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Abstract

This study explores the extent to which teachers of English for Speakers of Other Languages
(ESOL) feel they have agency, how they negotiate it and what influences their decision
making. While teacher agency is an emerging field, there are only a few explorations of ESOL
teacher agency to date. Therefore, this underexplored area merits a deeper understanding of
whether, and how, teachers achieve agency. The study draws on data from semi-structured
interviews (n=9) with individuals who have considerable experience of ESOL teaching. | used
content analysis to uncover insights from teachers’ self-reported perspectives. The resulting
themes from the data are discussed using the lens of Priestley, Biesta and Robinson’s (2015)
ecological approach to teacher agency. While my findings support this approach, they also go
beyond it to introduce interdisciplinary concepts. | argue that psychological safety in the
workplace — a popular concept in organisational psychology (Edmondson, 1999) — influences
agency through the level of trust and freedom that ESOL teachers experience at work. My
data show that teacher—-manager relationships are instrumental in creating psychological
safety and that, where strong relationship ties are lacking, this hinders teachers’ comfort in
trying new ideas and making decisions. This new, interdisciplinary perspective adds to the
existing literature and suggests that teacher agency is mediated predominantly by their
external contexts. While all research participants reported feeling able to take action and make
decisions to some extent, workplace culture (e.g., the type of organisational hierarchy and
degree of trust in individuals) is, it seems, key in either promoting or hindering agency. The
findings emphasise that agency is not solely an inherent personal characteristic, although
teacher cognition (e.g., personal reflections and experience) also contributes to their
classroom policies, such as encouraging the adoption of other languages to support learning.
In summary, a complex web of internal and external factors creates an environment which

either encourages or limits individual agency.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The origin story of this research project begins just before the start of the Covid-19 pandemic
in early 2020. When Covid-19 struck and the UK government mandated a nation-wide
lockdown in March 2020, | was in the middle of completing a part-time Certificate in Teaching
English for Speakers of Other Languages (CELTA) at York St. John University. After some
adjustments, the course moved online, and | successfully achieved the CELTA qualification in
May 2020. My interest in linguistics, language learning and multilingualism motivated me to
study for the CELTA, although | was not looking to pursue English teaching as a career.
However, | wanted to use my newly acquired skills by volunteering in the local community.
Shortly before the first lockdown in 2020, | attended Refugee Council training to provide
English language support to refugees and asylum seekers. While | could not volunteer face-
to-face due to pandemic restrictions, | taught English online with a weekly class from 2020—
2021. | also volunteered online with Paper Airplanes, a non-profit organisation which matches

conflict-affected individuals with tutors.

Through my ESOL volunteering, | became interested in the issues involved with
teaching ESOL and individuals from refugee backgrounds. For refugees and asylum seekers
in the UK, ESOL courses are considered to be vital for their integration to the community.
English allows access to “education, the labour market, goods and services — all factors which
promote wellbeing” (Thondhlana and Madziva, 2017: 64). My experiences of conducting
needs analyses with refugee-background students reflected this. When | asked them to
identify specific goals in learning English (e.g., finding a job, sitting an exam or helping their
children with schoolwork), the most common answer was that it is important for everything in
their new lives. Despite this being the case, government funding for ESOL declined sharply
between 2010 and 2016 (Refugee Action, 2017). Even where funded classes are available,
there are often multiple obstacles, such as long waiting lists; a lack of options to learn English

for specific purposes (e.g., industry or employment-related language); difficulties accessing



classes at appropriate times; and an insufficient number of hours in class per week (Refugee
Action, 2017, 2019). Consequently, | became interested in exploring how ESOL teachers
negotiate the lack of funding and policy and what shapes their decision-making in the

classroom.

As | discuss in the Methodology chapter, | had originally aimed to include learner
voices in my project and focus on the agency of students from refugee backgrounds. However,
due to ethical concerns about interviewing potentially vulnerable individuals, | shifted the
study’s focus to ESOL teacher agency: a little-explored area of research which has become
more prominent in the literature in recent years. The critical need for practitioner-focused
ESOL research is also foregrounded by the fact that forced displacement hits new records
every year, with 100 million displaced people around the world in 2022 (United Nations
Refugee Agency (UNHCR), 2022). So, it is important to consider the increasing demand on

ESOL services in an under-funded and under-researched sector.

While there is a growing body of research on teacher agency outside the ESOL sector,
this type of agency — defined broadly as the freedom and capacity to act, dependent on factors
in the environment (Priestley, Biesta and Robinson, 2015) — is still an emerging area of
exploration. A search of the literature revealed few studies which focused specifically on ESOL
teachers’ decision-making processes and what shapes their pedagogy and practice. As Ng
and Boucher-Yip (2016: 1) point out, a lot of previous research has focused on top-down
language policy, but the focus on agency at the micro level is growing. My research draws on
the only detailed conceptualisation of teacher agency thus far: the ecological framework
developed by Priestley, Biesta and Robinson (2015). This framework draws on Emirbayer and
Mische (1998) and views agency as a phenomenon which is influenced by both the individual’'s

capacity and the surrounding context.

In order to address ESOL teacher agency, | developed the following two research

guestions:



To what extent do ESOL teachers feel they have agency?

How do ESOL teachers negotiate agency and make decisions about language

practices, teaching methods and class focus?

The first question is intentionally broad. It takes the approach that agency is not an absolute
and that, instead, it likely exists on a spectrum where teachers may have more agency in
certain contexts than others. The concepts of agency vs. structure have shaped my research
project throughout its evolution, in the sense that structure refers to the macro-level
frameworks such as government funding policy and potential restrictions on what teachers

can and cannot do in the classroom.

The second question aims to explore the processes through which agency is enacted,
cognitive and otherwise. The ecological approach is based on Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998)
work, which puts forward a concept of agency that includes several dimensions. This leaves
room for the exploration of “the dynamic interplay among these dimensions and of how this
interplay varies within different structural contexts of action” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998:
963). The idea of agency as dynamic suggests that there are many potential variables which
influence it and that these variables may become more, or less, salient depending on the
context. Consequently, my second research question seeks to explore the variables which
may influence teacher agency, such as teachers’ identity and beliefs; their experience and

confidence in the classroom; and the level of support they receive from their manager.

| aimed to ground this research in the perspectives from teachers themselves. The
findings are based on interviews with people with ESOL teaching experience and their
reported accounts of what they do. This study generates fresh insight into how teachers
negotiate agency in the ESOL sector. The originality of this work is that language teacher
agency is, so far, little explored and even less so in the context of ESOL. Therefore, it is hoped
that this initial research will contribute to expanding the understanding of how ESOL teachers

apply agency and negotiate the intersection between policy, pedagogy and practice.



Following this Introduction (Chapter One), the rest of this thesis comprises five
chapters. Chapter Two begins by exploring and critiquing previous research. | begin with a
broad review of the existing body of literature related to agency and structure, followed by the
concept of agency in applied linguistics. Then, my focus narrows to explore agency in adult
ESOL teaching and a discussion of the influential factors and limitations on agency in the

classroom.

Chapter Three describes the methodological precedents for my research and justifies
the qualitative approach | decided to take. | discuss my research design and rationale,
including the journey of collecting data and finding participants to interview, as well as the
limitations of this work. This chapter also describes the pragmatic decision to change the focus
of the research from students to teachers, based on ethical considerations and advice from

the University ethics committee and my supervisory panel.

Chapter Four presents the findings of the research and analyses the results of
interviews undertaken during my period of data collection in 2021. This chapter focuses on
key qualitative themes that emerged from the data. Throughout the results, | draw on the

ecological approach to agency as a framework.

Chapter Five explores the outcome of my results and what they suggest, with reference
to my research questions and the literature. This chapter explicitly foregrounds the ecological
model in relation to the findings, and | present a discussion of my research mapped to the

themes under each dimension of the model.

Finally, in the Conclusion (Chapter Six), | show how this project has contributed to
addressing some of the gaps in ESOL teacher research. | also suggest some areas for future

research and include general recommendations for the ESOL sector, based on my findings.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

The issue of structure (Lévi-Strauss, 1963) and agency is a recurring problem in social
science, especially the central problem of explaining how agency operates when people are
bound by pre-existing social structures but also have the capacity to change such structures
(Archer, 2002). This is a major theoretical debate which has dominated the field for decades,
and many theories have been proposed to explain how structure and agency interact. Agency

itself has a variety of definitions and these are often somewhat imprecise.

Bearing in mind the relationship between agency and structure as well as the varying
interpretations of each term, this chapter begins by surveying existing definitions of agency
while contextualising them within key movements such as structuralism and post-
structuralism. Subsequently, the focus of the chapter narrows to analyse the concept of
agency in applied linguistics. Again, this is contextualised within recent trends in applied
linguistic research, such as the ‘social turn’ (Block, 2003) and the revival of Vygotskyan social
theory (Lantolf, 2000; Baynham, 2006). Following this section, | introduce key questions

relating to teacher agency in the ESOL sector.

In exploring the ESOL classroom, the chapter reviews teacher agency and identity
alongside a discussion of professional agency. It is only recently that a detailed
conceptualisation of teacher agency has emerged, with the ecological approach developed by
Priestley, Biesta and Robinson (2015). Therefore, this part of the chapter draws on the existing
scholarship to highlight the key theories and conceptualisations of teacher agency, while also
situating it within the broader context of research related to teacher cognition, beliefs and
identity. The rest of the chapter draws on this research to explore potential facilitators of and

barriers to teacher agency. Finally, | conclude by discussing work related to the theory—



practice gap between in-class practice vs. the policy recommendations made by language

teaching researchers.

2.2 A brief history of the emergence of ‘agency’ and its varying definitions

At a fundamental level, ‘agency’ could be defined as a person’s ability to make decisions and
choices. However, it can be argued that it is not the same as having free will (Ahearn, 2001).
While we all have a certain degree of agency, it is not an absolute, and viewing it as
synonymous with free will ignores the complexity of cultural and societal influences on our
freedom to act and make decisions. Drawing on the said premise, Ahearn (2001: 112) defines
agency as “the socioculturally mediated capacity to act’. She expands on her definition by
stating that agency depends on a multitude of factors, such as socioeconomic status, place of
residence, linguistic repertoire, gender and employment. Thus, agency can be viewed as
dependent on our embodied social and cultural knowledge, conceptualised as the habitus by

Bourdieu (1977).

There would appear to be a contradiction between the idea that individual agency
originates solely from previous experiences and socialisation (e.g., Bourdieu’s concept of the
habitus) versus the idea of agency as something that is dynamic and subject to an individual’s
personal choice. As a researcher, my position throughout this research project views agency
as being situated in a middle ground between the two extremes: neither purely deterministic
nor subject to free will. The analysis of how people go about making decisions, which | explore
in my second research question, offers an opportunity to investigate some of the factors which
influence agency. While some of these factors may be deterministic and, indeed, it is probable
that prior experiences and social norms do affect how we choose to behave, individuals often
have a range of options from which they can choose. Therefore, in choosing one course of
action over another, | argue that this is surely an example of personal agency. While the range

of actions may be shaped by external structures, e.g., governmental or institutional policies,



the fact remains that individuals can choose which course to take or, indeed, choose not to

take action. The latter is, in itself, a form of agency.

Conceptualisations of agency are often bound up with societal issues such as equality
and cultural capital. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that the emergence of agency as a
concept across a range of disciplines — including anthropology and sociology — stems from
the post-structuralist, socio-political movements of the 1970s and remains a central theoretical
issue in the social sciences (Ahearn, 1999; Bakewell, 2010; Block, 2012, 2013; Elder-Vass,
2010). In the 1960s and 1970s, post-structuralist discussion primarily centred on responding
to structuralism’s lack of focus on individual action (Ahearn, 1999). In terms of human agency,
this triggered questions about the room that structuralism allowed for the individual’s capacity
to act. The question of structure vs. agency is an ongoing debate in the social sciences and
one that has been central to the field for over a century. One critique is that arguments are
often ideological rather than empirical: “perspectives on the question of structure and agency
cannot be falsified — for they make no necessary empirical claim” (Hay, 2002: 93). This is
exemplified further by Sewell (1992: 3) as follows:

“A social science trapped in an unexamined metaphor of structure [...] tends to make

structural transformations appear as mysterious events occurring offstage, outside the

realm of human action.”
Sewell’'s use of words and phrases such as “mysterious” and “outside the realm of human
action” suggests that a social science which emphasises structure removes the possibility of
human agency entirely. Structural changes are abstracted from the social world and seem to
occur by themselves without human involvement. This abstraction is a key critique of Lévi-
Strauss’s notion of structuralism (Clarke, 1981), with a counterargument that societal structure
is created by the groups who have power and the interactions between individual people in
these groups (Elder-Vass, 2010). From this perspective, structure emerges through “the

interaction of both structural and agential causal power” (Elder-Vass, 2010: 4).



Another critical perspective on Lévi-Strauss and structuralist notions of agency comes
from the sociologist Giddens (1979). Giddens critiques Lévi-Strauss for his focus on deep
structure at an ideological and unobservable level and, instead, prioritises compatibility with a
“realist epistemology” (Giddens, 1979: 63). Giddens’ (1984) development of structuration
theory focuses on a duality between agency and structure, in the sense that social systems
influence people’s agency through their actions within the context of social structures. As a

result, these actions serve to maintain and reinforce the social system:

“According to the notion of the duality of structure, rules and resources are drawn upon
by actors in the production of interaction, but are thereby also reconstituted through

such interaction” (Giddens, 1979: 71).

However, we encounter more issues related to individual agency here. If individuals are bound
to keep repeating and upholding societal structures with their actions, this limits the scope and
potential for social change and does not explain how such changes can occur. Similarly,
Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of the habitus — the “internalised structures” (Bourdieu, 1977: 86)
which shape one’s worldview and social practices — has also been criticised for a lack of
consideration of the scope for social change. While structuration theory and the concept of the
habitus are beneficial concepts in that they link agency to structure and acknowledge the
impact of pre-existing structures, Ahearn (2001) critiques them for being too focused on social
reproduction without questioning how social change and transformation can take place. If
actions are reproduced in a “recursive loop” (Ahearn, 2001: 117), this does not explain how
the cycle of repeated actions can be broken and how, or whether, people can truly act with
agency. This exemplifies “the perennial paradox of agency versus social determinism”

(Joseph, 2020: 108).

This question has been taken up by scholars such as Ortner (1984, 1989), who is
among those who outlined ‘practice theory’. Practice theory, an alternative view of the interplay
between structure and agency, seeks to address “the relationship between the structures of

society and culture on the one hand and the nature of human action on the other” (Ortner,



1989: 11). Drawing on Bourdieu (1977) and Giddens (1979), as well as Sahlins (1981),
Ortner’'s post-structuralist conceptualisation of practice theory highlights that agency and
structure should be considered together in the context of culture. Agency is not “a kind of
freestanding psychological object” (Ortner, 2006: 134) which can be considered on its own —
it is through the process of agency that structures can be changed and remade. There are
strong theoretical underpinnings to assume that questions of agency are tied closely to themes
of sociocultural power. As Ortner (1984: 149) says in her review of anthropological theory and
the turn towards practice theory, the latter involves looking at “human action, but from a

particular—political—angle”.

2.3 The concept of ‘agency’ in applied linguistics

In the field of educational research, the turn towards studying learner agency in second
language acquisition (SLA) reflects the ‘social turn’ (Block, 2003) in applied linguistics over
the past two decades. In the context of ESOL, Sutter (2012: 190) suggests that ESOL
pedagogy is also undergoing a social turn towards an acknowledgement of the “interactions
and relationships which are ‘enacted’ through language”. As Sutter (2012) highlights, the focus
on relationships emphasises the collaborative nature of language learning and the way that
teachers can use resources in the surrounding environment to aid learning. This moves away
from pedagogies that approach language learning as a system or a set of rules, e.g., learning

grammar in isolation, and towards a more holistic, meaning-led approach.

Consequently, this trend situates language teaching and learning in the context of
social factors — countering psycholinguistic approaches which focus on the cognitive
processes involved in language learning — and brings in a more interdisciplinary approach.
Indeed, many of the concerns of social theory overlap with applied linguistics, especially in
terms of structure and agency, and social theory offers a useful framework through which to
view these concerns (Carter and Sealey, 2000). The social turn in SLA can also be seen with

the interest in applying the theories of the Russian psychologist Vygotsky (1978) to SLA, a
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trend which is currently ongoing (Baynham, 2006). According to Lantolf and Beckett (2009),
the Vygotskyan trend began with the publication of Frawley and Lantolf's (1985) article on
sociocultural theory and SLA. More recent research (e.g., Cross, 2010; Edwards, 2019) has
also begun to explore themes connected to agency, language teacher identity and teachers’
inner lives, drawing on Vygotskyan concepts such as ‘tools’, which refer to the psychological
and physical resources that “facilitate a person’s relationship with the environment” (Edwards,

2019: 143).

2.4 Introducing questions of teacher agency in the ESOL sector

Previous research indicates that there is the potential to examine teacher agency in greater
detail. According to Peutrell and Cooke (2019: 232), ESOL teacher perspectives are
“‘increasingly marginalised”. It appears that most studies have focused primarily on learners.
Therefore, there is an opportunity to explore agency among ESOL teachers. Hunter (2003)
also argues that questions about professional agency have been overlooked, suggesting that
“an [...] important goal is to examine the identifications of those in positions of relative power
in relation to policy making” (Hunter, 2003: 8). This is especially relevant when considering
the “dichotomy between care and control” (Hunt, 2008: 290) that teachers may experience: a
conflict between a desire to care for the needs of the individual students which clashes with
the ‘control’ of bureaucracy. While Hunter (2003) and Hunt (2008) write from the field of social
policy, their points hold true for teacher agency, which has also been “under-theorised”

(Priestley, Biesta and Robinson, 2015: 191).

Firstly, it is important to attempt to define teacher agency. As Teng (2019) points out,
it has not been given much attention in the literature thus far. Even less attention is paid to
teacher agency in an ESOL capacity. While Cooke and Peutrell (2019) focus on the issue of
teachers as agents, this largely concerns teachers’ actions in ‘brokering’ citizenship with ESOL
students as opposed to a wider consideration of other aspects of agency. There is a lack of

clarity about what teacher agency is and whether it “refers to an individual capacity of teachers
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to act agentically or to an emergent ecological phenomenon based on the quality of teachers’
engagement within their contexts” (Teng, 2019: 72). Therefore, a key question relates to
whether teacher agency is individual or ecological (i.e., related to the teacher’s context and
surroundings). Priestley et al. (2012) and Priestley, Biesta and Robinson (2015) take the
ecological stance of viewing agency as influenced by both capacity and context. One view of
teacher agency, therefore, is that it is ‘emergent’ (Priestley, Biesta and Robinson, 2015), with
teachers acting “by means of an environment rather than simply in an environment” (Biesta
and Tedder, 2007: 137). In a sense, this brings us back to Ahearn’s (2001) concept of agency

as being the capacity to act, mediated by the external context in which the action takes place.

This complex view of teacher agency — as something that is shaped and influenced by
multiple factors, including teachers’ own intrinsic interests and motivations — is also supported
by Teng (2019: 72), who defines it as “an interplay of individual efforts, available resources,
institution system, and contextual and structural factors”. Other research supports the
ecological perspective on agency (Biesta and Tedder, 2007; van Lier, 2007; Priestley, Biesta
and Robinson, 2015; Liddicoat, 2019; Leijen, Pedaste and Lepp, 2020). This research from
the past two decades steers away from “one-sided points of view” of agency, as critiqued by
Emirbayer and Mische (1998: 963). Instead, ecological perspectives posit that agency
involves a process of “dynamic interplay” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998: 963) between
different factors. This begs the question of which factors have the strongest influence as
drivers of teacher agency and what underpins it, including whether it is an individual or

collective phenomena. | explore these factors in Section 2.6.

2.5 The basis of the ecological approach to agency

When creating the ecological approach, Priestley, Biesta and Robinson (2015) and Biesta,
Priestley and Robinson (2015) drew explicitly on Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) concepts of
three dimensions of agency: the iterational, practical-evaluative and projective dimensions. A

simple mapping of the dimensions to temporal constructs means that, broadly, the iterational
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dimension refers to the influence of the past, the practical-evaluative is situated in the present,
and the projective concerns the future (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). In creating the
ecological framework, Biesta, Priestley and Robinson (2015) expanded on the three original
dimensions and placed several additional aspects under each one (see Figure 1). Below, |

summarise each dimension in turn.

Practical-evaluative

¢ Cultural
Ideas, values, beliefs,
discourses, language

e  Structural
Iterational o Social structures Projective
sy (relationships, roles,
. Lufehlsfor;es . - power, trust) - ¢ Short term
* Professional histories o Material e Llongterm
Resources

Physical environment

AGENCY

Figure 1: A model for understanding the achievement of agency (Biesta, Priestley and
Robinson, 2015: 627).

The iterational dimension is “the selective reactivation by actors of past patterns of
thought and action, routinely incorporated in practical activity, thereby giving stability and order
to social universes and helping to sustain identities, interactions, and institutions over time”
(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998: 971). This acknowledges the influence of past experiences on
shaping our behaviour and actions. As Liddicoat and Taylor-Leech (2021) discuss, this
dimension bears a resemblance to Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of the habitus. As a tangible
example, this may mean that teachers draw on their personal and professional histories when

choosing between different paths of action.
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Emirbayer and Mische (1998) put forward the practical-evaluative dimension as “the
capacity of actors to make practical and normative judgments among alternative possible
trajectories of action, in response to the emerging demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of
presently evolving situations” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998: 971). This posits that present
action is contingent on the context surrounding the situation and the individual actor. As
Liddicoat and Taylor-Leech (2021: 6) point out in their discussion of Emirbayer and Mische
(1998) as applied to language planning and policy, the practical-evaluative component is
fundamentally “dialogic”, either internally between the individual actor and themselves, or
between the actor and their colleagues.

Thirdly, the projective dimension encompasses short- and long-term aspirations. This
dimension could be viewed as a response to the limitations of previous concepts of agency.
Emirbayer and Mische (1998: 983) criticise Bourdieu and Giddens for presenting concepts of
agency which do not offer possibilities for change. The idea of the projective dimension refers
to “the imaginative generation by actors of possible future trajectories of action, in which
received structures of thought and action may be creatively reconfigured in relation to actors’
hopes, fears, and desires for the future” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998: 971). In practical terms,
this means coming up with new ways of thinking and acting based on conscious reflection
about previous patterns. This offers a potential response to the structure—agency problem
which | discussed earlier in the chapter: the projective dimension offers scope for change, in
which actors are not bound to repeat the same social patterns, i.e., “received structures”
(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998: 971).

Although the dimensions appear to follow a linear, time-bound sequence of past,
present and future, and | presented them sequentially, all three dimensions may play a varying
part in shaping agency at any one time. Emirbayer and Mische (1998: 972) conceive of the
dimensions as “a chordal triad of agency within which all three dimensions resonate as
separate but not always harmonious tones”. This could be viewed as a metaphor of mixer
volume dials: sometimes the projective-evaluative dial may be turned up, with the iterational

and projective dimensions at lower volumes.
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2.6 Perceptions of teacher agency as individual vs. collective

In the relatively small body of literature on language teacher agency, the general trend is to
position it within a collective view, acknowledging the external influences of macro-level policy
and the meso-level (e.g., school or college) environment. As Kayi-Aydar (2019a) points out,
the ecological approach (Priestley, Biesta and Robinson, 2015) is frequently used in studies
of teacher agency due to its notable position as “perhaps the first and most comprehensive
framework to conceptualize teacher agency” (Kayi-Aydar, 2019a: 11). Two other theoretical
approaches that Kayi-Aydar applies to agency are social cognitive theory and positioning
theory, both of which assert that agency is not simply a personality trait that some individuals
possess and others do not. However, neither is it purely external — some individuals will feel

more able to exercise agency than others, e.g., due to experience, confidence or seniority.

Social cognitive theory, developed by the psychologist Bandura (1986), acknowledges
the role of environmental factors. But Bandura (2006) also supports a conceptualisation of
intentional agency whereby individuals are proactive. Bandura (2006: 164) argues that “there
is no absolute agency” due to the impact of other agents (i.e., external influences), but his
theory places more emphasis on agency as a cognitive process which involves intentionality
and self-reflection (Bandura, 2006: 164-165). He also distinguishes between different types
of agency: personal, proxy and collective. These modes vary depending on the power held by
the individual. When they need to seek support from another or a group, this becomes proxy
agency; for example, a teacher may ask for help or approval from the school head to enable
them to act. When individuals act together in pursuit of a common goal, this becomes collective
agency. The three modes operate interdependently, as human behaviour does not exist in a
vacuum, although the salience of each mode will depend on any given interaction and
sociocultural setting. An institutional leader would likely need to use less proxy agency than
an individual with less power or status, which is where positioning theory (Harré, 2012; Kayi-
Aydar, 2019b) can be usefully applied. While Kayi-Aydar (2019a: 14) acknowledges that

agency is not the primary focus of positioning theory, it is connected through the different roles
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that individuals take, or are assigned, in discourse. As Kayi-Aydar (2019a: 15) highlights,
“certain positions may allow individuals to exercise agency in certain contexts or prevent them

from doing so”.

Taken in conjunction with an ecological perspective, Bandura’'s conceptualisation of
agency offers an interpretation of human agency that achieves a balance between agency as
an internal cognitive process and agency as mediated by the environment. In Kayi-Aydar’s
(2019a) conceptualisation, which blends perspectives from ecological, social cognitive and
positioning theories, agency has individual and collective facets. A key question that she
identifies is how individual agency interacts with collective agency, as well as the role of
context. This remains a gap in the knowledge, which presents an opportunity for empirical

studies to focus on the interplay between different types of agency.

The idea of teacher agency as an individual capacity is arguably more beneficial for
government-led policy, considering the apparent reluctance to develop an ESOL strategy for
England, despite lobbying efforts from the language teaching body, the National Association
for Teaching English and other Community Languages to Adults (NATECLA) (2016). Scotland
and Wales have produced ESOL strategies and policies aimed at promoting inclusion (e.g.,
Scottish Government and Education Scotland, 2015), but the continuing lack of a strategy in
England puts the onus on teachers to act instead of government support to make more
fundamental shifts in the environment, e.g., by investing in the sector. In Badwan’s (2021)
study of agency in language planning in Tunisia, one of her interviewees (a university lecturer
who is asked about educational language policy) argues: “They [politicians] don’t want to
change because change costs money” (Badwan, 2021: 111). Badwan argues that this
response shows the lecturer declining the possibility of taking agency herself, as she passes
the responsibility for determining language policy to “politicians, not educators” (Badwan,
2021: 111). This suggests that a reluctance to act at the micro level, driven by a belief that
top-down policies enable greater cross-institutional consistency, could be a barrier to

classroom agency.
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As Priestley, Biesta and Robinson (2015: 197) highlight, the influence of “contexts may
disable individuals with otherwise high agentic capacity”. This is likely to be the case in the
example above, where the lecturer is reluctant to act at the micro level and prefers to follow
decisions and/or policy made at a higher level. As Badwan (2021: 111) suggests, putting the
emphasis on individuals to make language decisions at the micro level (i.e., acting with
agency) can create “confusion, inconsistency, and uncertainty” in the perceptions of her
interviewees from an academic setting, some of whom would prefer decisions to be made by
government rather than educators. This is seen to be a negative aspect of teacher agency at
a local educational level, with the main concern relating to perceptions of inconsistency, e.g.,

between different institutions, if agentive action is taken at the micro level.

According to Liddicoat (2019: 149), “the micro-level has often not been seen as a level
at which language policies are created”, with most previous research focusing on how
teachers interpret macro-level policies. This puts the emphasis on top-down structure rather
than agency but, as Liddicoat (2019) argues, agentive action can take place at the micro level
too. Furthermore, even where there are constraints, teachers can find creative ways to
innovate, with a study by Yang and Clarke (2018) demonstrating an example of a teacher
showing “considerable agency in enacting transformation within a constraining context” (Yang
and Clarke, 2018: 199). In the context of top-down EFL curriculum reform at a national level
in China, a case study showed how a teacher enacted micro-level agency by “reflecting on
her teaching, designing various teaching activities, and persuading the students to accept her
beliefs in order to achieve her teaching goals” (Yang and Clarke, 2018: 198). Interestingly,

they noted her frequent use of “reflect” and “reflection” when she discussed her teaching style.

As Leijen, Pedaste and Lepp (2020: 306) posit, reflective practice which explicitly
focuses on building the right foundations for agency can be viewed as “micro-level tools” at
an individual level. Leijen, Pedaste and Lepp (2020) emphasise three types of teacher
reflection in building agency: reflection on action and principles for educational practice, on a

teacher’'s own pedagogical practice and behaviour, and critical reflection on social justice and



17

how educational practices can challenge or perpetuate inequalities. Thus, research suggests
that conscious reflection in the context of ongoing professional development is part of building
and strengthening teacher agency even when teachers must follow prescriptive macro-level
policy. Despite seeming to be a contradiction in terms, it appears possible that “regulations

can contribute to agency” (Erss, 2018: 6).

Furthermore, as Canagarajah (1999: 211) argues, power does not have to be
structured in the idea of a traditional hierarchy: “institutions like the school may serve to
reconstitute power relations bottom up”. While one argument may be that contesting power
and acting with individual agency is futile in the face of unbending bureaucracy and inflexible
government structures, Canagarajah vigorously rejects this view, arguing that in the
classroom, both “teachers and students enjoy some agency to question, negotiate, and resist
power” (Canagarajah, 1999: 211). This can be through simple steps such as ESOL teachers
promoting translanguaging, for instance, encouraging students to use their first language(s)

in the classroom to support their peers with interpreting lesson instructions.

2.6.1 Influential factors and limitations on teacher agency

While much of the research thus far has examined agency at the micro level and put forward
encouraging suggestions about teachers’ ability to challenge barriers, it must be
acknowledged that there are some limitations. Despite Canagarajah’s support for micro-level
agency, he states that “the possibilities of local resistance and agency shouldn’t be
exaggerated” (Canagarajah, 2006: 162). In the face of state-mandated policy, sometimes the
only option for teachers is to find small ways of acting out their own agency even if wider policy

is not conducive to it, as Yang and Clarke’s (2018) case study of a Chinese teacher illustrates.

Just as the ecological approach suggests that different factors contribute to building
agency, a combination of factors can also limit agency in an “ecology of forces” (Glasgow and

Bouchard, 2019: 16). There are many potential variables which affect teacher agency,
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including teacher cognition; their experience and confidence in the classroom; whether the
curriculum is flexible; management and institutional norms; and levels of psychological safety.

The following sections explore sequentially the impact of these variables on teacher agency.

2.6.2 The development of teacher cognition and its impact on agency

Teacher cognition — i.e., their “mental lives” (Borg, 2006: 35), beliefs, thoughts and inner
reflections on teaching and learning — develops over time as teachers gain experience.
However, the field of teacher cognition is fairly recent, and there is more to explore in relation
to its connection to agency. Perceptions of teacher cognition have developed significantly
since its origins in the 1970s and, as Borg (2006: 9) points out, although it seems clear that
teachers’ beliefs influence their behaviours, early research in the 1970s was just beginning to
explore the impact of teacher cognition. In Shavelson and Stern’s (1981) review of teacher
cognition research from 1976 until the early 1980s, they highlighted the need to investigate a
“link between intentions and behaviour” (1981: 455), which had not been conceptualised
previously. Early models of classroom teaching, such as Dunkin and Biddle (1974), followed
a behavioural tradition which omitted the potential for differences in teacher behaviour due to
individual pedagogical goals and styles. As Borg (2006) discusses in his critique of this model,
it follows a process-oriented approach which prioritises the ‘product’, i.e., learning outcome.
Thus, “[llearning was seen to be a product of teaching, and teaching was conceived of as

behaviours performed by teachers in class” (Borg, 2006: 6).

This perspective of “process—product research” (Kagan, 1990: 419) was common in
the 1970s. Subsequent models and reviews of the existing research, however, began to
develop a more sophisticated approach that acknowledged the impact of teachers’ beliefs
(e.g., Clark and Peterson, 1986; Richardson, 1996; Borg, 2003). Borg’s conceptualisation (see
Figure 2) includes the key labels relating to the different areas of teacher cognition, and this
model has been widely cited in language teacher cognition research during the past decade.

It remains an influential framework which has contributed to the development of the field, as
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perspectives on teacher cognition have widened to encompass not only beliefs but also

philosophies, emotions and identities (e.g., Crookes, 2015; Golombek, 2015).

Extensive experience of May affect existing cognitions
classrooms which defines early although especially when
cognitions and shapes teachers'  unacknowledged, these may limit
perceptions of initial training. its impact.
A 4
Schooling J—»[Professmnal Cuursework]

\ / About teaching,

Beliefs, knowledge,
theories, attitudes , teachers, learning,
] TEACHER students, subject

images, assumptions,

metaphors, COGNITION matter, curricula,

conceptions, materials, instructional

perspectives. /4 ‘\. activities, self.

1 Practice
f Contextual Factors I—{ Classroom }

including practice teaching
v v
Influence practice either by Defined by the interaction of
modifying cognitions or else cognitions and contextual factors. In
directly, in which case turn, classroom experience influences
incongruence between cognition cognitions unconsciously and/or
and practice may result. through conscious reflection.

Figure 2: Teacher cognition, schooling, professional education and classroom practice
(Borg, 2003: 82).

It appears that there is an increasing trend towards acknowledging ecological
influences on teacher cognition and agency, with an approach that emphasises the
environmental variables as opposed to previous, more individualistic perspectives. A parallel
could be drawn between the idea that agency is not a fixed internal characteristic and the
development of the concept of “situated cognition” (Robbins and Aydede, 2009). The theory
of situated cognition has developed in cognitive science in recent decades and originates from

a study by Brown, Collins and Duguid (1989), who emphasise the connection between
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knowing and doing. They believe that knowledge cannot be separated from activity; for
example, if a learner is presented with an isolated word from a dictionary, it will make less
sense than hearing or seeing the word contextualised in a sentence. While this is an example
of a learning environment, it can be argued that it also applies to teacher cognition in the sense
that it is embedded in the real-world environment. Thus, to Brown, Collins and Duguid (1989:

4), “[a]ll knowledge is, we believe, like language”.

Riveros, Newton and Burgess (2012) develop this view by arguing against an

individualist view of cognition that separates internal processes from the external environment:

“...teachers in schools are situated beings because they make constitutive part of their

environment as they actively construct it” (Riveros, Newton and Burgess, 2012: 210).

As cognitive science is a fairly new field and the concept of situated cognition even more so,
relatively little research examines the implications of this perspective for teacher agency.
However, the idea of teachers as being situated in their environment and creating it through
their actions is compatible with Priestley, Biesta and Robinson’s (2015) ecological approach.
Indeed, Robbins and Aydede (2009: 7) describe aspects of situated cognition as an “ecological
perspective on the mind”, namely, the theory of embedded cognition which seeks to highlight
“the complex interplay of processes spanning mind, body, and world” (Robbins and Aydede:
2009: 7). The argument that human cognition cannot be separated from the sociocultural
influences in the surrounding environment is critical to this theory (Hutchins, 1995), and this

perspective is reminiscent of Ahearn’s (2001) definition of agency.

As well as reflection and action in the present, there is an argument that having a
clearly defined long-term vision — oriented towards the future — is important for agency, as it
offers a way of conceptualising the future and positions teachers’ practice in context. It also
provides a basis for decision-making, as decisions on a day-to-day basis can then be
considered in view of how they contribute towards the long-term vision. Indeed, as Dérnyei

and Kubanyiova (2014: 24) suggest, having this outlook shapes teacher cognition and growth,
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as “teachers’ vision of themselves in the future plays a central role in how they engage with
new ideas and, consequently, how they grow as professionals”. To develop this outlook,
teachers — especially those who are new to the profession — need to have the opportunity to
engage with different professional discourses and find their own philosophy of teaching.
Having an individual philosophy of education also helps guide teachers (e.g., Dérnyei and
Kubanyiova, 2014; Crookes, 2015) and provides a framework for developing awareness of
different ideas and beliefs. Otherwise, as Biesta, Priestley and Robinson (2015) discuss, a
narrow outlook will constrain future possibilities and action. Consequently, it can be suggested
that an awareness of one’s own beliefs and long-term aspirations is part of being agentive as

a teacher.

| argue that teacher agency cannot be considered without thinking about how they
have arrived at their chosen methods and approaches. How they make decisions is inevitably
linked to their beliefs, understanding and perceptions. | view this as an accumulation of layers
of knowledge and beliefs, which stem from multiple sources, including prior experience,
training and observation. If we start to peel back the layers — to use a somewhat onion-like
metaphor — teacher cognition underpins agency because it influences the actions they take
and the decisions they make (even if their decision is to take no action). To summarise, agency
and the decision-making processes involved stem partly from teachers’ beliefs and prior

knowledge, i.e., cognition.

2.6.3 The influence of teachers’ ability and experience on agency

Key questions about teacher agency concern the parameters within which teachers can act,
as well as their identities and motivations which result in action or, indeed, inaction. Priestley
et al. (2012) view these questions from an ecological perspective, drawing on Biesta and
Tedder (2007), who conceive of agency as part of an ecology. An ecological perspective
asserts that “agency is a matter of personal capacity to act, combined with the contingencies

of the environment within which such action occurs” (Priestley et al., 2012: 196). This approach
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also considers language teaching to be collaborative, with teachers responsible for
foregrounding learner agency by finding opportunities for affordance-based teaching (van Lier,
2007). The notion of ‘affordance’ (Gibson, 1966) relates to the learning opportunities offered
by the environment; for example, in an ESOL setting an ‘affordance’ could be taking a question
that a student has raised and using it to explore and expand on the topic. Thus, agency is
closely tied to spotting learning opportunities in the environment. However, as Teng (2019:
55) points out, while teachers have the same affordances in any given environment, the choice
of whether to use them or not depends on several factors, including their agency, ability and

level of experience:

“...different teachers may perceive [affordances] in different and diverging ways due
to disparities in their prior education experiences, knowledge, and understanding, a perceived

sense of agency in taking control of teaching, identity recognition, and personal goals in work”.

As acknowledged earlier, every classroom or learning environment has potential
affordances for learning and these are the same for each teacher, but it depends on whether
they feel able to exploit these affordances fully with their students. For instance, one
theoretical example of an affordance offered by the environment could be the use of
technology in classroom activities, such as a collaborative research project where students
use their mobiles to find information to prepare a group presentation. This may subsequently
lead to new affordances, for example, if the students discover new information to explore, or
if the presentation topic sparks a new area for discussion. As Liu and Chao (2018) illustrate in
their case study of an experienced English teacher in Taiwan, using different affordances in
the classroom depends on the teacher’s confidence and knowledge. In their case study, the
teacher, Lillian, freely exploits technological affordances, such as encouraging the use of
learner dictionaries, group brainstorming sessions using an app where students play a word
association game, and individual research for a history project. As they point out, Lillian’s

agentive actions also promote greater student agency: “the best-case scenario occurs when
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a teacher’s practice goes hand in hand with learner agency in the classroom” (Liu and Chao,

2018: 16).

However, where teachers perhaps have less experience, they are likely to be less
agentive. Freely identifying learning opportunities and affordances may be challenging for new
teachers who are still discovering their teaching style. As Soini et al. (2015: 641) state,
professional agency “is not a fixed individual disposition” which is set at the time of learning
how to teach; it progresses throughout the teacher’s career and is influenced by current
settings and past experiences. Soini et al. (2015: 642) also highlight the importance of “efficacy
beliefs” in developing agency, especially for student teachers. While they do not provide an
exact definition of what these beliefs are, the concept of “self-efficacy” was originally
developed by Bandura (1977) and refers to people’s internal belief that they have the skills
and ability to be successful in a situation. The beliefs that teachers hold about themselves and
about learning also, therefore, affect the behaviours they display. Kayi-Aydar (2019a: 11)
argues that perceptions of efficacy are “the core element of human agency”, drawing on
Bandura (2001), who posits that without the belief that people can achieve results from their
actions, they have little motivation to be agentive. Agency, therefore, is closely tied to some
form of outcome, although this does not necessarily have to be a substantial change. It can

be argued that an intentional decision not to act also counts as being agentive.

Consequently, for learner teachers, they must first develop self-efficacy beliefs, which
contribute to their motivation to act (or not) and their subsequent decisions about which path
of action to take. Some research (e.g., Turnbull, 2005; Yuan, Liu and Lee, 2019) suggests that
a supportive relationship between student teachers and their senior counterparts is one of the
aspects that underpins the development of professional agency. Learning by observation and
having effective role models is an important part of student teacher development, with
research suggesting that teacher educators and their beliefs about teaching exert
considerable influence on their students (e.qg., Izadinia, 2012). However, not all ESOL teachers

have completed formal training courses and/or have access to continuing professional
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development and mentorship. A lack of support and networking opportunities could potentially
hinder teachers’ development of their professional identity due to a lack of role models and
mentorship from more experienced teachers. As Teng (2019) suggests, developing one’s
professional identity contributes to agency, and having this sense of identity is important for

being able to make decisions and choices about the curriculum and class focus.

2.6.4 The flexibility of the ESOL curriculum

As well as teachers’ level of expertise, a constraining or liberating factor for achieving agency
is whether teachers must follow a specific curriculum (i.e., the overall framework for the course
of study) or meet certain requirements. This is a particularly pertinent issue in the field of
ESOL, where a large volume of research cites an “audit culture” (Cooke and Simpson, 2008:
39). As Cooke (2006) discusses in her analysis of ESOL needs, there may be a tension
between teachers’ freedom to get to know their students’ individual lives, so they can help
their learners to access the right linguistic resources, while also following a curriculum which
prioritises “product rather than process” (Cooke, 2006: 59). The Adult ESOL Core Curriculum
(Department for Education and Skills, 2001) was developed by the British government’s
education department as part of Skills for Life and, before this, ESOL provision had been

informal (Foster and Bolton, 2018).

However, while the introduction of a standardised curriculum to address core skills may
have the advantage of aiming to ensure that new users of English receive provision of an
equal standard and making it possible to benchmark ESOL provision, it has also been
criticised for attempting to cover too much and trying to be “all things to all people™ (Cooke,
2006: 59). As Cooke (2006) argues, the diversity of need among ESOL students cannot be
covered by a single curriculum. The intensive focus on “survival English” (Cooke, 2006: 70)

means that it provides a basis for low-level learners, but that it lacks opportunities to cover

English for Specific Purposes. As well as constraining learners, who may not be able to access
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the specific type of ESOL they want or need, it also restricts teacher agency in terms of finding

out about the lives of their students outside the classroom and what their specific needs are.

While the curriculum aims to be student-centred with the use of Individual Learning
Plans (ILPs), empirical findings from teachers suggest that it is debatable whether ILPs are
effective or merely another addition to the paperwork and target-setting (e.g., Cooke, 2006;
Hamilton, 2009; Isaku, 2014). According to Hamilton (2009: 225), many tutors feel they are
acting as a “broker or mediator between student aspirations and demands, and system
requirements”. This imposes a further restriction on professional agency to make decisions
and shape classroom practice, as it “[allows] tutors to make only a limited range of procedural
decisions” (Hamilton, 2009: 225). The need to meet specific requirements and provide
evidence of this to receive funding is also mentioned as a hindrance to professional agency,
when tutors must fill out forms in the language of the funding bodies to “match the curriculum

description and meet the auditors’ requirements” (Isaku, 2014: 55).

However, to put forward a counterargument, at times there appears to be too little
guidance and teachers are left to find their own way, especially with pre-literate learners and
those from refugee backgrounds. According to Chamorro, Garrido-Hornos and Vazquez-
Amador (2021: 5), nine in ten teachers in their survey of seventy-two ESOL teachers said they
had to create their own materials due to a lack of specific guidance for refugee and asylum
seeker ESOL learners, which points to a need for a tailored curriculum for students’ needs
and more opportunities for teacher education. ESOL teachers play a vital role and as
Chamorro, Garrido-Hornos and Vazquez-Amador (2021: 5) suggest, they are not just teaching
language but also acting “as facilitators echoing and managing real everyday situations in the
lives of refugees in the UK”. Therefore, as the findings from Chamorro, Garrido-Hornos and
Vazquez-Amador (2021) suggest, it seems that having too little guidance and structure could

be just as challenging as having too much.
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2.6.5 The impact of psychological safety on professional agency

Research in the field of organisational psychology suggests that when individuals feel
supported and able to take risks in their teams without fearing the consequences, they have
greater freedom to innovate. The term ‘psychological safety’ was developed by Edmondson
(1999: 354) to describe “a shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking”,
indicating that teams who feel psychologically safe have high levels of trust in their members.
In such teams, people feel able to challenge constructively, put forward their own views and
ask for help when they need it. While much of the literature on psychological safety focuses
on organisational psychology and workplace culture, the concept can also be applied to the
context of education. The key question is whether the norms in educational institutions

promote psychological safety and, thus, the freedom to take risks and act with agency or not.

As Wanless (2016) suggests, having a strong sense of psychological safety is

potentially a key driver of agency and the ability to choose courses of action.

“When individuals and contexts come together to generate a greater degree of
psychological safety, they may be more free to engage in ways they choose, without

restraint” (Wanless, 2016: 1).

However, when it is lacking and individuals are constrained by hierarchical institutional norms,
a lack of support and/or the fear that speaking up will result in negative consequences, this
could be a barrier to making decisions in the classroom. For example, as Liddicoat (2019)
shows in his case study of an Australian school, a project between teachers in two different
subject areas — Languages and Humanities — in the school was flawed by communication
issues, compounded by a hierarchical decision-making structure. The result led to the
Humanities teachers feeling “disenfranchised” (Liddicoat, 2019: 161) by a top-down decision
for Languages teachers to participate in teaching the Humanities curriculum. Although the
project was designed to promote collaboration between the two disciplines, it resulted in

conflict in the sense that Humanities teachers resisted the change. It is a clear example of
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how a lack of open discussion, due to the school’s institutional norms of hierarchical decision-

making and communication, can prohibit psychological safety and result in conflicts of agency.

Other research that applies the concept of psychological safety to the classroom
indicates that it tends to increase according to seniority: “teachers with more experience feel
more psychologically safe than more novice colleagues” (Edmondson et al., 2016: 75). As
status and role differences affect psychological safety, this could also be a barrier to agency.
Consequently, this suggests that school principals and managers have an important role to
play in supporting teachers to develop and encouraging them to experiment and take
reasonable risks. An extract from an interview with a senior school manager interviewed by
Priestley, Biesta and Robinson (2013) demonstrates an attitude of psychological safety in

practice:

*._.if you are encouraging staff to do things that are a wee bit different or to not always
follow things in @ mainstream way, there is much more chance that they will develop
as teachers, as professionals and as members of staff. S0 when someone comes with
a crazy idea and says ‘| want to try and do this with the second year class’, okay, have
a go at that ... If they make a mess of it and it does not work, well that is ckay. “You
tried, it did not work, we will try something different next time™ (Priestley, Biesta and

Robinson, 2013: 162).

This approach promotes a culture of continuous improvement which, critically, avoids blame
if a particular idea does not come to fruition. As Kahn (1990) suggests, building this type of
culture, where individuals feel able to be themselves “without fear of negative consequences
to self-image, status, or career” (Kahn, 1990: 708) may also lead to greater engagement with
one’s work. Consequently, it can be suggested that interpersonal team relationships and
professional development networks are key to developing a sense of psychological safety.
Teachers need the support of their peers and seniors to be agentive, and these support

networks are especially critical in the early years of a teacher’s career. As Brannan and



28

Bleistein (2012) found, novice teachers have a range of support needs, including pragmatic
aspects such as practical mentorship on different teaching approaches as well as affective
support such as active listening and encouragement. These needs are best met by “a web of
supportive individuals” (Brannan and Bleistein, 2012: 19), which points to the need for
teachers at all stages of their career, but especially novice and pre-service teachers, to have

access and encouragement to join a psychologically safe network.

2.7 The gap between language teaching ‘experts’ and classroom practice

A common theme in research on Teaching English for Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL)
is the discrepancy between researchers who create textbooks and make recommendations
about teaching methodologies vs. the actual classroom practices and challenges which
teachers experience first-hand. It appears that there is a tendency for high-level research to
make idealistic recommendations without acknowledging the barriers to carrying them out.
Research from the past few decades acknowledges this discrepancy, e.g., Nunan (1988) and
Hayes (1996). Hayes’ (1996: 173) call to action is to prioritise “voice” over “vision”, as he
argues that “ESOL teachers remain at the mercy of pronouncements from others superior to
them in the professional hierarchy”. He points out that there has been sparse change since
Nunan (1988: 174), who discusses the multitude of classroom approaches and methodologies
that emerged due to a “lack of systematic study of classroom learning and [...] classroom-

centred research”.

Fast-forward a decade or so after Hayes (1996) published his argument for listening
closely to what ESOL teachers have to say, and there are some signs of change in the field.
Cross (2010) draws on Borg’s (2003) review of teacher cognition to develop a framework that
places “what language teachers think, know, and do” (Cross, 2010: 449) at its heart. The
developing field of teacher cognition research appears to be answering Hayes’ call to action
and, at last, focusing on the teachers’ voices rather than abstract pronouncements which are

not based on empirical evidence from practitioners. However, there is still more work to do to
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foreground teachers’ pedagogical practice in the classroom and build a bridge across the
theory—practice gap, as discussed in the volume published by the International Association of
Teachers of English as a Foreign Language (IATEFL) (Mackay, Birello and Xerri, 2018). Hall
(2018) argues that time is a fundamental barrier to teachers’ and practitioners’ access of
academic research; their already heavy workload of curriculum design, lesson planning,
marking and policy adherence prevents many teachers from being able to explore the latest
theoretical research and think about how they can apply it in practice. It takes time and energy
to read, reflect and evaluate sometimes competing and contradictory theories and
methodologies. In conclusion, Hall's argument is that there needs to be a collective effort by
all researchers and professionals involved in English language teaching to support teachers
to “navigate the links between theory, theories and practice” (Hall, 2018: 40). Xerri and
Pioquinto (20