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Abstract: Drawing on Yuan et al.’s (2020) framework on teachers’ 

identity, this qualitative study examined the identities of seven 

Vietnamese English as a Foreign Language (EFL) minority high school 

teachers, focusing on their construction and teaching practices through 

metaphorical discourses. Through the teachers’ reflections on their 

Vietnamese minority students in disadvantaged locations, they chose to 

(i) innovatively adopt their ways of teaching, (ii) openly promote their 

identification and recognition of cultural differences, (iii) responsibly 

guide their students to become effective and employable future 

workers, (iv) passionately connect many relevant people to promote a 

learning culture and fund knowledge for their students, and (v) conduct 

their own research to seek educational solutions. The findings 

contribute to expanding the understanding of teacher identity within 

EFL education. 

Keywords: language teacher identity; metaphor; teachers of minority; 

English language education; K-12 education 

 

In the context of globalization and the internationalization of education, English language 

teachers work at the intersection of global discourses and local practices. These dynamics shape 

English language teacher identity (LTI; plural LTIs), which is widely understood as a socially 

constructed, context-sensitive, and evolving process that reflects who teachers are, what they stand 

for in relation to others, and how they are shaped over time (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Varghese 

et al., 2005, 2016). 

Despite increasing recognition of LTI in language education, important gaps remain in 

understanding how domestically trained EFL teachers working with ethnic minority students 

construct and negotiate their professional identities. Although Vietnamese EFL teacher identity has 
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been examined empirically (Nguyen & Huynh, 2023; Nguyen & Nguyen, 2024), the experiences 

of teachers working in socioeconomically disadvantaged contexts with ethnolinguistically diverse 

student populations remain largely missing from the literature. 

To address this gap, the study adopts metaphorical analysis because metaphors are not 

merely descriptive devices but “cognitive mechanisms” that reveal how teachers understand their 

roles, position themselves in complex educational settings, and make sense of their professional 

experiences (Zhao et al., 2010, p. 381). Metaphorical discourse can uncover tacit, embodied, and 

socially negotiated aspects of teacher identity that may not emerge through direct questioning alone 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011). By examining the metaphorical language 

teachers use, the study accesses the cognitive schemata that guide pedagogical decision-making, 

the social networks that shape professional meaning, and the emotional labor involved in teaching 

ethnolinguistic minority students (Yuan et al., 2020). This approach is especially suitable for 

marginalized contexts, where identity construction involves negotiating global educational 

discourses, national policy mandates, local cultural knowledge, and personal commitments to 

educational equity. 

 

Context 

 

Vietnam has 54 officially recognized ethnic groups, although the Kinh make up about 85% 

of the population (General Statistical Office, 2019). The remaining groups, numbering around 14 

million people, mainly live in mountainous and highland areas and have distinct languages, 

cultures, and histories. These ethnic minorities (EMs) are concentrated in remote regions with 

limited infrastructure, resources, and economic opportunities (Bui et al., 2021). In education, both 

EM teachers and students face persistent disadvantage. Minority teachers often have less access to 

resources, training, and recognition (Nguyen & Huynh, 2023; Nguyen & Dang, 2019; Nguyen et 

al., 2024), while EM children experience much higher multidimensional poverty than their Kinh 

peers (35.9% vs. 6.5%) (UNICEF, 2025). Other factors, including early marriage, low parental 

involvement, and long travel distances to school, further contribute to high upper-secondary 

dropout rates among EM students (Trieu & Jayakody, 2018). Together, these conditions create 

serious inequities in EM educational contexts. 

Vietnam’s promotion of English-language education is closely tied to its goals of economic 

development and global integration (Nguyen & Nguyen, 2024; Ngo & Tran, 2024). As the country 

shifted toward a market-oriented economy, English came to be seen as essential for globalization 

and better employment prospects (Ngo & Tran, 2024). These aims were embodied in major top-

down reforms, especially the National Foreign Language Project 2020, later extended to 2025 

(Vietnamese Government, 2008, 2017). Project 2020 introduced English from Grade 3 nationwide 

and standardized state textbooks around Kinh-centered language forms (Ngo & Tran, 2024; Doan, 

2005; Truong, 2011). It was intended to expand access to English and improve future employability 

for all students, including those from disadvantaged EM backgrounds (Tran & Walter, 2010; 

Baulch et al., 2002). More broadly, these reforms reflect an ambitious effort to unify diverse 

sociocultural, socioeconomic, and sociopolitical groups across the country. 

However, achieving these goals remains difficult. Historically, English education was 

largely limited to Kinh students in urban, well-resourced areas. Teacher shortages and uneven 

teacher quality have already posed major challenges to Project 2020 even in better-resourced cities 

(Nguyen, 2020), and these problems are more severe in mountainous areas due to recruitment 

difficulties and cultural differences. EM students are also required to use the same textbooks, which 
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largely reflect Kinh cultural norms (Nguyen, 2023). At the same time, enduring ethnocentric 

attitudes in Vietnamese society discourage EM groups from integrating into mainstream schooling 

(Karlidag-Dennis et al., 2020; Le, 2019; Nguyen & Ha, 2023), increasing the risk of alienating EM 

students even further. 

This study focuses on seven EFL teachers working in K-12 (Grades 10-12) serving EMs in 

Southern Vietnam (which comprises only 6.56% of the total EM groups in the country, as cited in 

Nguyen, 2023). Their lived experiences enacting national English education policy in contexts of 

profound disadvantage are believed to reveal both the agency teachers exercise in creating 

culturally responsive pedagogy and the structural constraints that limit their effectiveness. 

Understanding how these teachers construct professional identity amid such complexity offers 

essential insights to improve policy support, professional development, and educational equity for 

Vietnam’s most marginalized student groups. Guided by Yuan et al.’s (2020) framework 

conceptualizing teacher identity through cognitive, social, and emotional dimensions, this study 

aims to examine the construction of metaphorical identities among Vietnamese EFL teachers in 

ethnolinguistically diverse settings of EM students to uncover how the teachers navigate tensions 

between centralized curriculum expectations and localized pedagogical needs through their identity 

constructions. To achieve this aim, the study asks: 

1. What metaphorical identities do Vietnamese EFL teachers working with EM 

students construct in relation to their professional practice? 

2. How do these metaphorical identities reflect the cognitive, social, and 

emotional dimensions of teacher identity within the specific context of 

socioeconomically disadvantaged educational settings? 

 

Literature review 

 

Language Teacher Identity  

 

Language teacher identity (LTI) is widely understood as a dynamic, negotiated, and 

context-sensitive process shaped by personal history, institutional positioning, and social discourse 

rather than a fixed attribute (Barkhuizen & Mendieta, 2020; Varghese et al., 2005). Varghese et al. 

(2005) define teacher identity as “who [teachers] are and what they bring with them, individually 

and collectively, matters in what and how they teach and thus, to students, families, communities, 

and institutions” (p. 548). This view moves beyond seeing teachers as mere technicians who 

implement formal training and instead positions them as agents of change who bring sociocultural 

knowledge into their teaching. Accordingly, LTI has often been conceptualized through four facets, 

namely claimed, assigned, practiced, and imagined identities, highlighting its socially constructed 

and post-structural nature (Barkhuizen, 2017; Fairley, 2020; Kayi-Aydar, 2019; Varghese et al., 

2016). This perspective has been widely adopted in studies both internationally (e.g., Groenewald 

& Arnold, 2024; Nazari et al., 2023; Nigar et al., 2025; Prince, 2023) and in Vietnam (e.g., Nguyen 

& Ngo, 2023; Nguyen & Nguyen, 2024; Nguyen et al., 2022; Vu & Dinh, 2024). For instance, 

Nguyen et al. (2022) and Nguyen and Nguyen (2024) found that Vietnamese EFL teachers in 

primary schools and private language centers both struggled to reconcile assigned and claimed 

identities. Across Vietnamese and international studies, a recurring theme is the role of emotions 

and agency in shaping and negotiating LTIs (e.g., Barkhuizen & Mendieta, 2020; Espinal Meza, 

2025; Song, 2025). Therefore, this study adopts a sociocultural lens, viewing teacher identity as 

constructed through interactions with students, colleagues, school leaders, and parents (Barkhuizen 
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& Mendieta, 2020; Miller, 2009; Tsui, 2007). It also draws on Yuan et al.’s (2020) framework, 

which conceptualizes teacher identity construction as cognitive, social, and emotional, in line with 

both foundational and recent scholarship (e.g., Espinal Meza, 2025; Song, 2025; Varghese et al., 

2005). Given the focus on Vietnamese non-native English language teachers, this study emphasizes 

identity formation as a nonlinear process shaped by the ongoing negotiation of multilayered, multi-

contextual conflicts. 

 

Metaphor as a lens to understand teacher identity 

 

Metaphors have been widely studied as diagnostic, developmental, and cultural tools that 

reveal how pedagogy and emotion are intertwined in teachers’ work (e.g., Alger, 2009; Donaghue, 

2003; Farrell, 2011; Gillis & Johnson, 2002; Massengill Shaw & Mahlios, 2008; Thomas & 

Beauchamp, 2011; Trent, 2017; Trent & Nguyen, 2021; Zhao et al., 2010). Drawing on Lakoff and 

Johnson’s (1980) view that metaphor structures cognition and experience rather than merely 

decorating language, teacher identity research has used metaphor as more than simple description. 

Although a metaphor has been defined as “an implied analogy which imaginatively identifies one 

object with another” (Holman, 1980, p. 264), and traditionally understood as a tenor-vehicle 

mapping, a sociocultural view treats it more deeply as one of the “analogic devices that lie beneath 

the surface of a person’s awareness and serve as a cognitive device as a means for framing and 

defining experience to achieve meaning about one’s life” (Massengill Shaw & Mahlios, 2008, p. 

35, added emphasis). In this sense, metaphors do not simply describe teaching, but reveal how 

teachers understand who they are, where they stand professionally, and how their work unfolds. 

The value of metaphors as reflective tools in professional learning is well documented. 

They can help teachers scaffold change, improve attitudes, and strengthen teaching by raising 

teachers’ and learners’ awareness of themselves and their learners (Donaghue, 2003; Gillis & 

Johnson, 2002). For instance, Thomas and Beauchamp (2011) used metaphors to explore the 

identities of beginning teachers, helping them understand the developmental process new teachers 

undergo and to focus on the teacher rather than generic professional roles. Their study identified 

two sub-themes linked to expected stages of self-doubt and questioning, offering insights into how 

novice teachers can be better supported. Without such support, they may struggle to overcome 

challenges in their teaching contexts and may become even more disappointed with teaching. 

Culturally, metaphorical choice is shaped by local pedagogical models (Alger, 2009), and 

reflective frameworks show how such images can support teachers’ professional development 

(Farrell, 2011). In policy-intensive contexts, metaphors also interact with broader discourses of 

language, curriculum, and professionalism rather than functioning as purely private imagery (Trent, 

2017). Recent studies further link metaphor use to culturally responsive teaching (CRT) 

dispositions among pre-service teachers (Ridenour, 2020). CRT, which is central to this study, has 

been regarded as an important means of promoting educational equity (Abacioglu et al., 2020; 

Nguyen & Huynh, 2023; Okilwa et al., 2025) and is defined as “using the cultural knowledge, prior 

experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make 

learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them” (Gay, 2018, p. 36). In Vietnam, 

however, CRT has received limited scholarly attention despite the country’s ethnic diversity 

(DeJaeghere et al., 2023; Karlidag-Dennis et al., 2020). More recent work shows that national 

monolingual language policy creates structural barriers that EM students internalize as a “language-

as-problem” discourse (Nguyen & Ha, 2023; Nguyen & Hamid, 2018), that teachers’ deficit views 

of EM students may reinforce these barriers (DeJaeghere et al., 2023), and that culturally 
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responsive practice often develops through teachers’ own community engagement rather than 

formal teacher education (Nguyen & Huynh, 2023). Together, these studies suggest that CRT in 

Vietnam is still individually negotiated rather than institutionally supported. 

However, these studies remain largely descriptive and do not show clearly what metaphors 

do for identity, especially in relation to Yuan et al.’s (2020) cognitive, social, and emotional 

dimensions. Mapping teacher metaphors onto this tripartite framework helps avoid reductionism 

by showing how a single image can simultaneously organize cognitive schemata for pedagogical 

decision-making, index teachers’ interactions with diverse stakeholders in communities of practice, 

and express the emotional labor tied to teacher identity. A cognitive lens reveals how teachers 

transform their practice through planning, enactment, and evaluation (Berzonsky, 2011). A social 

lens highlights how they build support networks, interact with students, and negotiate school 

culture and policy (Chan & Lo, 2017; Trent & Nguyen, 2021; Xu, 2013). An emotional lens reveals 

the positive and negative feelings embedded in pedagogical work (Kocabaş-Gedik & Ortaçtepe 

Hart, 2020; Nguyen & Ngo, 2023; Song, 2016; Timoštšuk & Ugaste, 2010). When combined with 

Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) ontological, orientational, and structural metaphors, Yuan et al.’s 

framework provides a more systematic way to move from descriptive metaphor labels to narrative 

understandings of teacher identity and to identify more targeted forms of professional support. 

This study builds on these insights by arguing that metaphor-based research on teacher 

identity can support teachers’ resilience, more positive responses to professional demands, and 

greater willingness to seek collaborative support rather than manage challenges alone, particularly 

among novice teachers. 

 

Metaphors to understand English-as-a-Foreign-Language (EFL) teacher identity 

 

More attention has been paid to the conceptualization of EFL teacher identities through 

metaphorical analyses. The scholarship on LTI from a metaphorical lens has revealed some 

insightful and troubling realities of teachers. Torghabeh (2009) observed that Iranian teachers 

positioned themselves as knowledge providers, friends, class organizers, and sociable nurturers. 

Similarly, Nagamine (2012) found that four Japanese pre-service teachers’ identities shifted from 

being centered on an “ideal-self” (their current state and hoped existence) to an “ought-to self.” 

(how they are expected to be, socially and educationally as a teacher), akin to claimed and assigned 

identities by Varghese et al. (2005), in Taiwan, where Chien (2020) researched eight student 

teachers in a four-year teacher education program. Chien found that pre-service teachers’ identities 

tend to be shaped by their engagement in observation and demonstration. Despite holding generally 

positive attitudes towards using writing-based metaphors for reflection, they appeared to perceive 

themselves differently when participating in teaching demonstrations, which influenced their 

prospective teaching decisions. However, Chien’s (2020) findings contrast with those of Zhao and 

Huang’s (2008) study, where their teachers are perceived as no more than manual laborers who 

transmit knowledge to students. 

In Vietnam, EFL Vietnamese teacher identity has been extensively researched (Dang, 2013; 

Le, 2013; Nguyen, 2019; Nguyen & Nguyen, 2024; Tran et al., 2017; Vu, 2017), yet very little has 

been discovered regarding metaphorical discourses. In a study, Nguyen (2016) examined a group 

of six experienced primary EFL teachers in Vietnam, focusing on how well the teachers understand 

themselves and their positioning in relation to their work. Using life-history interviews, Nguyen 

found that primary EFL teachers should act much like those in the fields of art, motherhood, law, 

culture, and democracy. Drawing on the conclusions of Nguyen (2016) and to expand our 
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theoretical and empirical understanding of EFL teacher identity, we wish to contribute to the 

developing literature with consideration of socioeconomically disadvantaged educational contexts 

in Asia, where practitioners appear to be regarded as the limited sources of the students’ in-class 

engagement and interaction with others. This lack of recognition appears to stem from perceived 

incompetence in teaching their culturally diverse students, a passive role of merely translating 

knowledge and skills from their teacher education programs, and poor communication with 

stakeholders. To fill these gaps, this study examines the metaphors that EFL teachers consciously 

or unconsciously use to construct their professional identities.  

 

Methodology 

 

Research design 

 

This study adopted a qualitative, interpretive design to examine how Vietnamese high 

school English teachers, working with minority students, construct their professional identities. 

This approach was appropriate because it focused on how teachers made meaning of their 

experiences, positioned themselves, and used metaphorical language to describe their professional 

roles (Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011). Identity was viewed as socially and discursively constructed 

and was therefore best explored through participants’ narratives and situated reflections. 

The study involved seven teachers. As in other qualitative studies conducted in hard-to-

reach, disadvantaged EM school contexts, participant recruitment was difficult, which partly 

explains the small sample size (e.g., Nguyen & Ha, 2023; Nguyen & Huynh, 2023). However, 

based on the principle of information power, a small sample can still be adequate when the study 

has a focused aim, high-quality dialogue, and in-depth analysis (Maher, 2025). Because the study 

included two in-depth interviews per participant, supplemented by reflective writing, it generated 

a rich and comprehensive account of participants’ experiences. 

 

Participants 

 

Participants were seven K-12 high school EFL teachers (Grades 10-12) working in 

disadvantaged schools serving ethnically diverse student populations in Southern Vietnam. 

Participants were recruited purposively through the first author’s professional network. Invitations 

were disseminated (n = 30) via teacher educators and supervisors who worked closely with EFL 

teachers in culturally and linguistically disadvantaged schools. Ten teachers initially consented to 

participate; three later withdrew due to competing commitments, resulting in seven participants.  

All participants in the final sample were women, reflecting the gendered composition of 

the K-12 teaching workforce in Vietnam (Dang et al., 2023). Inclusion criteria were: (a) completion 

of a 3-4-year teacher education program, (b) current teaching in a disadvantaged high school with 

ethnic minority students, and (c) at least two years of teaching experience in comparable contexts. 

Pseudonyms are used throughout. The teachers' demographics are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Demographics 

 Mary Alice Ellie Michelle Elizabeth Carolina Christopher 

Age 29 31 35 27 37 30 39 

Lang. profc. (1) B2 B2 C1 B2 B2 C1 C2 

T.E(2) 5 8 10 3 10 6 14 

Qualification BA MA BA BA MA BA BA 

Int’ exp. (3) No Yes No Yes Yes No No 

 

1) Language proficiency (Common European Framework of Reference) 

2) Teaching experience with high-school minority students (years) 

3) International experience: either travel to or study in a foreign country 

 

Data collection 

 

Qualitative data were the main source for this study and included two interviews with each 

participant and reflective notes. Vietnamese was used throughout data collection to enhance 

accuracy and participant comfort (Zhao et al., 2010). Before the interviews, the first author met 

briefly online with each teacher to introduce the study, review the prompts, and explain the 

timeline. Interviews were conducted individually via Zoom, audio-recorded with consent, and 

transcribed verbatim. After the first interview, transcripts were returned to participants for 

checking, and follow-up prompts were developed for the second interview. 

The first interview, conducted by the first author, focused on participants’ reflections on 

teacher education, early teaching experiences, their students’ advantages and disadvantages, their 

professional development over time, key moments that shaped their careers, and suggestions for 

academic and professional support. Afterward, participants were invited to write short reflective 

stories based on the issues discussed in the interview. 

The second interview was conducted to confirm the first author’s understanding of what 

participants had shared in the first interview and in their spontaneous conversations. These 

discussions were informed by his regular reading of Vietnamese educational sources, including 

newspapers and journal articles, as well as his observations from field trips to schools serving 

Grade 6–12 EM students over the past three years. He shared these stories with participants to 

prompt further discussion of events. This interview also included contextual and policy-related 

issues surrounding minority schooling, allowing participants to link personal experiences with 

broader structural conditions. 

 

Data analysis 

 

Analysis was iterative and inductive, informed by qualitative coding procedures associated 

with constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014) and established approaches to metaphor 

analysis in education (Cameron, 2003; Charteris-Black, 2004). The analytic focus was on how 

teachers’ metaphorical language functioned to construct identity claims (Thomas & Beauchamp, 

2011). The first author began with an extended familiarization phase, reading interview transcripts 

and reflective notes repeatedly and writing analytic memos to document initial interpretations. 

Following this, transcripts were coded line-by-line to capture identity-relevant meanings 

(e.g., roles, responsibilities, emotions, constraints, and expressions of agency). Drawing on the 
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tenor-vehicle principle of metaphor identification, the metaphorical codes were then identified 

based on metaphorical meaning. These codes were subsequently compared across the participants 

through constant comparison and organized into metaphorical themes that captured patterned 

identity constructions. This process generated a pool of thirty metaphorical codes, which were 

progressively refined into five broader metaphorical themes. Finally, themes were stabilized 

through checks for consistency within each theme and clarity between themes. Table 2 presents the 

metaphorical codes and their broader themes, accompanied by representative excerpts that 

illustrate each theme and its contribution to understanding teachers’ identity work.  

 

Ethical considerations 

 

This study was conducted in accordance with applicable ethical standards and institutional 

guidelines. All procedures involving human participants, where relevant, were reviewed and 

approved by the appropriate ethics committee or institutional review board. Informed consent was 

obtained from all participants prior to inclusion in the study, and all data were collected, stored, 

and analyzed in a manner that protected confidentiality and privacy. 

 

Table 2 

Coding schemes 

Theme Code Description Example excerpt 

EFL teachers 

as innovators 

Detail-oriented 

instructors 

Teacher frames effective 

teaching as careful improvement 

through seeking practical 

professional development, 

refining lesson delivery, and 

linking content to learners’ 

needs. 

“Provide her with practical 

knowledge about teaching 

which [she] deliberately believe 

can benefit [her] students.” 

Critical writers Teacher emphasizes critical 

engagement (e.g., weighing 

perspectives, critique, reflective 

stance toward knowledge and 

decisions). 

Students “were encouraged to 

seek why thinking-about-two-

sides-of-the-coin is a Good 

practice for them to make better 

decisions.” 

Caring teachers Teacher foregrounds ethics of 

support, emotional protection, 

and relational sensitivity to 

learner vulnerability. 

“I do not want to push them and 

simply say ‘Please don’t be 

silent,’ which may hurt them…” 

 Far-sighted 

planners 

Teacher plans beyond immediate 

lesson goals to students’ longer-

term trajectories. 

“I wish to bring more 

opportunities to shape my 

students’ communication, 

teamwork, and presentation 

skills…” 

 Reflective 

narrators 

Teacher uses autobiographical 

reflection to explain current 

pedagogy and identity. 

“I deeply appreciated the 

diversity of my former professor 

in Australia… [who] fully 

recognized my voice…” 
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Table 2 

Continued 

EFL teachers 

as 

ambassadors 

Language 

advocates 

Teacher legitimizes students’ L1 

and linguistic rights. 

“I care about the needs of the 

Nùng-language as my students’ 

L1. I had no reason to prevent 

them…” 

Intercultural 

supporters 

Teacher supports learners’ 

intercultural participation and 

voice across difference. 

“I deeply appreciated the 

diversity… after she fully 

recognized my voice…” 

Holders of 

respect 

Teacher positions self as 

respecting students and their 

cultures, treating community 

knowledge as legitimate. 

“Regardless, we care about their 

knowledge that represents their 

cultural groups.” 

Responsible 

instructors 

Teacher frames instruction as 

ethically oriented through 

supporting students’ growth and 

avoiding deficit views. 

“To be as open as possible 

because making mistake[s] is 

not bad, as it is a good start…” 

Learners of 

culture 

Teacher explicitly treats 

language and culture as 

inseparable to teach English 

meaningfully. 

“The learning of language 

should go together with 

culture…” 

Culturally 

responsive 

trainers 

Teacher adapts support to 

learners’ identities and family 

context to seek culturally 

sensitive solutions. 

“There should be more time to 

be with them and know what’s 

going on… even their family…” 

Risk takers Teacher takes pedagogical risks 

by allowing L1 use and 

tolerating mistakes. 

“I have hardly regretted that I 

agreed for them to follow their 

talk.” 

Cross-cultural 

teachers 

Teacher constructs self as 

operating across national and 

global discourses, translating 

experiences into classroom 

practice. 

“I deeply appreciated the 

diversity… [it] shaped me 

personally, academically, and 

professionally.” 

EFL teachers 

as mentors 

Listeners Teacher frames role as attentive 

listener to students’ concerns, 

questions, and lived constraints. 

“I had more chance[s] of 

listening to their concerns and 

questions…” 

 Advice givers Teacher provides guidance on 

students’ future paths. 

“To advise students on their 

college majors, Michelle 

regularly spoke to her small-

sized-class students…” 

 Decision 

makers 

Teacher orients learners to 

decision-making as a core 

developmental task. 

“Thinking-about-two-sides-of-

the-coin… to make better 

decisions.” 
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Table 2 

Continued 

 Critical thinkers Teacher highlights awareness-

building, perspective-taking, and 

preparing students to think 

beyond immediate surroundings. 

Students’ “lower levels of 

awareness of what happens out 

there… and how carefully they 

can prepare…” 

Problem solvers Teacher positions self as actively 

identifying constraints and 

crafting workable solutions. 

“Discuss viable solutions to deal 

with poorly-equipped 

facilities…” 

Wholehearted 

planners 

Teacher plans sustained 

developmental support. 

“Monthly events lasting from 

the first semester to the 

second… Whatever colleges… I 

will be very proud…” 

EFL teachers 

as bridge-

builders 

Public speakers Teacher identity is tied to public-

facing communication that 

expands student opportunities. 

“Shape my students’ 

communication… and 

presentation skills in our 

monthly events…” 

Event planners Teacher organizes events to 

connect school-home-community 

and push student futures forward. 

“Our monthly meeting… widen 

our connection with other 

partners… involve their 

parents…” 

Course 

designers 

Teacher designs learning 

activities to connect curriculum 

with the real world. 

“Alice proposed project-based 

teaching…” 

Advocates of 

challenge 

Teacher pushes for tougher 

growth experiences for student 

self-development and 

employability. 

“Provide… strenuous exercise 

for the purpose of self-growth 

and career preparedness.” 

Fair players Teacher advocates fairness in 

access and resources. 

“Education should be equal… 

regardless of geographical 

locations” 

EFL teachers 

as researchers 

Disciplined 

researchers 

Teacher uses research to examine 

problems systematically and 

build reasoning. 

Research “helped me to 

examine the current problems 

carefully… not solely… from 

the surface.” 

Active members Teacher positions self as part of a 

community of practice. 

“Community of practice is what 

Christopher tried to apply…” 

 International 

participants 

Teacher seeks research learning 

opportunities and frames 

research as globally connected. 

“I wish to apply for more 

programs… to understand how 

research is actually done in the 

world…” 
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Table 2 

Continued 
 Advantaged 

speakers 

Teacher foregrounds voice 

recognition as enabling 

professional confidence and 

pedagogical stance. 

“She fully recognized my 

voice…” 

Data collectors Teacher describes gathering data 

in school settings, via peer-

supported inquiry and 

documentation. 

“Voluntary work as a data 

collector… ask[ed] for her 

support to collect data…” 

Ethical readers Teacher emphasizes reading data 

with reflexivity, resisting 

subjectivity, and considering 

others’ worlds. 

“Responsibly collect and read 

the data… avoid subjective 

thought…” 

 

Findings and Discussion 

 

This study reveals five interconnected identity constructions among Vietnamese EFL 

teachers working with EM students, each reflecting complex negotiations between global 

educational discourses and local contextual complexities. 

  

EFL teachers as innovators  

 

Being “innovators” reflects teachers’ efforts to move beyond the assigned, conventional 

role of teachers and rethink what their teaching should be. Unlike Zhao and Huang’s (2008) finding 

that Asian teachers are often seen as knowledge transmitters, the participants here viewed 

themselves as expected to be effective teachers. Although constrained by the centralized MOET 

curriculum, all sought professional development through conversations with colleagues. For 

instance, Ellie, Mary, and Christopher valued the annual professional development events 

organized by the regional department of education and training for the opportunities to connect 

with other local teachers. Christopher explained, “I didn’t care about what the trainers offered me, 

but I am particularly curious about discussions with some other colleagues outside my school”. By 

contrast, Ellie valued colleagues from other parts of the region because they could “provide her 

with practical knowledge about teaching which [she] deliberately believe can benefit [her] 

students.” These accounts suggest that culture-embedded knowledge mattered more to them than 

problem-solving activities in managing their classrooms (Yuan et al., 2020). 

The “innovator” identity also emerged through teachers’ deliberate efforts to integrate 

critical thinking and intercultural competence into their practice. In response to globalization, Mary 

wanted to improve her students’ English communicative competence, seeing lessons as more than 

grammar instruction. This aligns with the view that teachers should bring global knowledge into 

the classroom (Chien, 2020; Klippel, 2017; Schefers, 2026; Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011). She 

also used student-centered approaches to encourage critical thinking through problem-solving and 

believed that internalizing textbook knowledge could expand students’ understanding of how 

English is used in real life. Similarly, although Michelle spent extra time connecting textbook 

content to life events, she was encouraged by how students’ prior knowledge could support their 

later confidence. Alice, meanwhile, promoted project-based teaching, through which her students 
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“were encouraged to seek why thinking-about-two-sides-of-the-coin is a good practice for them to 

make better decisions”. Such activities may help strengthen students’ critical thinking skills when 

making difficult life choices (Farrell, 2011). 

These pedagogical adaptations are analytically significant because of the institutional 

context in which they occur. DeJaeghere et al. (2023) found that many teachers in Vietnamese 

lower secondary schools serving EM students explained low academic performance through deficit 

beliefs such as “poor academic ability” and “low level of thinking” (p. 406), rather than through 

the systemic and structural disadvantages EM students face. Against this backdrop, Mary’s student-

centered teaching, Alice’s project-based activities, and Michelle’s efforts to connect textbook 

content with lived experience are not simply creative choices. Rather, they implicitly resist this 

deficit discourse, which appears deeply normalized in comparable Vietnamese educational settings. 

Similarly, Alice viewed language learning as inseparable from culture (Nguyen & Ha, 2023; 

Risager, 2011a, 2011b; Vu et al., 2025). Based on this belief, she studied a wide range of cultural 

knowledge expressed through English in global contexts and taught in ways that drew on students’ 

cultural backgrounds and supported their development as agentic transformers of knowledge. 

Consistent with previous research, she first elicited students’ prior knowledge and learned about 

their cultural backgrounds before introducing new topics (Ou & Gu, 2018; Romijn et al., 2021). 

This relational and culturally grounded approach reflects transformative teacher agency, as 

identified by Nguyen and Huynh (2023), as central to meaningful culturally responsive practice 

among teachers of ethnic minority students in the Central Highlands. Like the innovators in the 

present study, those teachers developed inclusive pedagogies not through formal training but 

through autonomous and curious engagement with their students’ communities and cultures. These 

findings support the view that language teacher identities are not simply assigned but are negotiated 

in relation to contextual realities (Nazari & Karimpour, 2022; Nguyen & Nguyen, 2024; Nguyen 

et al., 2022; Varghese et al., 2005). 

A significant finding was that participants positioned students’ L1 as a pedagogical resource 

rather than an obstacle. This contrasts with earlier studies on EM students in Vietnam, where both 

participants and policies viewed L1 as a barrier to academic success (Karlidag-Dennis et al., 2020; 

Nguyen & Ha, 2023; Nguyen & Hamid, 2018). Although Alice was concerned about the dominance 

of L1 in her classroom, she also saw positive change. She viewed students’ L1 as enabling them to 

exercise agency across languages and support their English learning. It also allowed them to 

position themselves differently in class. Despite holding conflicting identities, her students felt 

empowered because they recognized their self-importance and opportunities for cultural exchange, 

which strengthened their sense of self during classroom discussions. Alice’s acknowledgment of 

students’ L1 and their resulting classroom use of it reflects the relevance of translanguaging 

pedagogy, which draws on learners’ full linguistic repertoires and empowers them to use all their 

language resources to support learning (Cenoz & Gorter, 2020; Liu et al., 2020; Nguyen & Ha, 

2023). Her reflection also suggests movement toward becoming a culturally responsive teacher 

(Nguyen & Ha, 2023). 

Metaphorically, this theme unfolded in an inclusive way, strengthening the teachers’ sense 

of fulfillment in their careers. This fulfillment appeared in roles such as “detail-oriented 

instructors”, “critical writers”, “caring teachers”, “far-sighted planners”, and “reflective narrators.” 

However, the tension between innovation and institutional constraint remained unresolved. This is 

evident in Christopher’s comment that he “didn’t care about what trainers offered”, suggesting that 

central authorities may fail to address contextual needs adequately. This echoes Nguyen and 

Huynh’s (2023) finding that teacher education in Vietnam has largely failed to prepare teachers for 
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the ethnic, linguistic, and cultural diversity of minority-serving schools, leaving individual agency 

to bear responsibilities that institutions should support. This raises important questions about whose 

knowledge is valued in educational reform and professional development for minority teachers 

(Espinal Meza, 2025). 

 

EFL teachers as ambassadors 

 

The metaphor of “ambassador” reveals teachers’ complex positioning as cultural mediators 

operating at the intersections of local, national, and global discourses. Despite difficulties with 

teaching facilities and limited time allocation, all the teachers were passionate about giving their 

students various opportunities to fully understand the meaning of English and how it is used. To 

describe their different roles as ambassadors, they positioned themselves as “language advocates”, 

“intercultural supporters”, “holders of respect”, “responsible instructors”, “learners of culture”, 

“culturally-responsive trainers”, “risk takers”, and “cross-cultural teachers” (Bullough, 2005; 

Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011).  

Unlike the mere cultural-transmitter role commonly assigned to English language teachers 

(Holliday, 2005), the teachers advocated for minority students’ L1S and cultures. To enhance user-

friendly learning and interaction, our research participants gave their students opportunities to use 

their L1 as part of their academic negotiation process (Beijaard et al., 2004; Jan-Erik & Gunilla, 

2011; Sabine et al., 2019). Relatedly, two participants shared that: 

I care about the needs of the Nùng-language as my students’ L1. I had no 

reason to prevent them from using their L1 in case of events when they felt 

more comfortable speaking to their friends. (Christopher) 

My students used their L1 more frequently in their mother tongue, although 

they found love with it. I even observed that they spoke their L1 in the usual 

conversation in class, but I have hardly regretted that I agreed for them to 

follow their talk. (Carolina) 

The significance of these attitudes becomes clearer when viewed against the dominant 

institutional discourse surrounding EM students in Vietnam. Nguyen and Hamid (2018) found that 

schooling was the main institutional space through which EM students internalized a “language-

as-problem” orientation toward their L1, as schools consistently positioned it as an obstacle rather 

than a resource. This contrast is reinforced by DeJaeghere et al. (2023), whose participants showed 

no similar willingness to recognize minority students’ linguistic resources and instead attributed 

language barriers to students’ presumed cognitive limitations rather than inadequate support or 

culturally inappropriate curricula. By contrast, the teachers in the present study adopted the 

opposite stance. Christopher and Carolina’s narratives suggest that the classroom can function as a 

space of bilingual negotiation rather than monolingual enforcement. Despite their limited 

proficiency in students’ minority languages, they responded positively to students’ use of English 

in supervised classes. To sustain this optimism, they reflected on the value of language and its 

power to give life meaning. Accordingly, there is no sign of negativity in their inclusion of L1 

within English lessons. This aligns with scholarly calls to foster cultural knowledge through 

English teaching (Baker, 2015; Byram, 2012; Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013). 

For the two teachers with international exposure to English-speaking countries, this 

experience highlighted the value of including otherness in learning (Gomez-Parra & Ha, 2021; 

Jenkins, 2009). Michelle represented voices that need fuller recognition in culturally diverse 

communities. Her short-term exchange course at a leading Australian university increased her 
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confidence and helped her become a better teacher, treating students as she had been treated. Her 

strong encouragement of students’ classroom participation highlighted the importance of each 

student’s voice in both teaching and learning. Similarly, Alice expressed deep concern for students 

who were often silenced in class. She refused to interpret their silence as evidence of linguistic 

weakness or marginalization. Instead, she chose to talk with them, better understand their 

circumstances, and find effective ways to encourage them to speak. 

I deeply appreciated the diversity of my former professor in Australia, after 

she fully recognized my voice despite my sense of stupidity. Although I 

should not have been ashamed of my personal voice as a result of how 

culture has shaped me personally, academically, and professionally. 

(Michelle) 

I want to identify my silent students’ problems and stay with them to 

collaboratively seek the solutions. I do not want to push them and simply 

say “Please don’t be silent,” which may hurt them. However, I think there 

should be more time to be with them and know what's going on with them, 

and even their family who inspire them a lot when they are not in school. 

(Alice)  

Michelle’s reflection on being recognized despite her “sense of stupidity” in Australia 

transformed into her commitment to validate all student voices, including their mistakes. When the 

teachers reflected on their experiences of using English with others, including Vietnamese and 

international individuals, they admitted that their mistakes were useful for their progressive 

learning. Therefore, they felt that their learners’ mistakes indicated quality learning. Also, as 

Carolina learned from her frequent professional development and other international webinars, she 

recognized that her increased intercultural communication enabled her to view her students’ 

mistakes and teaching decisions more positively (DeJaeghere & Cao, 2009; Jokikokko, 2016). 

Carolina helped her students exercise awareness of asking and sharing. From Carolina’s story, it is 

very beneficial to adopt the slogan of “learning by doing.” This saying appeared in the second 

interview with Carolina. Alternatively, the other teacher, Michelle, described her teaching style as 

“to be as open as possible because making mistake[s] is not bad, as it is a good start of creating 

something new.” The stories of Michelle and Alice support the dimensions in Yuan et al. (2020)’ 

framework by demonstrating how emotional experiences (feeling stupid and marginalized) can 

drive empathetic pedagogy (Song, 2025). Taken together, the ambassadors’ practices reveal a 

coherent, if individually constructed, counter-discourse to institutional monolingualism and the 

deficit assumptions that so frequently accompany it. 

 

EFL teachers as mentors  

 

The findings suggest that participants view students holistically, not just academically, but 

also in terms of their life trajectories, which transcends the traditional role of teachers and the 

relationship with students. Teacher-student relationships in K-12 education primarily result from 

teachers’ caring behaviors and their students’ positive perceptions of teacher caring (Gasser et al., 

2018). As informally called mentors, our teachers were responsible for many roles in their socially 

embedded classrooms, schools, and broader societal contexts (Ortactepe, 2015).  

Being in year eleven or twelve at school is an important time for students to start focusing 

on their careers. Although K-12 EM students rarely decide to stay in school past the ninth grade, 

we found that these teachers appear concerned about their students’ decisions that affect their 
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futures (Ramberg et al., 2019). Five out of six teachers repeated that their greatest motivation was 

to see their students reach this level of education, despite it not being a mainstream concern. The 

lack of schooling at this level among minority students appears to be vastly attributed to causes, 

such as “early marriage”, “low motivation”, “being poor”, “less-educated parents”, and “no life 

purposes”. Therefore, seeing them at the highest level of K-12 education exceeded their 

expectations, inspiring them to work hard and continue helping their students, as someone who 

used to help them in the past. 

I was born in a small village in Central Vietnam, but I am not part of the 

minority population. However, I realized that my teacher has encouraged 

me to maintain schooling till the eleventh grade from which I soon felt 

more motivated to graduate and attend university. I hope to be a part of 

those who can help these minority students. They are my greatest source of 

hope, which makes me stay in this teaching career in difficult areas. (Ellie) 

The mentoring narrative above highlights one of the many metaphors grouped in this theme, 

including “listeners”, “advice givers”, “decision makers”, “critical thinkers”, “problem solvers”, 

and “wholehearted planners” (Bullough, 2005; Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011).  

A more predominant description of this theme, drawn from the interview excerpts, is that 

the teachers deeply considered themselves as good listeners full of passion due to their students’ 

inadequate access to educational privileges (Ilhavenil & Aravindan, 2021; Karlidag-Dennis et al., 

2020; Lavy & Naama-Ghanayim, 2020;). As their academic supervisor, they tended to take on more 

roles in working with their students. Mary shared that, “They are very poor, so they cannot pay for 

expensive tutoring classes. However, with my love, I volunteer to assign and correct more exercises 

with my students. With this voluntary work, I had more chance[s] of listening to their concerns and 

questions with the subject”. Ellie’s experience is consistent with another teacher’s reflection, that 

“I took better care of my students when they shared privately with me that their sense of respect 

led them to avoid them from taking more time with my students after the class. I sincerely 

encourage them to share, and I could ask for others' support when I cannot deal with subjects other 

than English.” She thought of her students as friends with respect and was a careful listener 

(Torghabeh, 2009). This voluntary relational investment is significant as a symptom of what 

happens when structural support is absent. Nguyen and Huynh (2023) found that teachers who 

meaningfully reached minority students in the Central Highlands did so by moving beyond the 

school, building relationships with families and communities to understand the cultural and 

linguistic contexts students carried with them. Beyond that, it is very useful to consider teachers’ 

sustained efforts and passion to help their students reach their fullest potential (Gobel & Helmke, 

2010; Jokikokko, 2016). In the first interview with Christopher, she suggested “There should be a 

need to take my student groups to places beyond their hometown as they have no clue what Ho Chi 

Minh looks like, even in less than 7-8 hours by coach.” She recognized that her students’ lack of 

life experience has resulted in them possessing their “lower levels of awareness of what happens 

out there, what actually they can do, and how carefully they can prepare themselves to become this 

or that person”. Christopher’s proposal to take her students beyond their hometowns reveals a 

critical awareness that geographical isolation further exacerbates educational disadvantages. 

Christopher’s out-of-the-box experience in another country motivated her to design more in-class 

training to help her students master the academic and professional skills that their Kinh-grouped 

colleagues can acquire. That is why teachers’ sense of proactiveness is helpful in providing a 

window to the world for these disadvantaged students (Gkonou & Miller, 2019; Zhang et al., 2019). 

To advise students on their college majors, Michelle regularly spoke to her small class and also 
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held more informal face-to-face events where students were welcome to ask follow-up questions. 

Resonating with the relevance of social skills to students’ future academic experience as the 

“mathematics of academic life”, she implemented social skills training in the classroom. In line 

with Mihalas et al. (2009), Torghabeh (2009), and Yesilbursa (2012), who argue that teachers’ 

support predicts students’ social skills and academic success, this supportive attitude is a new 

contribution to her teaching experience with minority high school students. 

I wish to bring more opportunities to shape my students’ communication, 

teamwork, and presentation skills in our monthly events lasting from the 

first semester to the second. These skills are valuable, which can help them 

navigate in their college life in the subsequent years. Whatever colleges 

they will be able to offer a place of admission to, I will be very proud, and 

they fully deserve my pride. (Michelle) 

These stories illuminate both systemic inequities and teachers’ crucial roles in disrupting 

the educational marginalization experienced by EM students (Karlidag-Dennis et al., 2020). This 

highlights the need for an equity-based national policy to address the hardships faced by minority 

students across regions, which forces them to choose between academic continuation and 

interruption. These student groups should be researched more thoroughly to garner policymakers’ 

and decision-makers’ attention at the national level. 

 

EFL teachers as bridge-builders  

 

The bridge-builder metaphor captures participants’ efforts to connect multiple stakeholder 

groups despite structural barriers, providing their students with as many opportunities as possible 

to learn (Beijaard et al., 2004; Varghese et al., 2005). Regarding their interest in constructing useful 

bridge-builders, the teachers’ metaphorical discourses are closely inseparable with “public 

speakers”, “event planners”, “course designers”, “advocates of challenge”, and “fair players” 

(Bullough, 2005; Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011). Carolina actively engaged with people beyond the 

schools. Despite limited international experience, she treated her own learning as integral to her 

students’ developmental processes. Her use of the term “train” instead of “educate” in the 

interviews highlighted that her teaching responsibilities lie in her trust and respect for self-

transforming students.  

Similarly, much of Ellie’s attention was paid to the necessary collaboration with her 

students’ school leaders, parents, and community representatives (Karlidag-Dennis et al., 2020; 

Lauriala & Kukkunon, 2005). Ellie’s assertion that “more people can do greater work” suggests 

the collaborative nature of teaching and communicating with other stakeholders, effectively 

supporting the social dimension of Yuan et al’s (2020) framework. As a professional living away 

from her family at a boarding school, she has spent 90% of her time on her work, hoping that her 

devotion can greatly transform the education of her current students. She wishes that her students 

could enjoy the privileges of studying as her children currently do. She supported national 

newspapers that argued “education should be equal under the scrutiny of the national policy of 

education regardless of geographical locations,” while expressing her critique of the unequal 

distribution of educational resources, access which restricted her students’ search to life knowledge 

and personal development.  

I engaged with my colleagues to discuss viable solutions to deal with 

poorly equipped facilities for our teaching in general. I also motivate the 

students’ parents to come and raise many issues that can stop their children 
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from personal development. I think more people can do greater work. 

(Ellie) 

Alice’s persistent effort to connect with and engage students’ parents, despite linguistic and 

cultural barriers, sets an example of her commitment to bridging the school and family. As Hedges 

et al. (2016) suggested, teachers value “reciprocal relationships and [doing so] build[s] greater 

insights into the existing funds of knowledge held by families and communities than previously” 

(p. 49). The invitations Alice sent to her students’ parents, despite being ignored regularly, were 

sent in many forms. In stark contrast, DeJaeghere et al. (2023) found that, in their analysis of how 

teachers in minority-serving Vietnamese schools make sense of low parental participation, deficit 

assumptions about minority families were common, with families positioned as unengaged or 

insufficiently invested in their children's schooling. Yet Alice’s statement, “I don’t want to lose my 

students’ parental voices as they deeply care [about] their parents, to be honest!” sparked our 

interest as researchers. Her continued outreach, conducted across multiple forms, even when 

consistently ignored, challenges the view of minority families as deficient or unengaging by 

recognizing parents’ knowledge as valuable (Ellison & Woods, 2020; Moller & Nugent, 2014; 

Nguyen et al., 2024; Podmore et al., 2016).  

This is consistent with Mary’s stories across both interviews:  

I stress my students’ future endeavors as the center of attention in our 

monthly meeting. It is deeply encouraging that our school should widen 

our connection with other partners beyond our school campus. We critically 

should involve their parents in our school meetings and events, despite their 

little contribution to our drafting of ideas and school plans. Regardless, we 

care about their knowledge that represents their cultural groups. Moreover, 

due to some language discrepancies, we sometimes cannot catch up. But 

our students in the meetings can help us interpret their parents’ concerns 

and questions, which are fully documented. (Mary) 

Our teachers’ recognition of social parties is helpful because they are better able to access 

socially embedded knowledge and skills, as several scholars have argued (Fanny et al., 2016; 

Fenech, 2011; Wei, 2014). Their identification provides a solid foundation for students’ access to 

societal needs, enabling them to determine what they require and how to plan ahead to successfully 

compete in the future labor market.  

I sent some emails to my school’s leadership team so that they could take 

into consideration those working in the communities and even some local 

colleagues’ representatives. Because we have a hard time understanding 

how to prepare the students’ job-related skills in addition to the life skills, 

we should closely engage them in our school events to make sure our 

students are provided with strenuous exercise for the purpose of self-

growth and career preparedness. Even though these jobs require much time, 

I truly believe the college and company representatives are supportive and 

friendly if we can let them know our student-centered needs. (Ellie) 

The findings in the mentor and bridge-builders sections highlight a shared concern about 

the lack of institutional support for teachers and students. There has been much reliance on teachers’ 

own commitments to excellence and unwavering support, from mentoring to facilitating change, 

for their disadvantaged students. The fact that teachers must independently seek support from 

“college and company representatives” indicates that the policy has not adequately established 

formal pathways connecting minority students to higher education and employment opportunities. 
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This raises critical concerns about whether MOET’s goal of “education for all” is just a token on 

paper or has been thoroughly planned. 

  

EFL teachers as researchers  

 

Employing research as a common theme opens many windows into teachers’ professional 

lives and trajectories of professional development (Beveridge & Stevens, 2020; Comber, 2013; 

Klippel, 2017), thereby actively challenging hierarchies between academics and teachers. This 

theme may need to begin with identifying the essence of the problem and solution, as part of 

teachers’ efforts to achieve effective teaching (Westbroek et al., 2020). Two teachers (Elizabeth and 

Christopher) shared that research has developed their teaching skills because research, as Elizabeth 

suggested, “helped me to examine the current problems carefully, which is not solely about seeing 

it from the surface.” Through her research, Elizabeth highlighted that her critical thinking is her 

greatest advantage. Working with her students, she sought to understand what causes poor 

academic performance. Furthermore, she used research as a solid basis for understanding the 

problems from students' perspectives rather than her own (Beveridge & Stevens, 2020).  

Elizabeth received a master’s degree in TESOL in Vietnam but attended overseas programs 

sponsored by international organizations. These programs assisted her in becoming a responsible 

researcher, with a positive mindset and open-minded attitudes (Carter, 2016). Relative to Elizabeth, 

Michelle also emphasized the power of collaboration in her school’s project. Although the project 

included minor research components, Michelle critically examined multiple data sources to inform 

her understanding of phenomena in educational settings. With Elizabeth in particular, a positive 

mindset enabled her to view educational problems in a culturally responsive manner, meaning she 

had to responsibly collect and read the data in relation to her understandings of educational 

phenomena (Groothuijsen et al., 2020). Moreover, her attitudes enabled her to reflect on the sense 

of self in others' shoes and avoid subjective thinking about the problems (Avgitidou, 2020). 

Because she favors collaboration, she would like to draw on everyone’s voices to develop solutions 

that appropriately match her colleagues’ school and classroom settings. From her quick reflection 

on her journey of being a teacher as a researcher, she noted that: 

I borrowed research as an effective tool to see the worldview of people who 

work in my setting. The educational problem – from my own opinions – 

does not work alone but is a cause or a result of something else. So, I would 

be interested in seeing the chain of events or educational phenomena. 

(Elizabeth) 

Also, using research to inform teaching would be very appropriately 

recommended because I can save time working with the class but very 

attentively take care of each individual. You got it? (Michelle) 

Carolina and Christopher shared similar yet distinct reflections on how research enhanced 

their teaching practices. While Carolina made the transition from college to university to upgrade 

her academic literacy, Christopher chose a direct entry to the four-year teacher education program. 

Christopher worked hard on research after her engagement in a social project with a few peers, 

who asked for her support in collecting data from her own school setting. During her voluntary 

work as a data collector between her colleagues and her students, she advocated that her peers 

support her enormously in analyzing the data very carefully to select and report on what has been 

observed and discovered from the data collection. In this sense, community of practice is what 

Christopher tried to apply (Gutierrez & Kim, 2017; Ulla et al., 2017), especially to connect teachers 
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and other researchers to improve teaching effectiveness (Paran, 2017). She asked for a copy of her 

peers’ free research methodology book in English to keep pace with the available research in her 

teaching zones, but her positive reflection was very impressive. Her enduring interest in and 

curiosity about research have inspired her to actively seek out more learning opportunities, both 

formally and informally. She said that: 

I haven’t been surprised by any educational innovations, which I could 

have listened to the experts in the world. However, it went beyond my 

surprise when I learned that doing research helped me with scaffolding 

knowledge and skills to work with people, including my students, their 

parents, my colleagues and my school leaders. (Carolina)  

I tried to approach every one of them as a distinctively unique cell in 

societies, with very different identities in response to the place where they 

are as well as the time when they are. As a novice researcher, I wish to 

apply for more programs to have more chances to understand how research 

is actually done in the world and how many forms of research I could do to 

support my pedagogical practice in general. (Christopher) 

These teachers have used many interesting metaphors that reflect their sense of teaching, 

learning, and research. For example, “disciplined researchers”, “active members,” “international 

participants”, “advantaged speakers,” “data collectors”, and “ethical readers” were the six prevalent 

keywords within their combined interviews (Bullough, 2005; Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011).  

It is meaningful that high school teachers also need to learn and conduct research as part of 

their teaching responsibilities (Postholm, 2009). The teachers’ commitment to research 

demonstrated sophisticated understandings of education, which contrasts with the teachers’ 

technicians’ view and serves as exemplary evidence in showing their active reconstruction of 

identity for themselves and for their professional work (Edwards & Burns, 2016; Farrell, 2011; 

Saban, 2006; Taylor, 2017; Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011).  

 

Conclusion 

 

Guided by metaphor analysis and Yuan et al.’s (2020) multidimensional framework of 

teacher identity, this study addressed a persistent gap in LTI research by foregrounding the voices 

of domestically trained Vietnamese EFL teachers working with EM students in socioeconomically 

disadvantaged locations. Consistent with the paper’s framing of LTI as socially constructed, 

context-sensitive, and evolving (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Varghese et al., 2005, 2016), the 

findings show that teachers’ identities in EM contexts were not reducible to a single role. Rather, 

teachers’ metaphorical identities revealed how they made sense of their work at the intersection of 

national policy mandates, resource constraints, local cultural-linguistic realities, and personal 

commitments to equity. Metaphors thus operated as more than stylistic language; they functioned 

as cognitive mechanisms through which teachers articulated tacit beliefs, negotiated professional 

positioning, and voiced the emotional and relational labor embedded in their teaching (Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980; Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011; Zhao et al., 2010).  

Regardless of teachers’ distinctive experiences in terms of time and context, the findings 

revealed five metaphorical identities: innovators, ambassadors, mentors, bridge-builders, and 

researchers. As innovators, teachers described adapting pedagogy and materials to local needs, 

often compensating for limited infrastructure, uneven resources, and rigid curricular expectations. 

As ambassadors, they positioned themselves as advocates for cultural recognition, reframing 
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difference as a resource and seeking to counter deficit views of EM learners. As mentors, teachers 

emphasized responsibility for students’ life trajectories, especially in terms of employability and 

social mobility, while simultaneously recognizing the constraints that shape EM students’ 

educational participation. As bridge-builders, they portrayed their work as relational and 

connective: liaising among students, colleagues, school leaders, families, and external supporters 

to sustain a learning culture and secure opportunities that the system does not reliably provide. 

Finally, as researchers, they represented inquiry as a means of problem-solving and empowerment, 

using evidence and reflective practice to refine instruction and respond to contextual challenges.  

At the same time, the findings illuminate a central paradox this study seeks to examine: that 

teachers are simultaneously marginalized by a centralized educational system and indispensable to 

its equity ambitions. On a critical note, teachers’ accounts suggest that the current policy ecology 

risks positioning equitable language education for EM learners as an outcome of individual heroics 

rather than structural responsibility. While teachers demonstrated agency and creativity in 

developing locally, culturally, and linguistically responsive pedagogies, they also described 

intensified workload, extra responsibilities, and significant emotional labor. The discourse of 

celebrating teachers’ commitment to excellence and equity can, therefore, inadvertently normalize 

systemic shortcomings by relocating accountability from institutions to individuals. In this sense, 

the metaphors not only describe teachers’ identities; they also expose how teachers often privatize 

equity work as a personal obligation, even when policies, resources, and professional support 

remain uneven. 

The study makes some very meaningful and important contributions to educational research 

and practical implementation. As for practical implementation, MOET of Vietnam and similar 

contexts must recognize that quality minority-language education requires systemic and 

institutional support, far beyond curriculum mandates and occasional training workshops. It is 

worth noting that education in the final phase of K-12 education plays a crucial role in minority 

students’ lives, as it is the most valid ticket to enable them to challenge their current lives and face 

other struggles (Mihalas et al., 2009; Torghabeh, 2009; Yesilbursa, 2012). These students are vastly 

disadvantaged in many aspects of life, without having equal opportunities to engage in real-world 

experiences. This altogether makes a one-size-fits-all educational policy ineffective and unfair.  

Meanwhile, high school teachers are highly regarded as critical players in the lives of 

minority students, helping to develop educational approaches that deepen their students’ 

understanding of the power of education (Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011). With education as a 

deciding factor, teachers can empower their students to be committed to learning and use their 

learning as a weapon of social oppression and cultural marginalization (Moeller & Nugent, 2014; 

Sabine et al., 2019). Therefore, we believe investing in and supporting teachers will be a strategic 

move to meaningfully heighten the chances of these students’ success in the future. Teachers 

operating in these disadvantaged contexts thus must be offered additional support to enhance their 

professional competence, not just in terms of pedagogies but also psychological and on-demand 

skills and critical issues, such as overcoming geographical restrictions, liaising with parent-school 

relationships, recognizing systemic marginalization of EM education, and the normalized discourse 

of individual heroics. Above all, within the roles of teachers as researchers, school leaders should 

encourage their teachers to engage closely in research, especially with colleagues within and 

outside their schools (Gutierrez & Kim, 2017; Postholm, 2009; Ulla et al., 2017). Given that 

research is empowering and broadly influential, teachers can use it as a lens to critically address 

classroom problems and overcome constraints in their own teaching contexts and beyond. 
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Beyond Vietnam, the study offers a transferable lens on how language teachers construct 

identity when teaching is entangled with mobility, inequality, and minoritized language. The 

identities identified here echo those often reported in other marginalized or multilingual settings, 

where teachers are seen as cultural brokers, advocates, community liaisons, curriculum translators, 

and emotional supports for learners navigating structural disadvantages. The broader implication 

is that digital or pedagogical innovation alone cannot secure equitable outcomes if institutional 

arrangements continue to reproduce uneven burdens. Methodologically, the study also 

demonstrates the value of metaphor analysis for international scholarship, through which teachers 

interpret equity work, assign responsibility, and sustain professional commitment, making them a 

powerful analytic resource for teacher identity research across contexts. 

As for future educational research, while this study identified five distinct metaphorical 

identities, it did not systematically examine how Yuan et al.’s (2020) three dimensions of identity 

(i.e., cognitive, emotional, and social) interact within and across these constructions. Future 

research should investigate how these dimensions mutually constitute one another within or outside 

EM contexts. We believe teachers do not simply switch roles or that their multiple identities exist 

in separate silos; they are likely to experience tensions, contradictions, and exhaustion as cognitive, 

social, and emotional demands accumulate and interact across multiple identities and contextual 

complexities. Research that addresses this complex nature of language teacher identity will provide 

a more nuanced understanding and empathetic insights into the job. 
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