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Abstract

Social identity plays a significant role in the professional life of teachers; however,
the social identity of English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers is an under-
investigated research area in general and in the context of Iran in particular. This
study aimed to explore Iranian primary-level EFL teachers’ perceptions toward
social identity. To this end, phenomenological design was adopted. Participants
included 15 teachers (7 males and 8 females) from private language schools of
Tehran and Tabriz who were selected through convenience sampling. Data were
collected through face-to-face semi-structured interviews. Based on the results of
the thematic analysis, five main themes were identified: social communication
skills, professional development experiences, using collaboration, group activities,
and negotiation strategies to understand students’ social identity, effect of social
identity on teaching profession, and effect of social identity on teacher interactions.
This study has some implications for primary-level EFL teacher educators and
primary-level EFL teachers. Primary-level EFL teacher educators should use the
findings to train pre-service teachers on the construction and reconstruction of their
social identity. Besides, primary-level EFL teacher teachers should be attentive to
the reconstruction of their social identity based on the insights taken from this

study.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, scholars have increasingly focused on the construction of teacher identity.
Their efforts have aimed to illuminate both the visible and invisible dimensions of the teaching
profession. The visible dimension involves observable activities such as student evaluation and
material preparation, while the invisible dimension comprises individualized traits like motivation,
perceptions, beliefs, and assumptions (Haslam et al., 2023). An examination of teachers’

identities proves valuable when exploring both these aspects (Haslam et al., 2023).

In general, identity is recognized as a dynamic construct that evolves through individual
experiences and social interactions (Bosma & Kunnen, 2001). Theoretical frameworks emphasize
their multifaceted nature, characterized by (1) multiplicity and fluidity, often presenting conflicts
(Brewer, 2012); (2) their grounding in social, cultural, and political contexts (Tajfel & Turner, 1979);
and (3) their formation through discourse and social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). Identity
comprises various categories, including Personal Identity (PIl), Relational Identity (RI), Social
Identity (SI), Collective Identity (Cl), Ego Identity (EI), and Imposed Identity (Il) (Kim et al., 2022).

Pl is conceptualized as the stream of consciousness reflecting an individual’'s unique
values, beliefs, and experiences (Kinsella et al., 2022). RI focuses on how individuals perceive
themselves through the lens of their relationships (Burford et al., 2020). SlI, which is the primary
concern of the present study, is grounded in affiliations with various social groups, providing a
sense of belonging and context within the sociocultural framework. Affiliations related to ethnicity,
gender, and social roles contribute to an individual’s self-concept and position within the societal
structure (Kim et al., 2022). These group memberships not only affirm identity but also enhance
well-being, as individuals derive meaning and support from their collective affiliations (Haslam et
al., 2023). The interrelation between group identity and individual well-being indicates that social
identities serve as critical resources during life transitions, offering a foundation for resilience
(Mawson et al., 2016). Cl embodies a shared sense of belonging that transcends individual
identities, fostering unity among group members based on common values and goals (Kim et al.,
2022). El, distinct from the identities mentioned above, encapsulates how individuals perceive
their worth and place in the world. El is shaped by personal experiences, particularly successes
and failures, which inform the self-concept (Burford et al., 2020). Il refers to identities assigned
by external societal expectations, often through stereotypes and cultural norms. This
phenomenon can lead to internal conflicts as individuals grapple with identities that are not freely
chosen but ascribed by societal forces (Kinsella et al., 2022). Moreover, teachers’ Pl plays a

significant role in their pragmatic awareness in the EFL context (Samani et al., 2024).
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In sum, identity, as investigated through these various lenses, reflects a complex interplay
of personal experiences and social interactions. Each aspect interacts to form a cohesive
understanding of self that dynamically evolves through time and context (Samani et al., 2024).
Therefore, the concept of identity is not merely a reflection of a personal narrative but is deeply
embedded within the relational and social frameworks that shape human experience and well-

being.

Social identity is a kind of identity that has been shown to be important in the professional
life of teachers. As far as social identity is concerned, it reflects the social view of the teacher and
is formed through becoming a member of society (Wenger, 1999). There is a deep and significant
link between social identity and practice (Wenger, 1999). We determine “who we are” by
connecting with other group members and being involved in society. Social identity is different
from self-identity since social identity refers to feelings towards a group membership, while self-
identity refers to the individual themselves (Ko & Kim, 2021). However, the common trend is that
social membership is taken as part of one’s social identityCThe fact is that social identity
conceptualization is different across cultures because of differences in context and experiences
(Ko & Kim, 2021). With a view to this, some scholars such as Betancourt and Lépez (1993) and
Brewer (2012) have recommended the incorporation of culture into mainstream psychology
theories to expand its theoretical domain. Our practices and experiences within society are
significantly the answer to “who we are?” and how we feel and think as a person. Instead of being
a simple process, this is part of a trajectory and involves various membership shapes in the
society (Ko & Kim, 2021).

Understanding the role social identity plays in shaping teachers’ experiences is paramount
due to the challenging conditions of teacher employment and retention. High proportions of
teachers’ work leaving have been reported among teachers within the first years of their job
(Griffin et al., 2024). By uncovering how teachers develop their social identity, teacher educators
can better support and train pre-service teachers by addressing the work-leaving challenge more
systematically. For instance, as documented in recent research, developing teachers’ social
identity through encouraging them to participate in joint research projects with their students is an
effective strategy to prevent them from leaving their job (Haslam et al., 2023). This view, coupled
with the other challenges with which teachers encounter, calls for further research on teachers’

social identity development.

Among different factors influencing teachers’ identity construction, learners’

characteristics, including their English proficiency level, can be mentioned. Closely related to this,
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teaching English at the primary level to young learners demands knowledgeable teachers who
can deal with children. According to Roberts (1998), primary teachers should have psychological
knowledge, considering the specific learning styles of young learners who may need different
cognitive adjustments in teaching methods. The primary stage is undoubtedly important because
it functions as a foundation for more advanced grades. Therefore, authorities and school
principals search for critically minded, creative, and responsible primary English language
teachers (Roberts, 1998). In the same vein, Mortazavi Nezhad et al. (2024) found that among
Iranian EFL instructors, positive emotionality, such as responsiveness, pleasure, emotional
support, and flexibility, significantly predicts informative identity, while it negatively predicted
diffuse-avoidant identity. Negative emotionality, such as anxiety and exhaustion, significantly and
negatively predicts a person's informational and normative identities. Additionally, instructors who
report feeling positively about themselves tend to have a weak diffuse-avoidant identity
characteristic, according to the research. Ultimately, the close link between EFL instructors'
emotionality and identity is evident. To help shape their personality in a positive and genuine way,
EFL teachers should strive to feel more joyful emotions than negative ones (Mortazavi Nezhad et
al., 2024).

Even though a great deal of research has been carried out in the field of EFL teachers’
identity (He & Lin, 2013; Hera et al., 2020; Karimi & Mofidi, 2019; Lebrouj & Solhi, 2024), little
attention has been given to primary-level EFL teachers’ social identity. More specifically, although
Avraamidou (2014a) showed that social identity is extensively relevant to education, it has been
under-investigated in the field of education (Lee et al., 2013). While relevant to education, by
combining group identity and self-categorization theory (Haslam et al., 2011), social identity
accounts for the role of social context in determining an individual's sense of self and identity. In
this way, investigating the social identity of teachers can lessen the problems of teachers as a
key part of the education process. Thus, the researchers of the current study were motivated to
explore Iranian primary-level EFL teachers’ social identity, and thus, formulated the following

research question:

RQ. How do primary-level Iranian EFL teachers perceive their social identity?
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2. Review of the Related Literature
2.1. Theoretical Framework

Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), as the theoretical framewaork of this study,
suggests that individuals shape their identities based on social groups to safeguard self-identity.
This process involves aligning with an “in-group” concerning an “out-group” and showing a
predisposition towards viewing one’s own group positively compared to others. The outcome is
an association with a collective, depersonalized identity rooted in group membership and
characterized by positive attributes (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

Social Identity Theory was introduced as a social-psychological theory to explain group
processes and behaviors. The theory arose from the critique of previous approaches to
understanding and interpreting social behaviors, such as psychology, sociology, biology, and
social psychology (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Social identity theory was developed to counter the
individualistic approach of social psychology to inter-group interactions and group processes
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). A fundamental premise of Social Identity Theory is that groups are the
primary vehicle for social reform and conflicts, not individuals. Tajfel's view recognizes the
existence of human self-interest. He argued that focusing entirely on individual identity would not
displace the knowledge base from what is already known. Furthermore, it would remove the
impact of social identity on behavior within a given social context. The theory describes the limited
dimensions of selves relevant to certain limited forms of social activity at a given point in time
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

Tajfel and Turner (1979) suggested that social and personal identity are hypothetical
cognitive structures that form most of the concept of self. Each structure is constructed of more
narrow cognitive elements such as particular social categorizations of gender, race, political
affiliation, religion, and personal features, for example, bodily attributes and personal preferences.
In other words, a person’s self-concept is extracted from two primary sources: personal and social
identity. Personal identity contains a person’s individual attributes, accomplishments, and
qualities. Social identity involves collective affiliations that are accepted as part of a person’s
identity. Therefore, individuals’ total characteristics that define a social group are used to identify

themselves and produce their social identity.
2.2. Teacher Social Identity

Social identity refers to the manner in which we define ourselves based on shared terms

and categories with others. Unlike personal identity, which can be unique to individuals, social
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identity includes commonalities among groups of people (Deaux, 2001). This process of social
identity formation promotes the development of shared values and a sense of belonging among

individuals within these groups (Deaux, 2001).

It is argued that other people’s role in forming social identity is vital. An individual’s social
identity evolves and develops through engagement in social life and membership in particular
groups (Griffin et al., 2024). When an individual is identified because of membership in a group
and creates a sense of membership within themselves, it leads to the conceptualization of social
identity (Griffin et al., 2024; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). However, we might depend on several groups
simultaneously; therefore, this relationship is dynamic instead of being static and unchangeable.
We may also encounter different levels of dependability and correlation of the groups we belong
to. Therefore, our roles and characters may adjust to various interactions and settings (Deaux,
2001). Our dependence on broader structures and social cultures could be part of this. As a result
of these processes, it can be said that social identity is constructed, shaped, and converted
(Deaux, 2001; Haslam et al., 2023).

In summary, the notion of social identity necessarily entails the meanings related to the
person and also their experience as a member of the society. Talking about identity includes
personal, cognitive, psychological, and emotional notions. On the other side, social identity
involves sociological aspects like gender, race, age, and nationality, and it also involves social,
cultural, and historical factors. Although these two views have been raised separately by
sociologists and psychologists, precisely identifying where the personal aspect of identity ends
and the social aspect of identity begins is a challenging task. Therefore, the analysis concentration
should be on the process of their reciprocal creation (Hera et al., 2020; Wenger, 1999). Small
discoveries that have been achieved about the notion of identity so far may not contain the
minimum features for providing the exact definition of this notion. In explaining this subject, the
notion of identity has been interpreted based on individual and social aspects. However, both
processes attempt to answer “Who am 1?7 or “Who are you?”. This answer can be expressed
extensively in two complicated realms: one sees the person as an individual, and the other sees

them as a social community member (Hera et al., 2020).

Reviewing the literature, it was found that few studies have been conducted on the
significance of social identity in shaping teachers’ professional roles and authority in the
classroom. In a study, Chesler and Young (2007) explored the relationship between social identity
and classroom authority of faculty members. According to the results of document analysis, social

identity contributes to higher classroom authority among faculty members. Wells (2015)
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addressed social identity in teacher education. He examined some teacher education courses
and concluded that student teachers need to be informed about their social identity. It is through

recognition of social identity that their selves are constructed.

Stenberg et al. (2014) studied teachers’ identity through the lens of didactical position.
They believed that teachers should orchestrate and encourage student learning. Regarding
‘orchestrating position’, teachers should learn how to organize their teaching activities to support
students’ learning. The teacher is a facilitator and should be aware of different ways that he can
use to create an environment that leads to productive interaction among learners. In a study
conducted by Nguyen (2016) in Vietnam, the ways English teachers attempted to enhance their
practice and shape their identity in a local setting were scrutinized. According to the results of the
data analysis, at first, these participants believed that self-education as well as learning from their
colleagues in primary schools was inadequate for professional growth. Consequently, they sought
other ways to enhance their professional identity by forsaking pedagogical and epistemological
restrictions to find new practices and identities.

Jetten et al. (2017) explored the effect of social identity on health and well-being of
educators and learners. According to the results, health and well-being are jointly influenced by
social identity significantly. Zahid and Ghani’s (2018) study on social identity and language anxiety
of learners showed that these relationships are deeply embedded within specific social contexts
and are influenced by interacting personal factors such as age, gender, and proficiency level.
Henry (2019) explored the social identity development of an English teacher in a case study. To
this end, he employed semi-structured interviews. According to the results, three I-positions were
recognized for the teacher: The student-apprentice I-position, the emerging practitioner, and the

challenged practitioner.

3. Method
3.1. Design

The present study adopted a phenomenological design to investigate the lived
experiences through which Iranian primary-level EFL teachers perceive and construct their social

identity.
3.2. Participants

The target population of the study included primary-level male and female English
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teachers teaching at private language schools in Tehran and Tabriz because Tabriz was the
hometown and Tehran was the living place of the first researcher. 15 teachers (7 males and 8
females) from the private language schools in Tehran and Tabriz voluntarily took part in the study
by participating in semi-structured interviews. They were selected through purposive sampling
because the main criterion for their inclusion in the study was teaching at English at the primary-
level. Sample size was justified based on data saturation point. The age range of the participants
was 25-50. Research ethics were observed in the sampling procedure by informing the
participants of the aims of the present study. Moreover, they were assured about the anonymity
and confidentiality of their personal information.

3.3. Instruments

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore primary-level Iranian EFL teachers’
perceptions of social identity. It consisted of five open-ended questions, which the researchers
developed through consulting the existing literature on exploration of teachers’ perceptions in
general (rather than the literature on social identity of primary-level teachers) and the experts in
the field. The questions addressed teachers’ definition of their social identity, professional
development experiences which have led to enhancement of teacher social identity, strategies
used by teachers to understand their students’ social identity, the effect of teachers’ social identity
on their profession, and the role of teachers’ social identity in their interactions with their students
and colleagues (See Appendix). The interviews were conducted face-to-face. Each participant
was interviewed individually. All the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim for
the purpose of further data analysis. The interviews were conducted in Persian. To check the
dependability of interview data, member checking was used. That is, the researchers showed
some parts of the analyzed interviews to the interviewees to see whether their perceptions were
the same as the extracted themes. The credibility of interview data was confirmed by using low-
inference descriptors. That is, some direct quotations from the interviewees were provided in

presenting the results of thematic analysis.
3.4. Date Analysis

The collected audio-recorded data from the interviews were transcribed verbatim to be
further analyzed. Data analysis was conducted through the qualitative manual thematic analysis
through open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Open coding entailed highlighting
specific phrases and sentences and assigning corresponding codes to encapsulate the content
of the emphasized portions. Axial coding included relating codes together to reveal categories.

Selective coding involved categorizing all the themes under a main category, namely, primary-
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level Iranian EFL teachers’ perceptions of social identity.
4. Results

To answer the research question ‘How do primary-level Iranian EFL teachers perceive
their social identity?’, through thematic analysis of the data, the following themes and sub-themes

were identified about primary-level Iranian EFL teachers’ perceptions of social identity:
Theme 1: Social Communication Skills

According to this theme, social identity is the acquisition of social communication skills.
This theme was supported by two main codes of ‘the skill of collaboration, teamwork and

cooperation’, and ‘group leadership skills’. The following excerpts illustrate this theme:
Participant 8:

Social identity means saocial life skills. Social life skills are one of the teacher’s skills. The
social identity of the teacher means the art of teaching social skills to students and
preparing them for large gatherings. Social identity means the skill of collaboration.
Collaboration can lead to beneficial results in education. The teacher should have the skill

of using collaboration in a good way.
Participant 5:

Social identity means social communication skills. The class is a collective community that
requires collective communication to advance it. Therefore, the English teacher should
have mass communication skills. Social identity means teamwork skills. One of the most
important teaching skills is teamwork. Teaching is a group category, and without the use

of group skills, it is not possible to achieve its specific goals.
Participant 3:

Social identity means cooperation skills. If the language teacher can create cooperation
between the students as well as between himself and the students, he is much more
successful in teaching. Part of the learning takes place inside the classroom, and another
part outside the classroom. What this means is that extracurricular relationships should

not be ignored. The teacher should create and maintain extracurricular relationships.
Participant 12:

Social identity means group leadership skills. Group activities related to the group,

including group and social activities, are essential parts of the teaching job. This means
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that the language teacher should be able to manage the group and group activities well.

As reflected in the above quotes, the participants noted that it is social communication
skills that could shape their social identity. They perceived that the main skills of collaboration,
cooperation with others, and mastery of group work build their social identity. They also perceived
group leadership skills play a key role in the formation of their social identity. This finding is
compatible with Social Identity Theory’s proposition that individuals shape their identities based

on social groups and activities to safeguard self-identity.
Theme 2: Professional Development Experiences

According to this theme, some professional development experiences lead to the
enhancement of the social identity of teachers. This theme was supported by two main codes of

‘cooperation skills’ and ‘problem-solving skills’.
Participant 1:

Cooperation skills, coordination skills, and community life skills are essential. Cooperation
skills involve working effectively with colleagues and students. Coordination skills refer to
the ability to organize and align different activities, as well as manage interpersonal
coordination. Community life skills include all skills related to social interaction and

participation in social life.
Participant 7:

Participation and cooperation skills, along with resilience skills developed in difficult
situations with the support of the group, encourage active classroom participation. These
skills increase students’ endurance and tolerance and ultimately contribute to
strengthening their social identity. Cooperation skills include mutual aid and friendship,
relationship-building abilities, recognizing boundaries in relationships, and managing
interpersonal relationships. Through cooperation, altruism, and relationship building, the

social personalities of both teachers and students are strengthened.
Participant 4:

Group problem-solving and group activity skills help foster stronger social relationships in
the classroom. These relationships contribute to strengthening the social identity of both
teachers and students, which in turn supports more effective problem management. When
the teacher manages knowledge, classroom issues, and the class as a whole effectively,

the social factors that shape social identity are also well managed.
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Participant 11:

The skill of group problem-solving and seeking solutions from others empowers both
students and teachers. Finding solutions collaboratively helps students become socially
confident and enables teachers to work more effectively. It also helps all participants

recognize and understand the potential of the group.

According to the above quotes, participants believed that some professional development
experiences, including cooperation skills and problem-solving skills help them enhance their own
social identity. This finding is congruent with the emphasis on collective priorities and cooperative
attitudes in Social Identity Theory.

Theme 3: Using Collaboration, Group Activities, and Negotiation Strategies to Understand

Students’ Social Identity

This theme aims to help teachers understand their students’ social identity. This theme
was supported by three main codes of ‘collaboration strategy’, ‘group activities’, and ‘negotiation

strategy’.
Participant 3:

Collaboration strategies and relationship management are essential for strengthening
social identity. By involving students and guiding their interpersonal relationships, | can
explore and support the development of their social identity. Collaboration with students
plays a key role in this process: first, it helps them rebuild, change, and improve their social

identity; second, it allows their social identity to be expressed and recognized.
Participant 2:

Group activity and group formation strategies help reveal students’ social intelligence and
their ability to participate. Grouping and group work in the classroom effectively highlight
students’ social identities. Through these activities, the teacher can gain deeper insight
into students’ social identities. By placing students in different group situations and
observing their behavior, the teacher can more accurately assess and understand each

student’s social identity.
Participant 15:

Negotiation strategies emphasize interaction and dialogue as effective ways to identify
students’ social identities. Conversation is a powerful tool for achieving multiple goals,

including understanding social identity. Through meaningful dialogue and interaction,
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teachers can explore, recognize, and better understand the social identities of their

students.
Participant 7:
Here is a fluent and polished version:

Through discussion, participation, and negotiation, the teacher creates opportunities for
students to reveal their social identities. Students express their social identities by
responding to the issues raised during discussions and negotiations.

Participants pointed out that to reveal their students’ social identity, they resort to different
strategies, including collaboration strategies, group activities, and negotiation strategies, which
means that teachers involve students in interpersonal relationships and collaborate with them,
arrange group activities within the classroom, and through discussion, participation, and
negotiation, put students in a position to reveal their social identity. As mentioned above, in Social
Identity Theory, intergroup communication and depersonalized group membership are highly
emphasized.

Theme 4: Effect of Social Identity on Teaching Profession

According to this theme, teachers’ social identity influences their teaching as a profession.
This theme was supported by three principal codes of ‘teacher motivation’, ‘using new teaching

methods’, and ‘professional development'.
Participant 1:

Social identity strengthens cooperation and enhances motivation. It makes both the
teacher and the classroom more effective and productive. A strong social identity also
increases the teacher’s motivation and energy, contributing to professional development

and career growth.
Participant 10:

Social identity encourages the teacher to learn new teaching methods and facilitates the
resolution of classroom challenges. It also enhances the effectiveness of the teaching
and assessment methods used by the teacher, while fostering greater motivation for

teaching.
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Participant 15:

Social identity enhances the teacher’s professional knowledge and creates satisfaction for
both teachers and students. It supports the teacher’s professional growth and acts as a
catalyst for development. Additionally, social identity fosters closer relationships between

teachers and students, promoting friendship and mutual understanding.

Participants believed that social identity makes them more motivated and involved. They
also noted that it encourages them to learn and try new teaching methods. Finally, social identity
leads to professional development among them by increasing their professional knowledge. This
confirms a closed tie between social and professional identity, as supported in Identity Theory.

Theme 5: Effect of Social Identity on Teacher Interactions

According to this theme, there is a causal relationship between teachers’ social identity
and their relations with students and colleagues. This theme was supported by three main codes

of ‘positive relationships’, ‘life construction’, and ‘controlling children’s emotions’.
Participant 13:

Social identity enables the teacher to build positive relationships with others by leveraging
their potential. The teacher’s social interactions with students and colleagues are generally
more productive than working alone, as these relationships allow the teacher to utilize the

diverse talents and abilities of different individuals.
Participant 7:

A teacher with a strong social identity tends to have better relationships with others. Higher
social identity leads to stronger social connections, and teachers can enhance their
relationships by cultivating their social identity. Building both small and large relationships
in the classroom is a key responsibility of a language teacher, and this skill should be

prioritized in their work. Without it, the teacher’s social relationships may weaken.
Participant 6:

Social identity provides an opportunity to build and shape life. Through social identity,
individuals can develop meaningful interpersonal relationships. Without it, students and
colleagues may naturally distance themselves from the teacher. Living a full and
successful life requires social identity. If a teacher has not learned the principles of social

identity, how can they effectively teach others or maintain positive relationships?
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Participant 12:

Children’s emotions can sometimes hinder their learning or, conversely, enhance it.
Teachers can use social identity to help manage and guide students’ emotions and
behavior. Conflicts of interest between students and teachers are inevitable at times, and
this is where the teacher’s role in peacemaking and reconciliation becomes important.
Social identity provides a foundation for establishing and maintaining peace in the

classroom.

Participants perceived that social identity helps the teacher create positive relationships
with students and colleagues. They also considered social identity as a tool which could serve to
control learners’ emotions and behavior and help them reconstruct their behaviors and thoughts.
This finding is in line with Social Identity Theory’s motto that one’s “self’ is constructed and
reconstructed through social relations with others. In Social Identity Theory, ‘other’ acts as a mirror
for the self. Hence, individuals cannot identify themselves without being connected and related to
others.

5. Discussion

Based on the results of the thematic analysis, five main themes were identified as Iranian
primary-level EFL teachers’ perceptions toward social identity: social communication skills,
professional development experiences, using collaboration, group activities, and negotiation
strategies to understand students’ social identity, effect of social identity on teaching profession,
and effect of social identity on teacher interactions. More specifically, according to the perceptions
of lranian primary-level EFL teachers, social identity means social communication skills,
collaboration, teamwork, cooperation, and group leadership skills. Additionally, Iranian primary-
level EFL teachers perceived that cooperation and problem-solving skills can enhance social
identity. Besides, they used a collaboration strategy, group activities, and a negotiation strategy
to understand their students’ social identity. Regarding the effect of social identity on the teaching
profession, their perception was that social identity increases teacher motivation, helps teachers
use new teaching methods, and leads to professional development. Concerning the effect of
social identity on teacher interactions, according to them, social identity helps primary-level EFL
to create positive relationships, is helpful for life construction, and helps teachers in controlling

children’s emotions.

The findings of the present study are consistent with previous research highlighting the
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close relationship between social identity and key educational variables. For instance, Karimi and
Mofidi (2019) reported a reciprocal relationship between social identity and professional
development, suggesting that each reinforces the other. Similarly, Jetten et al. (2017)
demonstrated a strong link between social identity and motivation, emphasizing the motivational
function of social belonging. In line with these results, Ko and Kim (2021) found that group
activities both influence and are influenced by social identity, underscoring the dynamic role of
social interaction in shaping identity within educational contexts.

The alignment between social identity and social communication skills appears justified,
as social identity is largely constructed through primary-level EFL teachers’ social interactions.
Social ties and interpersonal relationships serve as the foundation upon which social identity is
formed. As primary-level EFL teachers engage in ongoing communication with others, their social
identity gradually develops and is reshaped (Griffin et al., 2024; Tajfel & Turner, 1979).
Furthermore, the conceptualization of social identity in terms of collaboration, teamwork, and
cooperation can be explained by the influence of collective work on teachers’ social dimensions.
Collaborative practices not only affect teachers’ social images but also contribute to the
reconstruction and strengthening of their social identity, supporting earlier findings that highlight
the reciprocal relationship between collaboration and identity formation (Karimi & Mofidi, 2019;
Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

Similarly, group leadership skills enable primary-level EFL teachers to engage more
actively in group and social activities, which in turn reshape their social relationships and networks
and contribute to the ongoing construction and reconstruction of their social identity. In addition,
cooperation and problem-solving skills provide teachers with alternative modes of social
interaction, encouraging new forms of social living. These experiences prompt teachers to reflect
on and revise their social attitudes and ideologies, ultimately strengthening their social identity
(Jetten et al., 2017; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Moreover, understanding students’ social identities
requires the use of diverse social strategies (Burford et al., 2020). Accordingly, primary-level EFL
teachers in the present study benefited from cooperation strategies, group activities, and
negotiation practices to better explore and interpret their students’ social identities. Finally,
regarding the impact of social identity on teacher motivation, prior research suggests that a strong
social identity increases teachers’ social engagement and interaction (Hera et al., 2020). Greater
participation in social activities fosters a more socially oriented professional stance, which
enhances motivation. Increased motivation, in turn, encourages teachers to experiment with new

instructional approaches, thereby contributing to ongoing professional development. As such,
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engagement with novelty and innovation appears to be a key mechanism linking social identity to

professional growth.

Overall, the findings suggest that social identity among primary-level EFL teachers is a
multidimensional construct composed of several interrelated layers. Consistent with Social
Identity Theory, various forms of social behavior contribute to the formation and development of
social identity (Griffin et al., 2024). Specifically, social communication skills, collaboration,
teamwork, cooperation, and group leadership emerge as key social behaviors that shape
teachers’ social identity. Importantly, social identity should not be viewed as a fixed or inherent
trait; rather, it is dynamic and continuously constructed and reconstructed through social
interaction. Accordingly, the use of strategies such as cooperation and problem-solving enables
primary-level EFL teachers to revise and redefine their social attitudes and ideologies, thereby
enhancing their social identity.

Given that social identity is fundamentally a social construct, its understanding necessarily
involves social action (Kim et al.,, 2022). This perspective explains teachers’ reliance on
cooperation strategies, group activities, and negotiation practices to explore and interpret their
students’ social identities. Social Identity Theory further provides a framework for understanding
patterns of intergroup interaction and conformity, emphasizing groups—rather than individuals—
as central agents of social change and conflict. In line with this view, a strong social identity fosters
greater social involvement and interaction among teachers, characterized by increased
participation in social activities and events. Such engagement contributes to higher levels of
motivation, which may mediate the relationship between social identity and the adoption of
innovative teaching methods. In this sense, social identity empowers teachers to experiment with
new pedagogical approaches, thereby supporting their professional development, which is partly

shaped by the instructional strategies they employ.

Finally, social identity encourages primary-level EFL teachers to engage more willingly in
communication with others (Griffin et al., 2024). This increased communicative orientation
facilitates stronger relationships with both students and colleagues and promotes a more positive
professional self-image. When teachers’ social needs and relational aspects of life are adequately
fulfilled, they are better positioned to manage classroom dynamics, including the regulation of
students’ emotions. Collectively, these findings underscore the central role of social identity in
shaping teachers’ professional practices, interpersonal relationships, and classroom

effectiveness.
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6. Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that social communication skills, collaboration,
teamwork, cooperation, and group leadership skills play a significant role in facilitating the
development of social identity among primary-level EFL teachers. To establish and strengthen
their social identity, teachers need to pay particular attention to cooperation and problem-solving
skills, which appear to be central to effective primary-level EFL teaching and pedagogical
innovation. Moreover, the results suggest that without the use of cooperation and negotiation
strategies, it becomes challenging for primary-level teachers to fully understand their students’

social identities.

In addition, the findings highlight the positive impact of social identity on teachers’
motivation, as it encourages them to experiment with new teaching methods and contributes to
their ongoing professional development. Finally, a well-developed social identity enables primary-
level EFL teachers to build stronger interpersonal relationships, improve their overall quality of
life, and more effectively manage students’ emotions in the classroom. Collectively, these results
underscore the importance of social identity as a key factor in enhancing both professional

practice and classroom interaction in primary-level EFL contexts.

By fostering an educational environment that values social identity, primary-level
educators can enhance their teaching practices while also creating a more inclusive classroom
atmosphere. Such an environment allows students to feel recognized and respected, which may
lead to improved academic outcomes as well as personal growth. When schools prioritize social
identity within their curricula, they promote a sense of belonging among students. This supportive
context encourages collaboration and empathy—skills that are essential for success in both
academic and social domains. Through the cultivation of these competencies, educators equip
students to navigate diverse environments with confidence and understanding. Ultimately, this
holistic approach to education benefits not only individual learners but also contributes to the

strength and cohesion of the wider school community.

The findings of this study also carry important implications for primary-level EFL teacher
educators and practicing teachers. Teacher educators can use these results to prepare pre-
service teachers to construct and reconstruct their social identity as part of their professional
development. That is, they can use perceptions identified in this study to give useful insights to
student teachers to be used for (re)construction of their social identity. Similarly, in-service
primary-level EFL teachers are encouraged to reflect on and actively develop their social identity

by drawing on the insights provided by this study. For instance, they can use the strategies
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pinpointed by the participants of this study to develop their social identity.

Despite its contributions, this study has certain limitations. The sample consisted of only
15 primary-level EFL teachers, selected based on availability and feasibility. Future studies may
address this limitation by employing larger and more diverse samples. In addition, data were
collected solely through semi-structured interviews; therefore, future research could incorporate
other qualitative data collection methods, such as narratives, reflective diaries, and classroom
observations, to further validate and extend the findings. Finally, as the present study focused
exclusively on primary-level EFL teachers, future research may examine teachers’ social identity

at other educational levels to provide a more comprehensive understanding of this construct.

References

Bosma, H. A., & Kunnen, E. S. (2001). Determinants and mechanisms in identity development: A process-
oriented approach. Developmental Review, 21(1), 39-64. https://doi.org/10.1006/drev.2000.0512

Brewer, M. B. (2012). Optimal distinctiveness theory: Its history and development. In P. A. M. Van Lange,
A. W. Kruglanski, & E. T. Higgins (Eds.), Handbook of theories of social psychology (Vol. 2, pp. 81-
98). Sage Publications Ltd.

Burford, B., Greig, P., Kelleher, M., Merriman, C., Platt, A., Richards, E., & Vance, G. (2020). Effects of a
single interprofessional simulation session on medical and nursing students’ attitudes toward
interprofessional learning and professional identity: A questionnaire study [Preprint]. Research
Square. https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.2.18684/v2

Chesler, M., & Young, A.A. (2007). Faculty members’ social identities and classroom authority.
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/57349/281 ftp.pdf?sequence=1

Deaux, K. (2001). Social identity. In J. Worell (Ed.), Encyclopedia of women and gender (pp. 1-9). Academic

Press.

Griffin, S. M., Lebedova, A., Cruwys, T., McMahon, G., Foran, A. M., Skrodzka, M., & Muldoon, O. T. (2024).
Identity change and the transition to university: Implications for cortisol awakening response,
psychological well-being and academic performance. Applied Psychology: Health and Well-Being,
17(1), e12608. https://doi.org/10.1111/aphw.12608

Haslam, C., Jetten, J., Haslam, S. A., Pugliese, C., & Tonks, J. (2011). ‘| remember therefore | am, and |
am therefore | remember’: Exploring the contributions of episodic and semantic self-knowledge to
strength of identity. British Journal of Psychology, 102(2), 184-203.
https://doi.org/10.1348/000712610x508091

49


https://www.google.com/url?sa=E&q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1006%2Fdrev.2000.0512
https://www.google.com/url?sa=E&q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.21203%2Frs.2.18684%2Fv2
https://www.google.com/url?sa=E&q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1111%2Faphw.12608
https://www.google.com/url?sa=E&q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1348%2F000712610x508091

Primary-Level EFL Teachers’ Social Identity

Haslam, C., Lam, B. C. P., Ghafoori, E., Steffens, N. K., Haslam, S. A., Bentley, S. V., Jetten, J., & Xue, C.
R. (2023). A longitudinal examination of the role of social identity in supporting health and well-
being in retirement. Psychology and Aging, 38(7), 615-626. https://doi.org/10.1037/pag0000757

He, P., & Lin, A. M. Y. (2013). Tensions in school-university partnership and EFL pre-service teacher
identity formation: A case in mainland China. The Language Learning Journal, 41 (2), 205-218.
10.1080/09571736.2013.790134

Hera, C., Rodriguez-Rodriguez, F. J., Ruiz, Y., Thomas-Curras, H., Rey, M. A., & Barrio, J. M. (2020).
Group membership and social and personal identities as psychosocial coping resources to
psychological consequences of the COVID-19 confinement. International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health, 17(20), 7413. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17207413

Jetten, J., Haslam, S. A., Cruwys, T., Greenaway, K. H., Haslam, C., & Steffens, N. K. (2017). Advancing
the social identity approach to health and well-being: Progressing the social cure research agenda.
European Journal of Social Psychology, 47(7), 789-802. https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2333

Karimi, M. N., & Mofidi, M. J. S. (2019). L2 teacher identity development: An activity theoretic perspective.
System,81, 122-134. https://doi.org/10.1016/J.SYSTEM.2019.02.006

Kim, G. E., Yu, H., & Ryu, E. (2022). Social group membership, burnout, and subjective well-being in new
nurses in the life transition period: A cross-sectional study. Nursing Open, 10(5), 3295-3304.
https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.1581

Ko, E.J., & Kim, K. (2021). Connecting founder social identity with social entrepreneurial intentions. Social
Enterprise Journal, 16(4), 403-429.

Kinsella, E. L., Muldoon, O. T., Lemon, S., Stonebridge, N., Hughes, S., & Sumner, R. C. (2022). In it
together?: Exploring solidarity with frontline workers in the United Kingdom and Ireland during
COVID-19. British Journal of Social Psychology, 62(1), 241-263.
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjs0.12579

Lebrouj, F., & Solhi, M. (2024). The issue of foreign language acquisition and cultural identity in English
language preparatory classes in Turkish universities. Humanitarian and Natural Sciences Journal,
5(1), 283-294. https://doi.org/10.53796/hnsj51/28

Lee, J. C. K., Huang, Y. X. H., Law, E. H. F., & Wang, M. H. (2013). Professional identities and emotions
of teachers in the context of curriculum reform: A Chinese perspective. Asia-Pacific Journal of
Teacher Education, 41(3), 271-287. https://doi.org/10.1080/1359866X.2013.809052

Mawson, E., Best, D., & Lubman, D. I. (2016). Associations between social identity diversity, compatibility,
and recovery capital amongst young people in substance use treatment. Addictive Behaviors
Reports, 4, 70-77. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.abrep.2016.10.002

50


https://www.google.com/url?sa=E&q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1037%2Fpag0000757
https://www.google.com/url?sa=E&q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.3390%2Fijerph17207413
https://www.google.com/url?sa=E&q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1002%2Fejsp.2333
https://www.google.com/url?sa=E&q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1002%2Fnop2.1581
https://www.google.com/url?sa=E&q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1111%2Fbjso.12579
https://www.google.com/url?sa=E&q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.53796%2Fhnsj51%2F28
https://www.google.com/url?sa=E&q=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1016%2Fj.abrep.2016.10.002

Curriculum Research, Volume 6, Issue 4, Dec. 2025

Mortazavi Nezhad, M., Samimi, F., & Afraz, S. (2024). Modeling teacher emationality and identity through
structural equation modeling (SEM): English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers in focus.
Curriculum Research Journal, 3(5), 54-73. https://doi.org/10.71703/cure.2024.1125622

Nguyen, C. D. (2016). Creating spaces for constructing practice and identity: Innovations of teachers of
English language to young learners in Vietham. Research Papers in Education, 1-15.
doi:10.1080/02671522.2015.1129644

Roberts, J. (1998). Language teacher education. Arnold Publishing.

Samani, B., Amiri, M., & Ghafouri: N. (2024). EFL teachers’ pragmatic awareness and classroom practices
influenced by an in-service training course of meta-pragmatics. Curriculum Research Journal, 1(05),
14-44. https://doi.org/10.71703/cure.2024.1118645

Stenberg, K., Karlsson, L., Pitkaniemi, H., & Maaranen, K. (2014). Beginning student teachers’ teacher
identities based on their practical theories. European Journal of Teacher Education, 37(2), 204-219.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02619768.2014.882309

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup conflict. In W. G. Austin & S. Worchel
(Eds.), The social psychology of intergroup relations (pp. 33—47). Brooks/Cole.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. Harvard

University Press.
Wenger, E. (1999). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning and identity. Cambridge University Press.

Zahid, Z., & Ghani, M. (2018). Impact of social identity on second language learning anxiety: The Pakistani
perspective. International Journal of Social Sciences and Education Research, 4(2), 199-206.
https://doi.org/10.24289/ijsser.339680

Appendix

Semi-Structure Interview Prompts

How do you define social identity?
What professional development experiences have helped you strengthen social identity in the classroom?
As an English teacher, what strategies do you use to understand your students’ social identities?

To what extent does your social identity influence your profession as a teacher?

a p w DN e

What role does your social identity play in your relationships and interactions with students and colleagues?
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