and some events in my life that occurred in the 
educative context of Bogotá—not only as a teacher, but also as a student—that 
have defined me as a critical English language teacher.

That is why I am interested in problematizing how the critical standings and 
discourses that we expose and exercise as practices inside and outside the classroom 
unveil particularities in our identities, and how, by narrating our histories and 

*	 This chapter draws on the epistemological reflections about my doctoral research study that 
investigates ELT teachers’ construction of critical identities. This doctoral research proposal was 
approved by the Consejo Académico del Doctorado Interinstitucional en Educación (CADE) at 
Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas.
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stories, it is possible to understand the role of our subjectivities as constitutive in our 
critical identities. I am interested in moving from comparing who I am with what 
other teachers do, to making connections and appreciating differences, in order to 
build knowledge along with others. To understand what has been researched in this 
sense, I have found that little has been explored in relation to critical identities, 
and I have identified three trends: this type of studies have implemen.ted critical 
reflections, some have observed criticality in the teaching practice as content in 
courses or programs for in-service and pre-service teachers, and others show that 
there is a connection with how language teachers embody a critical identity to 
confront power relations and exercise agency in our practice.

My proposal, then, consists in inviting other teachers to narrate our lives, 
starting from our pasts, going through our pre-service teaching experiences up to 
our present, but focusing on the events that could have influenced our criticality 
in our identities as English language teachers. The invitation will include the 
implementation of the arts as a means to construct the narratives. Understanding 
our critical identities will be important to the ELT field because it will allow us 
not only to have a picture of how we develop who we are in relation to our 
critical standings in a socially convulsed context such as the Colombian one, 
but also to be aware of our practices in relation to the subjectivities that we have 
built around the teaching of the English language.

Locus of enunciation
I have reflected that, as a teacher, my practices were influenced by a modern and 
positivist way of understanding the teaching of the English language, but I am now 
moving around “specific forms of skepticism and epistemic attitudes out of which 
certain critical questions and the search for answers are generated” (Maldonado-
Torres, 2011, p. 1). To contextualize, and as a decolonizing exercise, I would like 
to speak in this first section from my geo-political and body-political location, that 
is, to share my locus of enunciation (Grosfoguel, 2011). It has a lot to do with some 
events in my life that occurred in the educative context of Bogotá, not only as a 
teacher, but also as student, and with how those moments in my history, which 
I call stories, relate to the place from where I am speaking now. By declaring 
my locus of enunciation, I am recognizing the importance of decolonizing my 
knowledge and confronting the epistemological standings that have influenced 
my teaching practice (Diniz de Figueiredo & Martínez, 2021).

The first determining story in my history occurred when I experienced a 
non-traditional educative practice as a student. During the third, fourth and fifth 
grades, my teacher promoted an education in which the experience was the core 
of learning, and, rather than imposed rules, we agreed on parameters to coexist, 
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learn, and be happy. The classes included decolonial content that provided a 
new lens through which to view topics, often contradicting what was presented 
in other classes. That was, for example, the first time somebody told me a dif-
ferent story about the so-called “discovery of America,” one that recognized the 
existence of Indigenous peoples that historians had erased from the history books 
and classes. During these years, there was no need for uniforms, manuals, or 
obligations. The second story took place when I started and finished high school. 
I only went to school from the sixth grade to the eighth grade. Then, after finding 
that it was a traditional and completely different scenario in comparison to my 
experience in primary school, I dropped out. Consequently, I understood that I 
wanted to be the teacher I never had in secondary school, and after almost five 
years of focusing on music in an informal way, I decided to take the Icfes test to 
validate my high-school degree and then become a teacher. Today I am a grad-
uate in basic education with a major in English from the Universidad Distrital 
Francisco José de Caldas, a Master in Education with an emphasis in English 
language didactics from Universidad Externado de Colombia, and a teacher who 
has been working for eleven years now at Marruecos y Molinos Public School 
in Bogotá.

The opposing and contradictory experiences I lived as a school student determined 
my critical positions in relation to public education in Bogotá, which I summarize as 
follows: Students do not go to school because of an inner and authentic motivation; 
most of them just fulfill a social requirement, and they are pushed by the system to 
embody a student identity. What is considered “normal” is that you have to go 
to school during certain years of your life to “become somebody,” and the school 
is the institution that is going to take your empty self and fill it with the knowledge 
that is required to become a professional. I have identified a lack of interest in 
learning the English language in my students because the school’s sociocultural 
context does not require its use. Since 2010, when I became a member of the 
Molinos neighborhood community, I have been looking for ways that allow my 
students to feel like the English language is not complicated, and that it could 
be something useful and meaningful for them, so that they can find an intrinsic 
motivation to go to the school. By “useful” I mean that my students can use English 
to understand, reflect, and communicate about their lives and the issues they face 
every day. The social context in Bogotá, in which there are economic, cultural, 
and political issues that affect students’ lives, demands education from public 
schools that facilitates the development of citizens who reflect upon the elements 
that students are part of. In my opinion, teaching the English language should go 
beyond the language and become a means to learn and reflect about those issues 
from a critical perspective. Therefore, I have tried to favor the development or 
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enhancement of argumentative skills so that students can adopt critical positions 
in relation to the events of their contexts. In sum, my intention has been, based on 
Freire (2000), to make the learning of this language, rather than an act of transmitting 
grammar rules, an act of cognition in which the English language becomes a means 
that students exercise to understand and communicate in relation to their lives.

My critical positions have been an issue because for years those opposing 
school experiences that are part of who I am as a teacher built a binary percep-
tion of the teaching practice in me: the traditional versus the innovative, the bad 
practices versus the good practices, the old teachers versus the new teachers, the 
bad ones and the good ones, the ones who resist and the ones who obey. This 
binarism, plus different practices that were taught to me as the “correct and ap-
proved ways to teach,” influenced my relationships with other teachers because, 
somehow, I used to feel that the ones who did not exercise their teaching like me 
were enemies and colonizers because they were part of that traditional educa-
tion. Turning to a decolonial perception of the teaching practice has broadened 
my perspective and my epistemological standings, but also my practices as a 
teacher inside and outside the classroom, including my relationships with other 
teachers. This has allowed me to understand that there is no such binarism, but, 
instead, there are differences, and those differences come from the variances in 
each person’s stories. These reflections have triggered my interest in understand-
ing how our histories and stories develop critical identities, and how we exercise 
them in our practice, both inside and outside the classroom.

Research interest
As I mentioned, criticality has been a transcendental element in my construction 
as a teacher and it crosses my life, affecting the way I perceive pedagogy, edu-
cation, the teaching of the English language, myself, my profession, my practice, 
and other teachers. My understanding of criticality is influenced by the critical 
pedagogy proposed by Freire (2000), who discusses the banking model of educa-
tion and the dehumanization of teaching in an attempt to generate critical aware-
ness among teachers and learners in relation to the way education is traditionally 
conceived. I believe I have a critical identity that has been developing since 
my experience as school student, and that has had an impact on my practice 
to this day. We as teachers shape our identities based on elements such as our 
experiences and the way we understand pedagogy, as well as what we learned 
as pre-service teachers and even the influence of media images (Franzak, 2002).

Given that criticality is a core element in the way I perceive myself as an 
English language teacher, I have reflected on the relationality that exists between 
who I am and what I do, as well as the practices of my colleagues. I have observed 
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distances and differences in relation to the teaching of the language, and, more 
generally, the way we conceive the purposes of education—which have generat-
ed tensions among some of us and can be observed in our practices inside and 
outside the classroom. By “inside the classroom,” I mean the situations, relations, 
and discourses that usually occur with our students while we are focused on the 
teaching and learning of the language itself. By “outside the classroom,” I refer 
to the situations, relations and discourses that usually happen in contexts such 
as teachers’ meetings, where there are discussions and dialogues that reveal our 
considerations about the teaching of the language and to the education field in 
general. Both contexts constitute us as teachers and define who we are, what we 
do, and how we perceive ourselves in relation to our practices.

My research interest is to problematize how the critical standings and discourses 
that we expose and exercise as practices both inside and outside the classroom 
constitute our identities, and how our histories and stories define the way we per-
ceive our critical selves. I also want to understand the impact of our subjectivities 
on the construction of a critical identity. I am interested in moving away from 
comparing who I am with what other teachers do and towards making connec-
tions and understanding who we are and how our life stories have influenced the 
construction of our critical identities.

Methodological uncertainties
There are many studies in the ELT field that have focused on identities and many 
others that have explored criticality. It is important to see the methods that have been 
implemented in these studies so that I can give shape to my own proposal. I believe 
that researchers need to be very careful when it comes to problematizing teachers’ 
identities, because this category is directly related to personal stories that, at the 
same time, are loaded with emotions and feelings and need to be interconnected in 
order to understand how we build our identities. Additionally, criticality requires 
reflections that explore what constitutes who we are, our discourses, and our actions. 
In my case, for example, I summarize the following elements as constitutive of my 
critical identity: a non-traditional and enriching experience during primary school, 
followed by an opposite experience and my consequent decision of dropping out 
before starting eighth grade in high school, and the construction of my subjectivity 
during my teaching experiences at a public school in Bogotá. Critical identities 
may be observed and understood by crossing the narrations of someone’s life and 
the reflections they arouse. I believe those stories shape an identity traversed by 
criticality, which can be observed in teachers’ discourses and practices.
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I understand identity as what results “from processes of (public) political nego-
tiation through discourse (and/or other semiotic systems) within the communities 
of practice in which individuals participate” (Archakis & Tsakona, 2012, p. 33). 
Criticality refers to those thoughts, proposals, positions, actions, and notions that 
as teachers we include in our practice inside and outside the classroom and 
that aim to criticize the status quo (Hinchey, 2006). With this in mind, I have 
explored in the literature studies that problematize connections between English 
language teachers’ identities and their resistances in relation to their practices.

In this search, I have found that only one author has provided a direct ap-
proximation to both concepts—identity and criticality—together. This author is 
Kubota (2016), who points out that critical language teacher identity is shaped 
and reshaped by ideological differences with those who interact with us, as well 
as by elements related to the teaching practice such as discourse, literature, our 
formation, and political situations, among others. So, to understand the concept 
that I have been searching for in the literature, I observe critical identities as 
changing structures that, as English language teachers, we build throughout our 
lives by reflecting upon our profession and by being aware of the power relations 
between teaching and the social, political, cultural, and economic elements of 
our context. These two categories are influenced by interactions with other mem-
bers of the educational field and are constantly open for transformation.

Little has been explored in relation to critical identity, so I have searched for 
articles that revolve around elements such as identity, agency, and subjectivity in 
relation to teachers’ criticality. Three trends have been identified in the revised 
studies. These types of studies have implemented critical reflections, while some 
have observed criticality in the teaching practice as content in courses or programs 
for in-service and pre-service teachers, and others show that there is a connection 
with how language teachers embody a critical identity to confront power relations in 
our practice. In terms of the methodology, narratives are commonly implemented, 
as they provide an opportunity to understand how we construct ourselves and our 
identities (Alsup, 2006). Kubota (2016), for example, implemented as methodology 
a narration that came from a personal experience in her practice as a teacher, 
and a subsequent critical reflection that allowed her to explore issues of identity 
in relation to language teachers who support critical approaches to pedagogy. 
Basabe (2019) carried out an autoethnographic research study, motivated by an 
uncertainty as to whether or not he was critical in his practice. He also drew 
on narratives to revisit his own history and find hints of criticality in his construction 
as a teacher. Safari (2018) used narratives in a self-study that included critical 
reflections on the author’s discourses, thoughts, beliefs, and knowledge to revise 
the construction of a professional identity. Banegas & Gerlach (2021) carried out 
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a dual ethnographic study in which the authors were also the subjects to explore 
critical language teacher education by narrating, comparing, and contrasting 
experiences in relation to their identities and agency.

It is important to highlight that the narratives in these studies are implemented 
by the authors to tell their own histories. I believe that they found in narration a 
liberating way to talk to themselves while they reflected and analyzed how those 
events in their lives shaped their identities, so they could understand what was 
behind their inquiries to then build knowledge about their concerns. This makes 
me think that narratives facilitate an encounter with the self, and they could help 
language teachers to better understand the connections between our pasts and 
our presents, and then spot, in the case of my research interest, the origins of our 
critical standings. There are also studies where the author allowed other partici-
pants to implement narratives to understand different issues. O’Keeffe & Skerritt 
(2021), for instance, explored the daily lived experiences narrated by eleven Irish 
male primary school teachers in terms of some critical standings to understand 
the formation of teacher identity. Sloan (2006) implemented a school-life narra-
tive of three teachers who related their schooling experiences and lives as teach-
ers in order to explore the relations between their agency and their identities 
when responding to accountability-related curriculum policies. Vavrus (2009) 
implemented personal narratives about lived histories in the context of critical 
pedagogy to allow future teachers to consider their identities as shaped by lived 
experiences with gender and sexuality.

So, as we can see, the use of narratives as methodology is easily found when 
it comes to problematizing the building of our identities. These narratives can 
be approached as a mirror to find in our own histories the roots of who we are, 
but they are also useful to understand others from our perspectives. By listening 
to others’ narratives, it is possible to establish connections between different 
people’s lives and our own histories. This could facilitate the co-construction 
of knowledge about any characteristic of our identities. In the case of critical 
identities, narrations may help teachers understand, from specific events in others’ 
lived histories, why our discourses and the way we embody our criticality may be 
completely different while still being critical standings. By interconnecting our 
narrations, we as teachers may not only understand others’ perceptions, but also 
find elements in our relationality that help us see ourselves from the perspective of 
others. Narratives constitute a poststructural approach that counters the intentions 
of finding a definitive truth and of binarisms such as, for example, being right or 
wrong (O’Keeffe & Skerritt, 2021). This element could be very important for me 
because in my school’s dynamics there can be hierarchical relationships in which 
one participant possesses the knowledge, while the other is the object that needs to 
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be filled with that knowledge. Therefore, at my school, when it comes to discussions 
about researching, it is very common to see that some teachers understand their 
participation in a study as that of the objects that are going to provide information 
to be collected and analyzed by the researcher. On the contrary, I find it necessary to 
facilitate a relationship with the teachers in which they feel like co-constructors of 
the understandings of English language teachers’ critical identities. By sharing 
our histories and stories through narratives we will place ourselves in the same 
Colombian educative context, which, I hope, will allow us to connect our histories 
to better understand each other. As I will discuss in the next section, I am planning to 
invite other teachers to think of the arts as a possibility to construct our narratives, 
and examine how some moments in our lives have influenced the way we resist 
certain elements of our practices inside and outside the classroom. By doing this, 
my teacher-partners and I will have the chance to critically reflect on our lives as 
teachers, both past and present.

Future directions
As can be observed, I have identified that my history and stories play a defining 
role in the construction of my critical identity. By revising and reflecting on the 
different moments that are connected to who I am and what I do as a teacher, I 
have been able to spot connections between my standings and the way I perceive 
my profession. Therefore, I believe that narratives can be a revealing strategy to 
start understanding the connections that may exist between our subjectivities, our 
criticality, and our identities. Narratives are important in “people’s lives, as a way 
of conceptualizing their experiences and organizing their social practices, as well as 
constructing identities for themselves and their world” (Archakis & Tsakona, 2012). 
This chapter, for example, unveils how I am constantly narrating my life and how 
each story is connected to my practice and the way I identify myself as a teacher. 
That is why I believe it will be very insightful to listen to each other’s stories, so 
we all can make those connections and then reflect on our own practices as a 
consequence of the experiences we have lived. By narrating the stories that affected 
our critical identities, we may be aware of how our experiences have shaped who 
we are and what we do inside and outside the classroom.

I also believe it is important to take into account that exploring our pasts and 
reflecting on them will imply emotions, and that is why I have considered implementing 
the arts as a means of narration. The arts are connected to our emotions, so I think 
they may help to make us feel comfortable when telling our stories. I think that, along 
with the teachers that will participate, we may choose different forms of art to tell 
our stories. We could paint pictures; create cartoons; write poems, songs, or stories 
as triggers to start connecting to our histories, and then share those moments in 
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our lives that have influenced our critical identities. After making the individual 
connections, we all will look for networks among each person’s histories and see 
how our experiences are interrelated.

This methodological proposal, which is in the making, will take shape as all the 
participants, including myself, construct it. These uncertainties are positive for my 
study because they give us the chance to experience a methodology that makes 
us feel comfortable in the exploration of our histories and stories. It is my hope that this 
study, rather than extracting information about our histories, will favor the reflections 
and the co-construction of knowledge. This may create a favorable environment for 
all the participants to perceive ourselves as subjects in the study, instead of objects. 
Exploring English language teachers’ critical identities may contribute to a better 
understanding of how we position ourselves as critical beings, and of how this 
influences our decisions, perceptions and, in general, our practice.
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