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The present study was carried out in response to the lack of investigation into professional identity
tensions of EFL student teachers. The study capitalizes on a corpus of 139 reflective journal entries
written by 20 Korean EFL student teachers and analyzes the corpus with a specialist analytics
program, Leximancer 4.5. It reveals five professional identity tensions that seem to revolve around
maintaining a dual identity (e.g., student vs. professional, L2 learner vs. L2 teacher, etc.), thereby
underscoring the complex and conflicting nature of EFL teacher candidates' identities. The findings go
some way towards contributing to the existing knowledge of tensions experienced by Korean EFL
student teachers in their professional identity development and help us better understand what support
should be provided to them by teacher education programs.
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Introduction
Over the last few decades, there has been a considerable body of research in applied linguistics focused
on language teacher identity (Canh, 2013; Choi, 2007; Johnston, 1999; Morgan, 2004; Pavlenko, 2003;
Varghese, 2000; etc.). The topic gained so much attention that investigation has been vast: from
conceptualization (e.g., Beijaard et al., 2004) to theorization (e.g., Varghese et al., 2005) and to formation
of teacher professional identity (e.g., Zacharias, 2010). However, despite the vastness of research, what
still seems to be under-investigated is the issue of professional identity tensions experienced by EFL
student teachers. As such teachers experience “unique challenges in negotiating the conflicts and tensions
in their dual identities” (Lim, 2011, p. 969), they often go through numerous difficulties before and when
embarking on the teaching profession. Understanding and being alert to these tensions would provide
them with a better frame of reference regarding how to function confidently in their contexts. Moreover,
it would help better understand the support these teachers need from their teacher education programs.
It is against this lacking investigation that we conducted this exploratory study. Its guiding question is
what tensions EFL student teachers encounter in their professional identity development. As professional
identity development often involves an interplay between the personal and professional aspects of
becoming and being a teacher (Olsen, 2008, 2010), we follow Pillen et al. (2013) in defining these
tensions as “internal struggles between how a teacher sees him/herself as a person and as a professional”
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(p. 87). The study capitalizes on a corpus of 139 reflective journal entries written by 20 EFL student
teachers and analyses of this corpus with an unsupervised specialist analytics program Leximancer 4.5,
known for the stability, reproducibility, and correlative validity it provides (Smith & Humphreys, 2006).

Theoretical Framework
Teacher, Identity, Learning
A significant body of research in the field of applied linguistics contributed to the emergence of
theoretical conceptions regarding identity of language teachers. These theories have allowed researchers
to investigate different aspects of teacher identity and provided a deeper understanding of identity
development.
One important theoretical perspective on teacher identity is Tajfel’s social identity theory (1978) which
stems primarily from psychology. According to this theory, a significant factor in the development of
one’s identity is their membership in relevant communities. That is, social, cultural, and political contexts
can play a great role in one’s identity formation. For example, Johnson’s (1992) study, which draws on
this theory, clearly views identity to be multiple and related to social group membership. Observing the
life of a non-native speaker teacher, the author reports on the conflicts between the teacher’s claimed
identity and assigned identity and shows how that identity is re-valued through her membership in an
M.A. TESOL program. The advantage of social identity theory is that it explains why identity can be
multiple and constantly changing. It gives birth to propositions that view language teacher identity as
being multiple, shifting, and in conflict as well as being strongly related to a professional community.
However, what seems to be important about this theory is that, when it comes to multiple identities, it
requires us to specify what these identities are; and similarly, when talking about identities in terms of
social contexts, we should clarify which social groups these are (Varghese et al., 2005).
Another important theoretical view in language teacher identity is Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of
situated learning. This theory suggests that learning takes place within authentic activity, context, and
culture through involvement in a community of practice which embodies certain beliefs and behaviors to
be learned. Thus, learning is a contextual social phenomenon and is achieved through social interaction
and collaboration. In terms of learning about teaching, teacher education programs and institutions can
provide student teachers with access to legitimate peripheral participation, a process in which novices
become experienced members and eventually old-timers of their community of practice (Lave & Wenger,
1991), and thus help them learn about teaching and form their identities. Therefore, learning results from
social interaction and entails identity development. Varghese’s (2000) ethnographic study on professional
identity of bilingual teachers in the United States viewed learning to be located in co-participation in an
activity where learning is not a cognitive acquisition of knowledge, but rather a process of acquiring an
identity; that is, learning constructs identity. Thus, the theory of situated learning is useful in
understanding the emergence and development of language teacher identity in settings provided by
teacher education programs and institutions.
Given the definition of professional identity tensions as internal struggles resulting from negotiating
one’s self-images as a person and as a professional, we believe that social identity theory and situated
learning theory should be used together to examine these tensions in EFL student teachers. This is
because, when juxtaposed, they allow us to think about identity as multiple and in conflict as supported
by social identity theory on the one hand, and to conceptualize teacher development programs as settings
providing access to legitimate peripheral participation as suggested by the notion of situated learning on
the other hand. With Feyerabend (1988) and Varghese et al. (2005), we argue for the importance of
multiple theories because only in this way can we hope to gain a fuller picture of an immensely complex
phenomenon such as professional identity tensions in EFL student teachers.
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Teacher Professional Identity and Tensions
Given the emergence of teacher professional identity as a separate field of research in the recent
decades (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999), researchers in the field seem to differ in conceptualizing teacher
identity in the first place. For example, Goodson and Cole (1994), consider teachers as “persons and
professionals whose lives and work are influenced and made meaningful by factors and conditions inside
and outside the classroom and school” (p. 88). Volkmann and Anderson (1998) emphasize personal and
social dimensions of teacher identity insisting that it is a balance between professional self-images and
the many roles the teacher feels they should play in their contexts. However, despite the differing views
on teacher identity, it is clear that it involves an interplay between person and context (Beijaard et al.,
2004).
Teacher professional identity development (TPID) is commonly viewed as an active, ongoing process
that involves identification and (re)interpretations of teachers’ self-images, prior learning and teaching
experiences, beliefs, attitudes as well as social and professional contexts (Hong, 2010; Glodjo, 2017;
Olsen, 2008, 2010; Tsui, 2007). Thus, TPID highlights the idea that becoming and being a teacher is a
perpetuating process often seen as lifelong learning (Day, 1999). It is the answer to the questions “Who
am I at the moment?” and “Who do I want to become?” (Beijaard et al., 2004). As for the issue of what is
essential to TPID, Grossman (1990) argues for the importance of teacher education programs in the
identity formation of beginning teachers. Olsen (2008) argues for the acknowledgment of teachers’
personal stance or beliefs, suggesting that when there is a conflict between personal beliefs about teaching
and the beliefs promoted by preservice education, personal beliefs tend to be stronger. In an EFL context,
Lim (2011) emphasizes the importance of knowledge base and prior learning and teaching practices in the
formation of professional identity of Korean student teachers.
When it comes to professional identity tensions, though, it becomes somewhat difficult to arrive at a
list of tensions conceptualized specifically from a teacher identity perspective. Pillen et al. (2013), for
example, review extensive literature in the field of teaching education, nursing education as well as
education in social work and make a list of 13 tensions encountered by beginning nurses and social
workers and suggest that they can be seen as those experienced by beginning teachers as well, essentially
because these groups of workers represent social professions and thus all serve the community. The
authors further conducted semi-structured interviews with 24 beginning teachers to examine the extent to
which the 13 tensions applied to them. This eliminated four of the 13 tensions while contributing, again,
four newly formulated ones. The final list of tensions were then classified into the following three themes
by the researchers.
The first theme, the changing role from being a student to becoming a teacher, involves tensions
regarding how one feels about ‘transitioning’ from being a student to being a teacher. For example, a
tension may arise when one feels treated like a peer while wanting to take responsibility as a teacher
(Pillen et al., 2013). The second theme, conflicts between desired and actual support given to students,
comprises tensions that have to do with whether these teachers are able to provide the necessary support
to their students. For example, Fuller, Bown, and Veenman (as cited in Pillen et al., 2013) suggest that
one may find it difficult to maintain an emotional distance with their students. The third theme,
conflicting conceptions of learning to teach, includes tensions regarding the differences beginning
teachers and others in the community of practice may have in learning to teach. For example, some
tension may occur if a beginning teacher feels dependent on a mentor (colleague/supervisor) while
wanting to go one’s own way in teaching (Pillen et al., 2013).
Thus, teachers’ professional identity tensions are a matter of “finding a balance” between personal
attitudes and desires, on the one hand, and professional aspects of becoming and being a teacher, on the
other (Alsup, 2006). Although the related literature does provide some account on such tensions in
beginning teachers, there seems to be a lack of work into tensions experienced specifically by EFL
student teachers. Our literature review did not reveal any such work, although we do not claim the
exhaustiveness of our review. The present investigation, therefore, makes an attempt to address this gap
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by taking an exploratory approach to identifying such tensions in an EFL context.
We thus aim to understand professional identity tensions in EFL student teachers and inform teacher
education programs. Supporting student teachers in coping with such tensions is of vital concern for teacher
education institutions (Hanna et al., 2019) because if these tensions are not properly handled, they can lead
to feelings of insecurity and exhaustion (Pillen et al., 2013), lack of enthusiasm for learning and profession
(Güngör, 2017; Smith, Anderson, & Blanch, 2016), and even to high risks of study-delay and dropout from
training (Hanna et al., 2019; Hong, 2010). Moreover, understanding these tensions is of great importance for
student teachers as well because it would help them better understand their self-images and negotiate their
weaknesses, thereby contributing towards their self-awareness within their communities.

Methods
Participants
The study was based on reflective journals of twenty EFL student teachers (15 female and 5 male, aged
between 25 and 35) matriculated into an M.A. TESOL program at a graduate school in Seoul, Korea.
They had a teaching experience of two years on average in private sectors. While they were attending the
graduate school, most of them were also teaching at private institutions or tutoring. Five of them were
planning to apply for a Ph.D. after getting their master’s degree.
The M.A. TESOL program offers a semester-long teacher preparation course in which the students
were placed in a private middle school in Seoul, Korea, to practice and analyze their teaching. The
reflective journals were written in the course of this field-based program as they taught English to small
groups of students, ranging from two to four, on a weekly basis. Although the participants did not have to
follow a specific curriculum, they were asked to carefully plan each class and keep a journal to reflect on
their teaching experiences and feelings associated with balancing their personal and professional lives.
The journals were submitted to the program supervisor (a Ph.D. level professional), a co-researcher for
the present study.

Data Collection
As the affiliated university has not yet established an institutional Ethics Committee, formal
institutional procedures were replaced by an ethical process which involved consultation with a PhD level
professional on research ethics. The consultation was followed by an attempt to obtain informed consent
from research participants. We sent out individual emails to the participants of the field-based teacher
preparation program requesting consent to analyze their reflective journals. Initially, the total number of
participants was twenty-one; however, one refused to give their consent, which resulted in having access
to the journals of the remaining twenty. The twenty journals, each containing five to seven entries on
average, made up 139 entries used in the analysis.
A major obstacle, however, appeared to be the language variation in the journals. Due to the nature of
the journals (authors expressed their thoughts and feelings), the participants were allowed to compose
their entries in the language they were most comfortable with. This resulted in having ten entries written
in English, and of the remaining 129, over half in Korean and the rest in Korean and English mixed.
Therefore, it was necessary to translate the non-English portion into English and undertake a member
check (also known as respondent validation) procedure to maintain internal validity. It is worthy of note,
however, that the translation validation procedure was performed by a group of six participants as the
remaining group were not available. In the member check, the translation was reviewed for adequacy and,
as a result, was reported to have a good relevance to the intended meaning of the original text. After
having taken these steps, we compiled a corpus to be analyzed for professional identity tensions. The
corpus had the characteristics presented in Table 1.
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TABLE 1
Characteristics of Corpus Analyzed
Semester
Spring 2014
Spring 2015
Spring 2016
Spring 2017
Average
Total

N of participants
4
6
4
6
5
20

N of journal entries
27
51
29
32
34.75
139

N of words
9095
13391
5777
11609
9968
39872

As presented in Table 1, the number of entries as well as the number of words per semester varied due
to the reflective nature of the journals. As a result, a total of 139 journal entries over four semesters were
collected, translated and validated, with an average of 34.75 journal entries per semester. The total
number of words for four semesters was 39,872 and the average per semester, 9,968. This data set was
analyzed using Leximancer 4.5.

Leximancer
The qualitative textual data were analyzed with a specialist analytics software Leximancer 4.5. An
attempt was made to gain a rich insight into professional identity tensions described in the reflective
journals.
Leximancer is a computer-assisted program that examines text for frequency and co-occurrence of
concepts. It deals with natural language text data in electronic format and uses statistics-based algorithms
that draw on the Bayesian approach to prediction in order to identify core concepts and their relationships.
By extracting a semantic pattern from a text, it provides a visual output in which the identified concepts
are grouped into themes. The simplified model of semantic pattern extraction is presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Simplified model of semantic pattern extraction in Leximancer (Crofts & Bisman, 2010).
As illustrated, Leximancer identifies collections of words that tend to be used together in the text
creating lexical concepts. Then, the concepts which are semantically connected with one another are
grouped by proximity into clusters or themes. The concepts that do not belong to any existing theme
create their own themes. In either case, the name of the theme is determined by the most prominent
concept in that group.
We chose to utilize Leximancer as a research tool for a few reasons. First, it enabled us to take an
exploratory approach, automatically creating a list of concepts from the text (Cretchley et al., 2010).
Secondly, reliability was an important concern and Leximancer’s automated procedures are thought to
provide reliable results. For example, other qualitative text analyzing programs such as Nvivo, for
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instance, require the researcher to generate a coding scheme and rules to process data and are thus
researcher driven (Cretchley et al., 2010; Dann, 2010). Leximancer, on the other hand, performs the
process of coding by itself thereby avoiding coder bias and providing a higher level of reliability. In this
regard, Smith and Humphreys (2006, p. 269) state “Leximancer is implemented as a commercial-quality
program which is easily used and has been evaluated for stability, reproducibility, and correlative
validity”. Thirdly, the software generates an interactive visual concept map and statistical output that can
help efficiently gain insights into the data (Cretchley et al., 2010). Graphical format displays concepts and
the strength of association between them, providing a conceptual overview of the semantic structure of
the data. Additionally, the visual concept map offers five important sources of information about the text,
such as the main concepts, the relative frequency of concepts, the co-occurrence of concepts, the
centrality of concepts, and similarity of the contexts in which concepts occur or conceptual clustering
(Leximancer User Guide, 2018).

Procedures
The reflective journals were uploaded to Leximancer. By default, the context unit was set at a twosentence block segment. Due to the high automaticity of the instrument, manual intervention was
minimized. However, some intervention was made to the list of concepts generated automatically. For
example, such function words as ‘due’ and ‘during’ were removed from the list of concepts for having
little/no lexical meaning. It was also necessary to merge singular and plural forms as well as synonyms to
provide consistency; thus, such terms as ‘class’ and ‘classes’ were merged into a single ‘class’, ‘student’
and ‘students’ into a single ‘students’, and synonyms like ‘study’ and ‘learn’ were merged into ‘study’.
This procedure resulted in the final list of 21 most important concepts which were further used in the
generation of a concept map (see Figure 2) where they were arranged based on the strength of association
to one another.

Figure 2. Concept map of reflective journals.
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We further tried to draw conclusions about the professional identity tensions of the participants by
interpreting the Leximancer output. First, the concept map was viewed for initial inspection and the
themes on the map were studied for the areas of overlapping. Also, the concepts within the themes were
inspected for their central and relative positioning. Second, we extracted text segments representing the
contextual relationship of the centrum with each of its related concepts. This segment extraction
procedure was performed with all the four themes and resulted in 885 extracted segments (see Table 2).
TABLE 2
Number of Segments Containing Centrum and a Related Concept
Theme
Students

Class

Time

English

Centrum
students
students
students
students
students
students
class
class
class
class
class
time
time
time
English
English
English
English

Related concept
thoughts
questions
level
grammar
test
teaching
school
teacher
preparation
materials
interest
thoughts
feelings
wants
level
writing
study
words
Total

Count
160
101
76
69
54
39
83
56
46
36
27
34
33
9
20
16
15
11
885

Table 2 shows that, within the theme students, for instance, 160 text segments were extracted
representing the contexts in which centrum ‘students’ co-occurred with a related concept ‘thoughts’, 39
segments where ‘students’ co-occurred with ‘teaching’, etc. Further, these text segments were marked as
referring or not referring to an internal struggle balancing personal and professional aspects of a
participant’s life. That is, not only were we looking for a duality of identity in the extracts (e.g., L2
learner vs. L2 teacher; student vs. professional), but also the two identities had to be in conflict, as it can
be the case according to Tajfel’s social identity theory (1978). Thus, of the 885 extracted segments, 117
were marked as such and sorted into five distinct groups, each representing an internal struggle balancing
two identities; namely, student vs. professional (N = 35), L2 learner vs. L2 teacher (N = 25), novice vs.
professional (N = 22), teacher vs. person (N = 18), and teacher vs. volunteer (N = 17). Based on the ideas
shared by segments within each group, we were able to formulate professional identity tensions. Figure 3
illustrates the procedure of formulating a tension based on text segments marked as referring to ‘student
vs. professional’ struggle.
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Figure 3. Tension formulation procedure: an example.

Findings and Discussion
Review of the relevant text segments and the procedures undertaken to formulate professional identity
tensions (see Figure 3) enabled us to arrive at the following five tensions.
• Having to balance both academic and professional aspects of one’s life (student vs. professional);
• Feeling incompetent of subject matter versus being expected to demonstrate expert knowledge
(L2 learner vs. L2 teacher);
• Feeling dependent on other teachers regarding what and how to teach (novice vs. professional).
• Experiencing difficulties negotiating willingness to get one’s learners to study and feeling
empathy for them (teacher vs. person);
• Conflicts between one’s willingness to be treated as a teacher versus being treated otherwise
(teacher vs. volunteer).
The most frequently mentioned tension appeared to be having to balance both academic and
professional aspects of one’s life. 35 text segments suggested that our study participants had an internal
struggle negotiating their roles as students on the one hand, and as professionals on the other. As students,
they had to dedicate time and effort to academic work such as completing assignments and taking tests
while, as teachers, they had to plan, prepare and deliver lessons, not to mention other responsibilities.
Maintaining these two aspects of their life seems to have caused a tension captured in the following
extracts.
I was too busy with all the class assignments I had in the graduate school. At the same time, I felt
nervous because I had to prepare some materials for the middle school.
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I was also short in time due to midterm [exams] in graduate school. I prepared class materials all
night.
As suggested by the extracts, the pressure to write academic papers and prepare for exams in their
graduate school appeared to be distracting from focusing on work-related tasks, and vice-versa. It is
therefore reasonable to consider the importance of redesigning the curriculum in such a fashion in which
practicum and academic responsibilities do not interfere with one another so that student teachers can
fully focus on their teaching practices.
Another tension, feeling incompetent of subject matter versus being expected to demonstrate expert
knowledge, was recognized in 25 text segments. These segments suggested that our study participants
often failed to answer questions about the subject-matter encountered in their classroom and felt
embarrassed due to their lack of knowledge and confidence. Consider the following text segments.
Lack of grammar knowledge and I was so embarrassed. I could only provide answers to basic
grammar questions due to my lack of knowledge in grammar.
I chose to face an unexpected question from a student since I wanted to solve his doubts all
together. But as the question was something I wasn’t familiar with, I kept thinking whether I was
telling him the right thing.
Clearly, subject knowledge/linguistic competence is crucial for language teachers (Li, 2017) in that it
provides them with intellectual tools to function effectively as a teacher. It seems that EFL student
teachers experience a professional development need that largely has to do with their own language
improvement. Therefore, teacher preparation and development programs in countries situated in the
expanding circle (Kachru, 1992) like Korea, for example, should consider more efficient ways of
addressing this need. This is especially urgent given the importance of knowledge base in TPID of
Korean student teachers (Lim, 2011) as well as in-service EFL teachers working in Japan and Korea
(Igawa, 2008).
Feeling dependent on other teachers regarding what and how to teach was mentioned in 22 text
segments and comes in line with what Pillen et al. (2013) frame as feeling dependent on a mentor
(colleague/supervisor) versus wanting to go one’s own way in teaching. In the present study, the student
teachers felt inexperienced and often referred to their colleagues for advice regarding what and how to
teach. It is clear from the segments below that student teachers want to function confidently as a
professional, however, often need advice from more experienced teachers in their community of practice.
I am not sure about how to approach my students as they are very unpredictable. But the teacher
who works there is very kind and I try to stick to her advice, she must have more teaching
experience than me in the end.
As my previous class was not a big success, I asked another teacher to sit in my class and help me
understand what I am doing wrong. He didn’t say anything bad, so I felt okay afterwards.
As suggested by the notion of legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991), novices
become experienced members of a community of practice through co-participation and collaboration in
an authentic activity. Therefore, it is important that student teachers benefit from exposure to ongoing
activities that promote their confidence as a teacher. Hence, teacher education programs should provide
access to activities and contexts for student teachers to learn about teaching.
Finally, experiencing difficulties negotiating willingness to get one’s learners to study and feeling
empathy for them is another recurring tension. 18 text segments suggested that the student teachers had
difficulty balancing their self as a teacher and self as a person. The participants reflected that it was
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challenging for them to get their learners to study while actually wanting to let them go. Given the
excessive stress Korean schoolers experience from schoolwork (Park & Kim, 2018), it becomes clear why
the student teachers felt empathy for their learners. The following extracts are useful in understanding this
tension.
I realized that they [learners] were not involved and decided to remind them that they are in an
English class and that they should study. However, deep inside I wanted to let them go because I
knew you can’t make someone do something against their will.
I tried to help them learn English and they said that they had no interest to study as they were tired.
This made me feel empathetic toward them, but I had to teach anyway.
It is clear that the study participants, as teachers, had to engage their students in studying despite that,
as persons, they felt a great deal of empathy for them. Given their teaching role, they had to find ways to
encourage their learners to study despite the unwillingness they displayed.
Finally, the tension conflicts between one’s willingness to be treated as a teacher versus being treated
otherwise was encountered in 17 segments. Our participants shared that, despite the nature of their
interaction with students (part of their teacher preparation program), they wanted to be treated as ‘real’
teachers, however, were not perceived as such. What is significant about this tension is that it best
emphasizes the multiplicity and conflicting nature of identity, as it would be supported by social identity
theory. This is captured in the following extracts.
I was a bit sad as I felt that I was not accepted the way I wanted. I still have the feeling that I was
just a volunteer or something for a short time.
I wanted them to at least thank my effort as a teacher, but I was sad since they didn’t. But I still had
a wonderful time with highly participating middle school students and it was also a time for me to
look back on myself.
A similar tension is found in Pillen et al. (2013) who introduce a tension that has to do with feeling
treated like a student/peer versus wanting to take responsibility as a teacher. In their study, Alex (a
beginning teacher) is reported to have felt that he was treated like a student and wanted to stand up for
himself so that he could be treated seriously. Our study, too, suggests that the student teachers engaged in
the field-based teacher preparation program wanted to be acknowledged as “real” teachers; however,
often felt that they did not get this recognition.
These results provide useful implications both for student teachers and teacher educators. One useful
implication is that understanding EFL student teachers’ professional identity tensions is useful for teacher
educators in providing adequate support to their students. More specifically, the tensions formulated in
this study suggest that student teachers experience a professional development need that has to do with
what Leinhardt and Smith (1984, as cited in Good & Brophy, 1987) call subject-matter knowledge and
action-system knowledge. While the former refers to knowledge needed to teach content, the latter refers
to knowledge about teaching and learning in general, regardless of the content. It is, therefore, possible to
suggest that teacher educators have to be well informed of these issues and take relevant measures to help
their students address them effectively. As posited by situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991),
communities of practice have an essential role in the acquisition of beliefs and behaviors by novices
within those communities. Similarly, teacher education programs should provide settings and activities
promoting student teachers’ knowledge base both in terms of subject-matter and action-system. Thus, it is
quite reasonable to argue for the importance of professional identity tensions in curriculum development.
As these tensions are best revealed in systematic reflection, curricular specifications could greatly benefit
from careful analysis of student teachers’ reflective journals.
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Another important implication is that EFL student teachers should be aware of their professional
identity tensions. This could be achieved through engagement in continuous reflection of their
experiences as well as in group discussions with other teachers. Such practices could help them better
understand themselves within their contexts and stay aware of their strengths and weaknesses. Given the
duality of and conflicts in their identities, it is especially important to reflect and negotiate how they see
themselves as a person and as a professional. This will help them develop better strategies to deal with
their internal challenges and thus make them function more confidently.

Conclusion
Returning to the research question regarding EFL student teacher’s professional identity tensions, the
results of this exploratory study suggest five tensions associated with complex internal struggles these
individuals experience as they engage in teaching. By and large, these tensions seem to speak about the
dual and conflicting nature of EFL student teachers’ identity. As students and professionals, L2 learners
and L2 teachers, novices and professionals, teachers and persons, teachers and volunteers, they seem to
have difficulties functioning confidently in their contexts. We therefore would like to invite teacher
educators, policy makers and student teachers to pay close attention to these challenges that are an
inevitable part of the professional identity formation process. Failure to recognize and incorporate them
into teacher education amounts to failure to fulfil the basic duty of teacher education programs, i.e.,
helping student teachers to learn to teach.
The study is subject to a few limitations. First of all, it is based on EFL student teachers’ reflective
journals written in the course of a field-based teacher education program. It is a semester-long program in
which student teachers taught a class of two to four students once a week. Both the class size and the
frequency of lessons may be questioned for representativeness of classroom teaching. The class size was
limited due to constraints of the teacher education program offered by the affiliated graduate school, and
the frequency of lessons was limited to once a week essentially because the field-based program was
offered as a regular 3-credit course, meaning that the participants still had to attend other courses to fulfil
their M.A. coursework requirement. However, it should be noted that teacher education programs in
Korea do not typically offer practicums in which student teachers are engaged in a larger class size or
more frequent teaching. In fact, it is common for pre-service education to be limited to coursework where
students are exposed to teaching through demo classes with their peers and other activities meant to
provide some exposure to teaching. Therefore, in examining identity tensions in student teachers in the
Korean context, the affiliated graduate school seemed to offer the most relevant setting despite the
constraints it had.
Another limitation is that far more tensions could be found than those formulated within the present
study if different methods of research are used. For example, interviews could provide extra insight into
professional identity tensions as these tensions have to do with feelings, emotions, and beliefs. However,
given the fact that reflective journals have gained considerable importance in research in teacher
education for their usefulness in investigating thoughts, feelings, and perceptions of pre-service teachers
(e.g., Dunlap, 2006; Lee, 2018; Phelps, 2005), the position we hold is that our analysis yielded useful
insights into professional identity tensions and that further investigation utilizing methods other than, or
in combination with, reflective journal analysis should allow for a deeper understanding of these tensions.
Although it would be difficult to draw generalizations from the present study of a comparatively small
scale with a rather innovative design, it would be useful to consider these findings as they go some way
towards contributing to the existing knowledge of tensions teacher candidates experience in their
professional identity development and help us better understand what support should be provided to them
by teacher education programs. Further work into professional identity tensions of EFL student teachers
of a bigger scale and with a more intricate design may also affirm these observations.
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