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Abstract 
Teacher identity evolves over time and is often characterized by crisis and 
destabilization. Based on self-reflection journals and in-depth interviews, this 
narrative inquiry explores the identity evolution and the accompanying con-
tributive factors of identity crisis of three experienced Chinese EFL teachers 
in a higher vocational college in China over ten years, aiming to unveil the 
interactions between teachers’ identity evolution trajectories and identity cri-
sis factors. Findings show that, under the interplay of macro-level social fac-
tors, meso-level institutional factors, and micro-level personal factors, the 
three teachers’ professional identities underwent from honeymoon phase 
during their early career years, to confusion phase and dilemma phase in the 
mid-career years featured by identity crisis. It is suggested that relevant par-
ties should attach more importance and make efforts to scaffold Chinese EFL 
teachers’ identity development during their mid-career phase in the particu-
lar L2 context of higher vocational college in China, so as to help them main-
tain high commitment to their professional identity and teaching throughout 
the whole career. 
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1. Introduction 

Identity, which refers to who or what someone is, the various meanings someone 
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attaches to him/herself, and the meanings attributed by others (Beijaard, 1995) 
[1], is “diverse, contradictory, dynamic and changing over historical time and 
social space” (Norton & Toohey, 2011, p. 417) [2]. Like any other types of iden-
tity, teacher identity is fluid and unstable which undergoes a “continuous revi-
sion and redefinition process” (Bolívar et al., 2014, p. 108) [3]. Teacher identity 
is a central component in teacher education initiatives (Yazan, 2017) [4] which 
impacts teacher development (Olsen, 2008) [5], teachers’ teaching practice (Bei-
jaard et al., 2004) [6], and teaching effectiveness (Ashforth & Tomiuk, 2000) [7], 
and thus has received more and more attention in the academic circle. So far re-
search on teacher identity mainly focused on pre-service or novice teachers, 
which generated rich insights on assisting pre-service or novice teachers’ identity 
construction and development such as offering effective pre-service training, 
creating benign working environment, high salary, etc. (e.g., Liu & Xu, 2011 [8]; 
Yazan, 2017 [4]; de Araujo Donnini Rodrigues, et al., 2018 [9]), whereas the sus-
tainable identity development of the particular group of experienced teachers 
has generally been neglected over the years.  

Given the dynamic nature of teacher identity, the journey of teacher identity 
evolution over an extended period of time can be bumpy with setbacks. In fact, 
teacher identity is characterized by crisis and destabilization (Bolívar, et al., 
2014) [3]. Although identity crisis may, in some cases, promote the development 
of teacher identity (Bolívar & Domingo, 2006) [10], more often it hinders one’s 
professional identity development (Namaghi, 2009) [11] or even results in 
teachers’ exodus from the teaching profession (Yang, 2005) [12]. Since identity 
crisis is “a recurring dilemma” (Bolívar, et al., 2014, p. 106) [3] which brings de-
trimental problem for teachers to maintain high commitment to their identities 
and profession, it is of great necessity to explore teacher identity evolution and 
unveil factors causing identity crisis during the course (ibid). However, in the 
extant literature, there is a lack of comprehensive and systematic investigation of 
contributive factors for teacher identity crisis and explorations of the interaction 
between identity crisis and identity evolution are still rare.  

Among the multitude of research on language teacher identity, narrative in-
quiries (e.g., Farrell, 2011 [13]; Kanno & Stuart, 2011 [14]; Liu & Xu, 2011 [8]; 
Tsui, 2007 [15]; Johnson & Golombek, 2011 [16]) form a major strand which 
have proven the effectiveness of narratives in organizing and recounting teacher 
identity experiences. The present study therefore carries on the narrative tradi-
tion and investigates three Chinese EFL teachers’ identity evolutionary trajecto-
ries over a time span of over ten years in a higher vocational college in China, 
aiming to unveil the contributive factors of their identity crises and the interac-
tion between identity crisis and identity evolution during the course. It is hoped 
that findings of this study provide implications for scaffolding experienced lan-
guage teachers’ sustainable identity development in China and other similar L2 
contexts as well, and shed light on EFL teacher development and teacher educa-
tion. 
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The following will first review the extant literature on language teacher iden-
tity, identity evolution, and identity crisis, and then describe the methods of data 
collection and analysis of this study. Afterwards, the narratives of the three Chi-
nese EFL teachers’ identity evolution will be delineated in Section Four, followed 
by the discussions of the contributive factors for their identity crises in Section 
Five. The article will conclude by discussing implications for scaffolding lan-
guage teachers’ sustainable identity development. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1. Language Teacher Identity 

The concept of “teacher identity” first emerged in the 1980s in the field of gener-
al education as an analytic notion for studying teaching and teacher education. 
Teacher identity is an ongoing and dynamic social process of how teachers in-
terpret and reinterpret who they consider themselves to be and who they would 
like to become (Beijaard et al., 2004) [6] in relation to different ways of “inha-
biting roles, positions, and cultural imaginaries” (Holland & Lachicotte, 2007, p. 
103) [17]. According to the literature, there are two common understandings of 
teacher identity: one is that teacher identity is not a static, invariant or unitary 
construct (e.g., Varghese, et al., 2005 [18]; Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004 [6]; 
Han, 2017 [19]) because it is based on the core beliefs one has about teaching 
and being a teacher, which are continuously changing and reformed through 
experience; The second is that teacher identity is a highly contextualized, socially 
defined phenomenon (Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004) [6] that “expresses 
personal practical knowledge gained in experience, learned contextually, and 
expressed on landscapes of practice” (Xu & Connelly, 2009, p. 223) [20]. That is 
to say, teachers develop their identity in a context that brings social and cultural 
forces to bear upon that development (Holland & Lachicotte, 2007) [17]. 

There has been a burgeoning interest in language teacher identity since the 
past decade (e.g., Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009 [21]; Day & Kington, 2008 [22]; 
Han, 2017 [19]; Tsui, 2007 [15]). It is shown that language teachers negotiate 
and construct identity under the interplay of 1) personal factors, such as teacher 
emotion (Xu, Y., 2013) [23], teachers’ own English proficiency (Richards, 2008) 
[24], teaching beliefs and attitudes (Farrell, 2011) [13], or critical life events (Liu, 
2009) [25]; 2) institutional factors like work environment (Miller, 2004) [26], 
teachers’ relationships with stakeholders (administrators, colleagues, parents and 
students) (Kanno & Stuart, 2011) [14], and 3) social factors like national lan-
guage policy and reform (Liu & Xu, 2011) [8]. These multidimensional factors 
shape the kaleidoscopic nature of language teacher identity. That is to say 
language teachers’ identity contains social and individual elements simulta-
neously (Han, 2017) [19] which is influenced not only by one’s life experiences, 
family background and values, education, peronality but also by what they do in 
relation to social discourses, policies, students and parents, their colleagues and 
their practices (ibid). However, how these factors influence teacher identity evo-
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lution and how they might result in teacher identity crisis over an extended 
period of time are relatively underexplored.  

2.2. Identity Evolution and Identity Crisis 

Huberman et al. (1993) [27] identified three career phases of teachers: 1) Year 1 
- 3 career entry and early beginnings (feeling one’s way), 2) Year 4 - 6 stabiliza-
tion which has profound implications for twenty-five years, and 3) (serene or 
bitter) disengagement. So far, teacher identity construction at the beginning ca-
reer phase received much attention as discussed earlier, and studies on teacher 
identity evolution across the three phases are rare. Among the few relevant stu-
dies, Day and Kington (2008) [22] studied 300 secondary and primary school 
teachers in England over four years and found that teachers in different career 
phases experienced different scenarios that challenged their abilities to sustain 
their initial commitment. The four-year longitudinal case study of four Chinese 
EFL teachers by Xu, H. (2013) [28] revealed their professional identities change 
in the first years of teaching in K-12 schools under the mixed influences of the 
institutional contexts of school and the dynamic educational contexts. These 
studies show that teacher identity changes across career phases, however, the 
complicated process of teacher identity evolution still needs further exploration.   

The term identity crisis was coined by German psychologist Erik Erikson 
(1968) [29] to describe adolescents’ failure to achieve ego identity when facing 
dramatic physical and mental change. Focused examination on teacher identity 
crisis is scarce until now (Xun & Zheng, 2014) [30], but the handful relevant 
studies do suggest that teacher identity crisis can be triggered by factors such as 
work overload (Hargreaves, 1994) [31], educational reform (Bolívar, et al., 2014) 
[3], non-nativeness for language teachers (Shin, 2007) [32], or work environ-
ment and low payment (Yang, 2005) [12]. For instance, Shin (2007) [32] found 
the “English-only policy” which legitimizes NS as ideal language teachers led to 
identity crises in some NNS teachers in Korea. Bolívar, et al. (2014) [3] revealed 
that education reform destabilized the professional practice of 10 secondary 
teachers in Spain and brought about their identity crisis. Similarly, Zhang and 
Lam (2008) [33], using an experienced Chinese secondary school teacher of 
physics as example, pointed out that teachers who feel powerless to adapt to the 
new mode in the curriculum reform would experience identity crisis.  

Given the multifaceted nature of teacher identity, more work is still needed to 
understand how various internal and external elements contribute to language 
teachers’ identity crisis in a particular L2 context as well as how these factors 
shape language teachers’ identity evolution over time. Therefore, this study tar-
gets at three Chinese EFL teachers in a higher vocational college in China, and 
specifically addresses three questions: 1) How did their professional identities 
evolve over the past ten years? 2) Have they experienced identity crisis over the 
past ten years? If yes, what are the contributive factors? and 3) How do these 
factors influence their teacher identity evolution? 

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1107021


J. P. Xie, J. W. Dong 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1107021 5 Open Access Library Journal 
 

3. Methodology 
3.1. Narrative Inquiry  

This study took a narrative approach to explore the three Chinese EFL teachers’ 
identity evolution trajectories, given that teacher identity is closely tangled with 
teacher experience and narrative is “the best way of representing and under-
standing experience” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 18) [34]. However, as 
Bolívar (2002) [35] pointed out, while narrative inquiry respects the voices of the 
investigated subjects, this advantage can bring problems to researchers. That is, 
if the researcher respect the subjects’ emic discourses excessively, the research-
er’s interpretation may get caught inside the horizons of the subjects. To prevent 
this problem, researchers need to integrate both the emic (from within) and the 
etic (from outside) perspectives when interpreting and reconstructing the narra-
tives to portray the inner realities inscribed in the external context that provides 
meaning for the realities.  

3.2. Participants 

The three participants Linda, Shelly, and June (in pseudonyms) are full-time 
college English teachers in College A, a public vocational college in China. There 
are over 40 English teachers in College A, and most of them are Chinese EFL 
teachers who teach compulsory public English courses to Year-1 non-English 
major students. The three teachers were chosen because they are experienced 
who had been teaching in College A for over ten years by the time this study 
started. Second, they are representative of the English staff in education back-
ground (BAs in English, domestic MAs, and MA overseas returnees) and age 
group (late 40s, early 40s, and late 30s) (see Table 1 for the basic information of 
the participants). Also, one of the researchers (Researcher A henceforth, the 
other Researcher B) studied with the three teachers at a short-term training 
project and has maintained friendship with them since then for over a decade, so 
the strong rapport ensures access to their private inner stories. 

3.3. Data Collection  

The narratives of Linda, Shelly, and June were constructed and reconstructed 
over one year mainly based on their self-reflection journals and two rounds of 
in-depth interviews. 

The three teachers were first invited to write self-reflection journals to recount 
their 1) feelings and perceptions of being an English teacher in College A over  
 
Table 1. Basic information of the participants. 

Name Education background Age 
Teaching experience in 

College A by 2017 

Linda MA in English, domestic Early 40s 11 years 

Shelly MA in Business Management, overseas Late 30s 10 years 

June BA in English, domestic Late 40s 16 years 
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the years; satisfaction with the profession; perceptions of their status and social 
recognition; relationship with the institutional environment (the school, stu-
dents, colleagues); and attitudes toward socio-institutional policies and man-
agement, curriculum reform, etc.; and 2) any significant events and meaningful 
anecdotes of teaching, research, and life relevant to such feelings, perceptions, 
attitudes, and evaluations. They were given a whole winter holiday (Feb. 2017) 
for the writing and there were no word limits nor requirements about language 
or structure of the writing. They all wrote the journals in chronological order 
and Chinese.     

After obtaining insights from their journals, Researcher A conducted two 
rounds of one-to-one and face-to-face semi-structured interviews with the 
teachers. The first round was undertaken in July 2017 during which the teachers 
were invited to elaborate on what they mentioned in the journals, so that the re-
searchers could gain more insights into the teachers’ reflections and story cha-
racters, plots and contexts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) [34]. The second round 
was conducted one month later which involved more sensitive talks about the 
socio-institutional and personal factors (e.g., collegial relationship, family inci-
dents or plans) or critical events that affected their identity experiences. Each 
interview took about two hours and was recorded with their permission. Then 
the interviews were transcribed verbatim in Chinese. 

3.4. Data Analysis 

A qualitative thematic analysis of the data was carried out, which was interwo-
ven with data collection. First, a “preliminary exploratory analysis” (Creswell, 
2005, p. 237) [36] was undertaken. Both researchers first read through their 
narratives several times to obtain a general understanding. Then major recurring 
themes and categories were identified and manually coded. As discussed earlier, 
bothemic and etic views are necessary for interpreting subjects’ narratives. Re-
searcher A’spersonal close friendship with the teachers over the years kind of 
gives her a double identity of “insider” and outsider, which, though in some way 
opened an opportunity to a unusual access to the meaning reconstruction (Liu & 
Xu, 2011) [8] of the teachers’ narratives, might bring subjectivity into the inter-
pretation that can soften her judgment or even “mute the emic voice” if untamed 
(Peshkin, 1988, p. 21) [37]. To avoid this potential problem, the preliminary 
analysis and coding were carried out by both researchers independently. Then 
both researchers discussed and recoded those disagreed places.  

Three thematic phases of the teachers’ identity evolution emerged from the 
preliminary analysis: the honeymoon phase (characterized by meaning con-
structs like happiness, satisfaction, luckiness, etc.), the confusion phase (charac-
terized by loss, disappointment, hopelessness etc.), and the dilemma phase (cha-
racterized by struggle, indecisiveness, predicament, etc.). To group the categories 
that contributed to thesethematic phases, Day’s (2011) [38] categorization of the 
macro-, meso-, and micro-level influential factors of teacher identity were ap-
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plied as a guiding compass: 1) socio-cultural/policy, reflecting cultural, social 
and political expectations of teachers and teaching, as well as teachers’ educa-
tional ideals, and ethical and moral purposes; 2) workplace or socially located in-
fluences, including the micro-politics and social relationships of school, depart-
ment or classroom contexts and local conditions (pupil behavior, the quality of 
leadership, and support and feedback in teachers’ immediate work context); and 
3) personal influences, located in life outside school like personal history, 
present life, family, and a personal sense of efficacy and vulnerability. This pre-
liminary analysis revealed contributive factors to the three teachers’ identity ex-
periences from the above three levels: curriculum reform, college and school 
policy on teaching, collegial cooperation, classroom satisfaction, research, stu-
dents, promotion of professional title, personal life experience, etc. The thematic 
phases and the contributive factors formed the guiding coding scheme for the 
later main coding, as shown by Figure 1. 

The actual main coding was implemented with the assistance of Nvivo 10. The 
reflective journals and interview transcripts were imported into the software and 
coded according to the coding scheme as shown above. This round of coding al-
so, to some extent, “triangulated” (Liu & Xu, 2011, p. 184) [8] the themes and 
categories derived from the manual coding, through which several new catego-
ries (such as family situation, teacher appraising system, social status) were  
 

 
Figure 1. Coding scheme for the three Chinese EFL teachers’ identity evolution. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1107021


J. P. Xie, J. W. Dong 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1107021 8 Open Access Library Journal 
 

identified and added. Finally, the teachers’ narratives were rewritten with the 
three thematic phases of identity evolution functioning as the storyline. 
Mini-stories concerning different influencing factors were recounted and 
weaved under the three phases. The reconstructed narratives of Linda, Shelly, 
and June were sent back to them to ensure the narratives reflected their expe-
riences (Creswell, 2012) [39]. 

4. Narratives of the Chinese EFL Teachers’ Identity  
Evolution 

4.1. Case Stories 

A brief sketch of each of the three teachers’ “personal and contextual contours” 
(Xu, Y., 2013, p. 380) [23] will be presented here to help readers better under-
stand their identity evolution over the years.   

Linda was born in mid 1970s in a countryside of an underdeveloped province 
in China. Being the middle child in her family, she often played the role of 
“mother” who did most of the housework due to her mother’s poor health con-
dition. She first taught in a local primary school, during when she got married 
and had a son. Several years later, she went to an economically advanced city in 
China where she self-studied English and obtained a college diploma. To reunite 
with her husband who then moved to City A, Linda took the postgraduate en-
trance exam twice and was finally admitted by a university in City A, majoring 
in English Education. After she gained her master degree, Linda found the job in 
College A in 2006.  

Born in early 1980s, Shelly’s journey of academic pursuit was smoother than 
Linda’s, who studied in City A from kindergarten to college. Though Shelly is a 
city girl, the financial condition of her family had never been sound as her father 
passed away long ago and all life burden fell onto her mother who ran a small 
grocery store. After gaining her BA of English, Shelly studied at a university in 
UK majoring in Business Management for a master degree. After graduation, 
she came back to City A and first worked in a private college and then a year lat-
er transferred to College A in 2007.  

June has been teaching in College A for the longest time among the three. She 
was born in early 1970s in a countryside family in an inland province and simi-
lar to Linda, she shouldered much family responsibilities since childhood. After 
obtaining her BA of English from a four-year normal university in City A, she 
became a teacher in College A which was then a secondary vocational school. 
When Researcher A first met June in 2006, June was already an established fig-
ure in the school as one of the few associate professors in the English faculty of 
College A.  

4.2. Identity Evolution Trajectories 

Under the interplay of various macro-, meso-, and micro-level factors (as will be 
explicated in the next section), Linda, Shelly, and June’s teacher identity evolu-
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tion in College A displayed a similar pattern over the past ten years: first the ho-
neymoon phase during which they accepted being a higher vocational college 
English teacher, then the confusion phase when they doubted the meaning and 
value of that identity, and finally the dilemma phase during which they struggled 
over staying in or out of that identity.  

4.2.1. “At Least I Am Well-Paid!”: Honeymoon Phase   
During the beginning years in College A, the three teachers were busy adapting 
to the work environment: getting familiarized with the curriculum and the 
school policies, preparing for the new lessons, learning to fit in the collegial 
community, dealing with the students, etc. To them, everything around was new 
and unset, and they were generally happy about their identities. 

Linda cherished her job very much in the beginning years because it enabled 
her reunion with her family in City A: 

When I got the job in College A, I was happy and satisfied1 because the 
job enabled me to settle down with my family in the city after all those 
years’ hardships. I knew teaching vocational college students can be 
challenging, because they were not “good” students. Still, “I am a college 
teacher!” I told myself. The pay was also good! “What could I expect 
more?” I thought. So I worked hard and spent much time preparing the 
lessons though the students couldn’t respond well at the class due to their 
low English proficiency. 

In China, the under-achievers in Gaokao, China’s annual unified college en-
trance exam, usually enter higher vocational and technical colleges for associate 
college degree. Different from some western countries like Germany where vo-
cational education receives high appreciation, higher vocational colleges in Chi-
na are commonly considered as “inferior” to the four-year universities. But for 
Linda, the high salary offset this disadvantage. 

Unlike Linda, teaching in College A was not the desirable job for Shelly from 
the beginning, who seemed to have a strong desire to be a professional rather 
than a public course teacher:  

It’s not my dream job from the beginning as I wanted to teach professional 
course relating to my MA major! But my mum hoped me to have a stable 
job in College A: Apublic college! And strings were even pulled for me to 
enter College A. Therefore, how could I complain about the job then?  

But after an “inner weighing” of the advantages and disadvantages of teaching 
in College A, Shelly accepted herself being a public college English teacher, who 
also mentioned salary as one reason: 

Though College A is a vocational college, it’s not easy to get a job in this 
school, given the fierce competition in the job market. Besides, the salary 

 

 

1The bolded words in the excerpts of the teachers’ narratives throughout the paper implicate that 
they are emphasized by the teachers either in tone, gesture, repetition, or other ways. 
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was not bad in the first years, so I thought I could do the job for some 
years and then see how it would go.  

College A was a secondary school when June first came and one year later it 
was upgraded to a higher vocational college. With the amelioration of the 
school, June’ identity also underwent a sort of upgrade. This change exerted a 
positive influence on her at the beginning years, who joyfully embraced the new 
identity of being a college teacher: 

After the school became a higher college, I felt especially lucky but also a 
bit nervous, because I knew I should adapt to the new identity. Therefore, I 
started to do research as a college teacher should do and published several 
papers on prestigious journals. That gained me lots of confidence. However, 
I soon noticed the school hadn’t adjusted itself in administration. Never-
theless, I looked at the positive side and believed things would turn better 
gradually.  

From the above, we can see that all the three teachers were aware of the im-
perfection of their job from the very beginning, However, they generally held 
positive attitudes towards the job with the appealing salary being one major 
reason, which seems have triumphed all other disadvantages (e.g., students’ 
low English proficiency, school administration) and enabled them appreciate 
their identities. This proves that the financial element plays an important part 
in teacher identity construction and appreciation, especially for people like Lin-
da, Shelly and June who experienced hardships and financial problems in the 
past. 

4.2.2. “Am I a College Teacher?”: Confusion Phase  
After several years of teaching, the three teachers entered the mid-career phase 
who became familiarized with the institutional environment. However, they 
started to doubt the meaning of what they do as vocational college English 
teachers. That is, they all experienced identity crises. 

Linda recalled a story which propelled her to rethink herself as a vocational 
college English teacher:  

During one summer holiday, I attended a national conference about college 
English teaching. At one group discussion session, other teachers, who were 
mostly from four-year colleges and universities, shared their opinions with 
great enthusiasm and confidence. But I felt embarrassed as I had little to 
share. For the first time, it hit me that I and other undergraduate college 
teachers were so different.  

Linda elaborated in the interview: “What I do for my job is mere repetition of 
teaching and I no longer have the passion for research! But I should enjoy the 
work like them!” She also confessed that she had felt lost in her job for a long 
time: “I felt I was a mere teaching machine with no goal!” 
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Shelly also experienced identity crisis since her fourth year, whose perplexity 
mainly originated from her low job satisfaction and frustration of not being 
able to teach what she is most adept at, leading her to question the value of 
herself: 

After three years’ teaching the same stuff, I grew really bored. I got little 
satisfaction from the job. I studied Business Management, but what I have 
been teaching has nothing to do with it. I couldn’t offer my students what 
I am most adept at. Andit’s really difficult to teach the students English 
due to their weak foundation and the big class size. There’s little room for 
free play due to the unified assessment for all classes! What’s the meaning 
of being a teacher like this? 

June’s identity crisis mainly resulted from her disappointment with the college 
administration and the bleak prospect for her career development. 

After working in College A for over five years, I realized things wouldn’t 
change much in the college. I never felt appreciated and respected here! 
The administrative staff enjoy higher status than us. And there is little 
chance I obtain a higher professional title here. Even if I became a profes-
sor, I wouldn’t be treated like a real professor as in those four-year colleges 
and universities. So, what’s the point of doing the work then? 

June defined being “a real professor” as “learned teachers with high achieve-
ments in teaching and research and are highly respected by the school.” and said 
“In Colleges A, professors have little say and are not duely valued!” 

At the confusion phase, the three teachers lost their previous zest for their 
work and doubted themselved. Linda’s self-diffidence, Shelly’s inner conflict, 
and June’s deep disappointment are all symptoms of professional identity crisis 
as pointed out by Sadovnikova et al. (2016) [40].  

4.2.3. “To Leave or Not to Leave?”: Dilemma Phase 
Identity crisis is a transitional point from which one either seeks way out or 
stays until degradation (Sadovnikova et al., 2016) [40]. Being aware of the ca-
reer stagment, the three teachers started to find ways to deal with this unde-
sirable situation since the past two or three years. All of them thought of ex-
odus as a way to get out of being who they are and doing what they do. How-
ever, due to various reasons, they all faced some kind of dilemma: to leave or 
not to leave.   

Linda thought of pursuing a doctorate degree to leave the school. However, as 
a woman who is used to put family first, she found herself in a dilemma between 
career and family: 

I hoped to teach in a four-year college, and one possible way is to pursue 
a higher degree. Then I had to give this thought up because I thought of my 
son and my family who need my constant care. So, there seemed no way 
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out for me!  

Shelly also thought of pursuing the doctorate degree for a change. Unfortu-
nately, College A’s policy on staff continuing education and her family financial 
situation left her in a plight: 

The job became more and more unbearable since the past several years, so I 
realized I need to do something! I wanted to pursue a doctorate degree at 
abroad. But then I got to know that this college doesn’t allow the staff for 
full-time degree study. So it left me at a dilemma: To stay or to quit! If I 
quit, I will have financial problems; if I stay, I know I won’t be happy with 
the work. 

For June, the recent bad commute situation she emphasized is simply the last 
straw on her pile of disappointment with the job which propelled her into the 
idea of leaving the profession. But the retirement pension issue made her hesi-
tant:  

The thought of leaving the job grew stronger and stronger in the past 
three or four years, especially since I had to spend four or five hours a day 
on commute to the new suburban campus! I sometimes even laughed at 
myself at my age spending so much time on something I enjoy so little! So 
it dawned on me: Why not quit the job? But then I grew hesitant be-
cause if I quit on my part, I wouldn’t receive full retirement pension as I 
was told. 

The dilemma perplexed the three teachers for several years. Currently, Linda 
had her second child last year after the new two-child policy in China and her 
present life seems fully centered on her family. Shelly has started contacting 
overseas doctorate programs three years ago, but until recently, she is still in the 
preparation process. This overly prolonged process shows she is still troubled by 
her plight; June almost tendered her resignation letter one year ago, but at a re-
cent meeting with Researcher A, she mocked herself as: “I still haven’t decided 
yet!” 

The trajectories of the three teachers’ identity evolution over the past ten 
years, to some extent, resonate with Huberman’s (1993) [27] model of teachers’ 
career phases. That is, during the career entry phase, the three teachers expe-
rienced the exciting honeymoon phase of teacher identity. However, during the 
mid-career years, they all experienced entered the confusion and dilemma phas-
es featured by identity crisis. Contributive factors for their identity crises will be 
explicated in the following. 

5. Contributive Factors for the Chinese Teachers’  
Identity Crises 

Drawing on Day’s (2011) [38] categorization, this section will discuss the major 
contributive factors for Linda, Shelly, and June’s identity crises from the mar-
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co-level dimension of social factors, meso-level dimension of institutional fac-
tors, and micro-level dimension of personal factors.  

5.1. Macro-Level Social Factors 

Recently, there has been a curriculum reform in higher vocational college Eng-
lish teaching since China’s Vocational College English Curriculum Requirement 
(2009) promoted “General English (GE) + Professional English (PE)” as the new 
mode. GE aims at cultivating students’ general English abilities of speaking, lis-
tening, reading, and writing and PE targets at English language competence re-
lating to students’ future profession. This new mode asks for Double-qualified 
teachers who not only have knowledge in English language and teaching but also 
other subject knowledge like accounting, logistics, tourism, etc., which poses 
challenges for mostvocational college English teachers, since the majority of 
them specialize in English language or English education and have no experience 
nor qualification in other disciplines.  

This curriculum reform appeared repetitively in the teachers’ narratives. The 
glim chance of becoming a double-qualified teacher made June to doubt her 
value to the school: 

All they (the school administrative leaders) talked about now is “Double 
qualified teachers”, making us feel that we are worthless to the school! 
They urged us to learn other professional knowledge, but our teaching 
workload was still as heavy as before. They offered us no help nor chance 
to access other fields. How could we find the extra time and energy? How 
could we transform into double-qualified teachers all by ourselves?  

Shelly said the national propaganda for double-qualified teachers has put pub-
lic English teachers in College A in a more unfavorable situation: 

We public college English teachers are already peripheral members in the 
college compared with those professional course teachers. Now, with this 
“double-qualified teachers” thing going on, we became even more margi-
nalized. The college already started to hire those who once worked in a 
professional field with good English proficiency. How could we sur-
vive? 

Another reason mentioned by the teachers is the ongoing credit reduction of 
college English teaching in China. Due to the emphasis on the practical learning 
in vocational college education, the credits of public courses like college English 
are commonly reduced in recent years. In College A, the credits of college Eng-
lish decreased from 12 to 8, this made English teachers feel insecure about their 
job, as Linda remarked: 

College English course is one of the “endangered” courses and always the 
victim in the reform. Whenever they need to cut the credits, they would 
think of public English first! We feel in peril here! 
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The soundness of promoting double-qualified teachers and reducing public 
course credits is beyond the scope of the present discussion. But these broad 
social factors clearly exerted negative impact on the three teachers’ identities, 
who felt powerless to adapt to the new requirement. This finding is consistent 
with the literature (e.g., Bolívar, et al., 2014 [3]; Zhang & Lam, 2008 [33]; Van 
Lankveld et al., 2017 [41]), showing that the higher-up educational and curri-
culum reform could constrain teacher identity development if teachers are not 
well-prepared and assisted. 

5.2. Meso-Level Institutional Factors 

The institutional environment plays an unnegligible role in shaping teachers’ 
identity (Tsui, 2007 [15]; Richards, 2008 [24]). Among the many aspects, 
those relating to the direct workplace, to teaching and students, and to staff 
development are found to be major contributors to the three teachers’ identi-
ty crises.  

5.2.1. Direct Work Environment 
The immediate workplace of Linda, Shelly, and June is the school to which they 
are affiliated in College A. When invited to comment on the school community, 
Shelly recalled that she hadn’t received much help when she was newly recruited 
and sought for guidance: “I was ‘politely’ turned down when I asked to observe 
other teachers’ classes. I could only explore in the darkness, which was frustrat-
ing!” Linda shared an unpleasant incident which suggests a rather competitive 
environment: 

I tutored one student to take part in a provincial Oral English Contest, who 
won the first prize. Normally I would receive the “Best Tutor” award for 
that. But I later found out on the certificate my name was the last among 
five names! I was the only teacher who actually tutored the student!  

Linda continued to explain why this happened: tutoring students to win a 
provincial level contest can be one credential for teachers’ promotion in pro-
fessional titles. This incident led to Linda’s deep disappointment with the 
school community as the leaders didn’t consult her opinion on this matter at 
all. 

When the work environment is perceived as collegial and supportive, it en-
hances teacher identity; when perceived as competitive, hierarchical, or lacking 
in trust, it constrains teacher identity development (Van Lankveld et al., 2017) 
[41]. Shelly and Linda’s unhappy experiences discouraged them from feeling 
connected to the community with peer colleagues or forming a strong identity as 
a team member (Wenger, 1998) [42]. Shelly said she never grew the sense of be-
longing in the school while Linda’s incident caused her to withdraw herself from 
the community who “stayed as less as possible in the staff office”. 

5.2.2. Teaching and Students  
Schutz and Lee (2014, p. 174) [43] said: “In English language class, teachers 
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may feel frustrated when students’ performance did not reach teachers’ aca-
demic goals for their outcomes. In this situation, teachers might reconsider 
their teacher identity, by asking themselves: ‘can I do good job as an English 
teacher?’”. Teaching experience is particularly crucial in shaping teacher 
identity (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009) [21]. However, the three teachers re-
ported low sense of achievement from their teaching due to students’ general 
low English proficiency and large class size (60 - 120 students in a class). 
Consequently, they felt burned out after years of frustration with students. 
Moreover, teachers in College A have no access to students’ appraisal of their 
teaching performance. “This means we will never know whether we are doing 
a good job or not!” said June. Students’ evaluation score is a direct way for 
teachers to know students’ feedback about the teaching. Favorable feedback 
makes teachers feel satisfied and fulfilled, which will in turn strengthen their 
teacher identities (Van Lankveld et al., 2017) [41]. Being denied from stu-
dents’ feedback, the teachers felt unmotivated with their teaching.  

Additionally, Shelly mentioned College A’s teaching regulations. One is 
that teachers are not allowed to play videos or songs at the class. “This rule 
needs to be flexible to language teachers, because we often need to use English 
videos or songs to facilitate teaching”, Shelly said. Similarly, June said: “We 
are like employees in a private company being constantly monitored by the 
boss!” These indicate that some teaching rules in College A aroused negative 
emotions among the teachers that are detrimental to their identity apprecia-
tion. 

5.2.3. Staff Development Policy 
Teaching and research are two major parts for college teachers’ professional de-
velopment. Heavy teaching workload is one constraining factor for the teachers 
who have to work 16 - 24 teaching hours a week in average. Besides, they still 
need to meet some research requirement if they seek promotion in professional 
titles. This is challenging for them because they pointed out that they lack time 
and energy for research given their heavy teaching workload and lack of institu-
tional support. Under such circumstances, they felt hopeless in career develop-
ment, which in turn impeded their commitment to the job. 

College A’s unfavorable policy on staff development also seem to contribute to 
their identity crises. For instance, Shelly had to face the difficult choice of quit-
ting the job or not in order to pursue her doctorate degree study. This unsup-
portive policy makes the teachers feel untrusted, as Shelly said: “The college 
doesn’t encourage staff development or trust us, that’s why they made this poli-
cy.” 

When teachers see limited professional development possibilities, the poten-
tial to envision themselves as senior teachers in the future will be curtailed, 
which would lead to exodus from the profession. This partly explains why the 
three teachers thought of leaving the job as a way out. 
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5.3. Micro-Level Personal Factors 

There is a developing awareness of connections between teachers’ private lives 
and their professional thoughts and actions (Goodson, 2003) [44]. An important 
self of teachers are family situated, therefore, family situation, family plan or 
family change can influence teacher identity development. In Linda’s case, fami-
ly responsibility caused her to give up her own career pursuit, and the second 
child distracted her attention even changed her understanding of teaching: “I 
now see myself mainly as a mother and less as a teacher! Teaching may not be as 
important as I used to think.” 

Similarly, Shelly’s family financial situation puts her in a predicament, which 
also drove her into a prolonged preparation for leaving the college. June had a 
divorce one year ago which seemed changed her way of looking at teaching dras-
tically: “The divorce made me realize that I don’t need to be fully devoted 
toteaching, there are more important things!” Clearly, June’s case resonates with 
what Liu (2009) [25] found that dramatic occurrences in one’s private life exert 
great influence on teacher identity shifts. 

6. Conclusions 

This study delineates the identity evolutionary trajectories of three Chinese EFL 
teachers in a higher vocational college in China, who underwent the honeymoon 
phase during early career years to confusion and dilemma phases during 
mid-career years and experienced identity crisis under the interactions of ma-
cro-level social factors, meso-level institutional factors, and micro-level personal 
factors. This study also shows that experienced language teachers are also vul-
nerable to identity crisis during the mid-career phase, which is detrimental to 
their identity development. Though the experiences of the three teachers cannot 
be unreasonably generalized, their experiences are representative to many 
mid-career language teachers in vocational colleges in China. Therefore, scaf-
folding language teacher identity development should be practiced not only on 
pre-service or novice teachers, but also continuously on experienced teachers, so 
as to help teachers maintain high commitment to the teaching throughout the 
whole teaching career.  

To scaffold language teachers’ sustainable identity development throughout 
their mid-career phase, the following recommendations are raised. At the ma-
cro-level, systematic and practical support from the society and institutions 
should be provided before and when initiating a language teaching reform and 
collegiate support and cooperation are recommended to help teachers adapt to 
the reform; at the meso-level, creating and maintaining a supportive and teach-
er-empowering community environment, offering regular in-service training on 
research and teaching, and formulating encouraging policy on teacher career 
development and teacher continuing learning and education are suggested for 
language teachers’ sustainable professional development; at the micro-level, it is 
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advocated that trade unions for teacher create various on-line and off-line plat-
forms for peer-assistance among teachers and offer professional psychological 
counselling for teachers in need to prevent or lessen the negative impact from 
teachers’ family affairs and personal problems.  

This narrative study, by revealing the dynamic process of language teacher 
identity evolution over time as well as the various factors resulting in their iden-
tity crisis, draws our attention to the group of experienced language teachers and 
provides implications for EFL teacher development and teacher education in 
China and other similar L2 contexts. 
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